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PROLOGUE
 
 
Memo found in Enforcer HQ
 
What little I could piece together points to a company or a group of individuals that went by the term TQB. I have yet to uncover what the acronym means.  Further, they left earth for reasons that still remain unclear, or unbelievable, to me. 
 
What is clear is that the great fall occurred three years after they left. This was the trigger for it all -- basically, they left, and the world imploded.
 
That was one hundred and fifty years ago. 
 
I will not rest until we have the answers we seek. 
 
Forever vigilant. 
 
Commander Strake





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Old Angers, France (west of Paris)
 
Valerie turned her head just enough to stop the rancid, oil-slicked water from flowing into her mouth. The street was filthy, even ignoring the blood and guts—not that those would disgust her. Well, not the blood anyway, her being a vampire and all.
 
Something had tasted nasty in that water. Nasty enough for her to care to move her head, in spite of the piercing pain that doing so sent through her body. That’s what happens when your brother breaks practically every bone in your body and leaves you on the rain-drenched street.
 
Utter and unbelievable pain.
 
In fact, she was ready for the sun to come up. Hoping it would hurry and get on with it. How much worse than what she was already feeling could the sun be? Death had never scared her. But pain? Even though she had always healed from it, she hated pain.
 
And with this much pain, she was ready to die. All thanks to her brother, Donovan.
 
She’d hoped he was gone, done with her, but she felt him next to her. She could smell his scent, even through the blood that had come streaming out of her broken nose.
 
Donovan, that ass, kneeled down and moved her blood-clotted hair so that it wasn’t blocking her view of him.
 
“See, Valerie, I can be nice when I want to.” He chuckled and cast a glance over his shoulder, where, she imagined, one of his goons stood. She couldn’t see from this angle. Probably Jean-Pierre, his right-hand vampire and the one that had delivered the sucker punch that set her up for her brother’s beat-down.
 
He turned back to her. “I just never care to be nice,” he continued. He leaned a little closer, enough so that she could smell his breath and whispered loudly. “That’s the difference between you and me.”
 
The soldiers laughed, and she imagined ripping their pitiful, small-brained heads from their bodies. They’d ambushed her as she walked down the rainy street, lost in her thoughts. She would’ve been able to take them any other time, but today something had changed. 
 
A loss of focus... and direction. 
 
Through the fog of war, she’d seen the chaos, the death, the truth. If the lies had been a veil covering her eyes, today had ripped it from her face and exposed the ugliness that was the outside world. Now, the reality of her situation didn’t sit right with her. Especially not when she’d turned to see one of her brother’s men taking the life of a child. A defenseless child, dead, for no reason. And now… she couldn’t do anything to stop the ruthless pricks.
 
 It sucked.
 
“You. Are. A. Dick,” she managed between pained breaths and choking on the sewer runoff that found its way into her mouth again.
 
She coughed up and half-vomited, pleased to see the scrunched up expression on Donovan’s face when some of the sewage-spit-meets-vomit hit his shoes.
 
“Yes,” he said, casually standing up and then wiping his shoe off on her pants. “But this dick isn’t the one dying in a deserted street, waiting for the clouds to break apart and have the unholy sun come down and kill her, is he?” He sneered, then laughed when she tried to talk again and failed.
 
She looked to the dark blue at the edge of the black sky, a hint of pink working its way up along with the rising sun, and struggled to say, “Dad…”
 
He barked a laugh. “Dad? Dad is going to appreciate the truth, if I ever get around to telling him. Why he dotes on your worthless, spineless ass, I don’t know. Sure, he will be sad for maybe a day or two, but then he’ll get over it and can continue to plan the eventual takeover of the New York City State by yours truly.” Donovan glared down at her, disdain heavy in his voice as he said, “Not by a little whore who disgraces all vampires with her inability to take action.”
 
He watched her for a minute, lying there, broken and bleeding. Then he smiled. “Darling sister, you look sick.” With a laugh, he kicked sewage water in her face and faked a caring voice, his eyes opening wide. “You should stay hydrated.”
 
Behind closed eyelids, the embers of her anger started to simmer, the sewage runoff like gas for the burning hatred in her gut.
 
Dying? Now dying wasn’t an option. His ass would be hers if it was the last thing she managed in this life.
 
Donovan and his followers walked off, laughing, as she tried to figure out how she could prevent the sun from killing her. From keeping her from her vengeance.
 
No, not vengeance.
 
Justice.
 
She tried to move her hand, but all she could manage was a whimper of pain. A tear, laced with blood, joined the water beneath her face.
 
***
 
Sandra ran through the corpses of the slaughtered, her heart hardened to yet another conquered village. She had thought she’d enjoy witnessing one more conquest in the Blessed’s gradual move to the coast. During training, she had listened with fascination to the stories, always amazed by their courage. They had come this far from Old Paris, and had managed to take down or absorb into the Duke’s kingdom every group they found in the barren and fallen lands.
 
The dying lands.
 
None of that mattered right now, because if Sandra didn’t find her Mistress—her Valerie—it would be her head.
 
No, that wasn’t what Valerie had said. It would be her heart. On a platter, served cold for Valerie’s other servants to consume while she watched.
 
Part of that threat terrified Sandra, but part of it made her laugh. Sure, she’d seen the darker side of her Mistress. But they’d also spent evenings together staring out over the wasteland that had once been known as Paris... the toppled Eiffel Tower and lines of abandoned cars, all the while wondering what the days had been like before the collapse of civilization.
 
They’d talked, they’d laughed, and they’d touched. Her Mistress’s hand had found hers, and then her lips, gentle, yet firm. A kiss, given in friendship, and maybe something more?
 
It had never happened again, and Sandra had been sworn to secrecy. But… it was enough to make her doubt Valerie would ever cause her any real harm.
 
So yes, fear drove her in this search. But more than that, it was loyalty. The deepest love for a friend one could have, especially when said friend was a vampire princess and supposedly a ruthless Mistress.
 
The feeding contributed to the loyalty, she couldn’t ignore that, of course. The taste of Valerie’s blood when she offered it wasn’t what Sandra would call sweet, but it flowed through her, making her feel younger, healthier, and in complete bliss.
 
The only problem was that vampire blood was addictive as hell.
 
She reached the top of the pile of rubble and, in the distance, saw the rays of sun peeking out over the trees. The other Blessed, as the father of them all had titled his Clan, were pulling back to the cover of darkness. The father, Le Duc Eckhart, was simply referred to as the Duke, his French title from the old days.
 
That had been before he’d gone into hibernation and slept right through the end of days, or the “Second Falling of Rome,” as he called it. Now, he orchestrated the attacks and insisted on war camps set up at a retreat point, guarded by loyal Weres during the day. 
 
A raid would occur, then the Duke’s children and their children would retreat during the light of day while his other troops cleaned up and established another outpost in his name.
 
Even the Duke couldn’t survive in sunlight, which meant Valerie definitely could not. Being a simple human meant Sandra would be unharmed, but it didn’t matter. She’d either die here searching for her Mistress, or be torn to pieces by the Duke’s men when she returned without her.
 
“Valerie,” she called out in a hoarse whisper, her voice overused from calling out her name. One minute Valerie had been at the front lines, charging in to attack with Donovan, and the next she’d wandered off. 
 
As the sky brightened, shadows crept along the road. One of them moved. 
 
Sandra refused to get her hopes up, figuring it was simply a forgotten victim, but then she saw the eyes—red, glimmering, searching.
 
In the flash that it took her legs to carry her to her Mistress, Sandra was kneeling beside Valerie. She gasped in shock at the sight of her Mistress. In the past, Valerie had returned home with gunshots, Werewolf bites, and worse… but nothing like this. The beating she must have taken to be in this state was nothing Sandra could imagine.
 
Then it hit her. No human could have done this to her Mistress.
 
“Who betrayed you?” Sandra asked, hands shaking in anger. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find you earlier, I searched, but…where’d you go?”
 
Valerie almost smiled, but the tears of blood running down her cheeks gave her away. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.
 
“We have to get you out of the sun,” Sandra said, and then bent down to help her up.
 
But the movement sent a spasm through Valerie and she screamed in pain.
 
Again, Sandra glanced at the horizon. The thick, billowing clouds were orange now with highlights of purple, and the tip of the sun was barely visible.
 
“Drink, Mistress,” she said, holding out her wrist for Valerie. “It’s the only way.”
 
***
 
Valerie stared up at the human. Her servant, yet so much more. There was no way around it. If she hoped to survive long enough to escape the sunlight and one day truly bring justice, this was the way.
 
Seemingly every bone in her body snapped and cracked as she tried to lean forward for the bite, but the pain caused her to collapse in agony.
 
“Please,” she whispered, the words barely escaping her mouth. This was humiliation unheard of. Valerie, the vampire princess, stooping to such lows.
 
But to not do so meant Donovan won, and that she would not allow.
 
“Please,” she said again, and this time Sandra heard her, judging by the look of shock in her eyes.
 
Without hesitation, Sandra pressed her wrist to Valerie’s mouth, flinching only slightly when the fangs pierced her skin.
 
Warm blood flowed forth and it tasted of life—sweet, aromatic, and soothing. At first, Valerie felt she would close her eyes and just sleep forever, but then a flow of energy and power infused her. She felt nothing would ever stand in her way.
 
Valerie’s skin pulled itself back together and she felt her bones mending themselves. She licked her lips and drank more, closing her eyes in ecstasy and then focusing on the warmth of the blood as it filled her and nursed her back to life.
 
A soft moan. She looked up, seeing how pale Sandra had become in a matter of seconds, and noticed something else—sunlight forming a halo around her servant’s head. The sunrise had found them.
 
With one last, sensual lick, Valerie pulled herself back from Sandra’s wrist and told her, “I am forever in your debt.”
 
Sandra collapsed beside her, falling into the shadows and out of the sun’s path.
 
Valerie tested her strength and was glad to see it returning. The pain was there, refusing to let her forget as she continued to feel bones mending, and muscles re-attaching. But it was bearable. She put an arm around her servant and then spotting a building still mostly intact, drug herself with one arm and leg pushing, holding Sandra, taking a path through shadows until they were safely inside.
 
“The others,” Sandra managed as they leaned against the inside wall, recuperating. “Your father won’t like that we’re not with them.” 
 
Valerie’s eyes flashed red as she whispered, “My father can kiss my vampiric ass, as long as he doesn’t suck any blood from it.”
 
Sandra turned with a jolt. Nobody talked of the Duke that way.
 
Valerie painfully held up a hand to stop whatever Sandra might say, finality in her voice. “We’re not going back. Ever.”
 
“Then, we’re no better than Forsaken,” Sandra said. “On the run, hunted. I—”
 
“You’ll do as you’re told,” Valerie said, then glanced at the younger woman’s wrist and cringed, thinking of her honor. “That is, if you’re willing. I cannot force you to make this journey with me.”
 
Sandra’s eyes went wide at the offer, but then she nodded.
 
She wasn’t leaving her Mistress’s side.
 
Sandra simply asked, “What is the plan, Mistress?”
 
Valerie looked out the hole in the building to the street outside, sunlight burning the water off the spot where she had laid just minutes before. “We get to America before Donovan and his people, set up a base of defense, and see to it that my brother’s journey across the ocean will be his last.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Somewhere Over the Atlantic
 
Diego snuck through the large, open cargo bay of the anti-grav blimp, his nose tingling, his eyes darting back and forth in the shadows. He hadn’t been sure what had upset his senses when the ship first set off. The scent of goods, en route to supply the few remaining city-states in North America, had been strong enough to negate his normally sharp Were senses.
 
But now that they were floating out over the open seas, he was sure of it. He could smell fish, salt, and… vampire.
 
The streets of Spain had taught him how to stay out of trouble. Groups of Weres claimed different territories of Old Madrid, with the wolves on one side and a splinter group of the Sacred Clan—Were cats—on another.
 
But he was a runt, which meant none had accepted him. Small when transformed and not much taller than five-six as a man, he’d been laughed out of dens when he tried to pitch himself to the various packs.
No Alpha wanted him as a liability.
 
He had tried to tell them that he had his own unique skills. Speed. A brain that worked twice as fast as most others, and the ability to sneak.
 
“So go join the Sacred Clan, kitten,” one of the henchmen had told him, right before Diego put a blade in the Were’s throat.
 
Sticking around after that discussion hadn’t been an option. Asia had too many risks, with the legends of Yuko and Akio, vampires nobody wanted to mess with. He couldn’t go there. Staying in Europe meant the packs would be after him if he tried to hide out in Spain or Portugal, and anywhere else risked more vampires. Forsaken or not, he’d heard what they did to stray dogs and cats. He had no desire to find out for himself if those rumors were true.
 
But right now, his dreams of making it west looked like a long shot. For all he knew, this vampire was here to kill him, paid off by the Were he’d nearly killed—and would have, if the blade had been silver. Even if the vampire didn’t know anything about him, it was likely to throw him overboard simply to avoid complications.
 
Diego paused by one of several round, thick glass windows and watched the setting sun as it grew close to the horizon.
 
If the vampire had traveled during the day, that meant… No, that couldn’t have happened. Only the old vampires of legend, from the days before the fall of the world, could walk in the sun. And even that could be fiction as much as fact. Diego, for his part, believed it was simply the stories vampires told to scare other members of the UnknownWorld.
 
“Where are you?” he hissed, stepping away from the window and trying to make sense of it. But only one conclusion came to mind. The vampire had help. Whether that meant in the form of humans or something else, he couldn’t be sure.
 
He’d have to proceed with caution.
 
And here in the shadows of the ship, it did not matter that the sun shone brightly outside.
 
Merde, he thought, as a puff of breath touched his neck. He froze, waiting for the fangs, but none came.
Instead, he heard a woman’s voice. “You were looking for me, and now you’ve found me.”
 
She hadn’t attacked, and that was her mistake. His claws extended as he spun on her—only to be thrown aside as a second person, or vampire more likely, based on how fast they moved, sent him flying.
 
***
 
Valerie had been waiting for the Were to walk right into her trap. Part of her waited like this because she wasn’t sure she’d fully healed from the night before—she still felt a bit queasy. The other part of her simply liked to toy with Weres.
 
She’d gambled correctly on feeding Sandra some of her blood, after healing, so that they could both be recuperated in case of injury. In this case, it also served to make the servant girl smell like a vampire.
 
The Were growled and swiped at her with his claws, drawing blood from Valerie’s face. It would heal, but it stung.
 
“Quiet or they’ll be after us,” she hissed, pinning him to the floor with one hand as the other went to the hilt of her sword. “And I’d prefer not to have to kill the people who know how to fly this thing. Nor you, for that matter.”
 
The fierceness in his eyes faltered, and he lowered his clawed hand.
 
“You’re not killing me?”
 
“Not yet decided, but I’d rather not mess up my karma.” She looked him up and down, noting his small stature for a Were, even an Asian Were. “But you haven’t told me why you were snooping around down here.”
 
“Snooping? I smelled vampire, and figured I was being hunted.”
 
“You’re so important that we’d send our own to track you down?” She looked at him like he had just taken a long walk off the short plank into a pool of stupidity.
 
He blinked at that, clearly affronted.
 
“That’s what I thought,” she said, then stood and waited for him to get up. “Tell me quickly, Were, what are you doing here?”
 
He stared now, defiantly. 
 
Fine with her, she could play this game all day—as long as the top of the blimp didn’t fly away and leave her exposed to sunlight, which was unlikely. But still, she’d rather get back to hiding before they were discovered and would have to explain themselves.
 
Crews of the blimps were known for their ferocity. They had to be strong, in the face of pirates. Thule-inspired anti-grav technology, left over from the days before the fall of civilization, meant that they could get blimps flying. Other means of travel across the seas were challenging, as fuel had become incredibly scarce.
 
So it was back to the old days of sailboats, if one could gather enough of a crew and figure out how to brave the seas and cross the ocean, or these blimps. Either way, pirates had made a comeback—some human, others not. Most kept to the waters, but if they managed to get their hands on a blimp, you were pretty much toast—burnt, soggy, salty toast.
 
Either way, you were consigned to Davey Jones’s locker.
 
For all she knew, half of this crew was made up of pirates looking for an honest buck between pirating bouts.
 
“I’m not going to sit here having a staring contest with you all day,” she said. “Speak up, or I feed you to the sharks.”
 
“Why not eat me yourself?” he said, with a glare as if daring her.
 
“Do you really understand so little about my kind?” She laughed, then turned to Sandra. “Would you please explain?”
 
Sandra stepped forward, hands folded before her. “My Mistress is referring to the fact that vampires aren’t big on Were blood. So, my assumption is she’d at least prefer to give you a swimming chance, or better yet, make the sharks happy with a meal that came to them.”
 
With a cautious glance, Sandra stepped forward, eyeing the Were up and down. “But you don’t strike me as dangerous, because you’re not. Isn’t that right, Mr. …?”
 
“The real name’s Xianliang,” he said, his eyes clearly announcing his annoyance. “But I had a street name in Spain, if you must know. The guys called me Diego.”
 
 “Huh. Diego… Weird, considering… but it kinda works. I’ll use that when I like you,” Valerie’s eyes closed just a bit. “Maybe I’ll use Pet when I don’t.”
 
He glared.
 
With a nod from Valerie, Sandra introduced the two of them and waited. Finally, Diego blew out his breath, crossed his arms and leaned up against a crate.
 
“The old world has nothing for me anymore,” he explained, bitterness coloring his voice. “Better to follow the path of those before. Head out west.”
 
“Is it as simple as that?” Valerie asked, suspicious.
 
He assessed her from the corner of his eyes, then finally shrugged. “Nothing’s ever simple. But yeah, honestly. There are stories you hear, right? This one’s about a place they’re rebuilding up north of New York. What they, in the old days, referred to as New Jersey.  Uh,” he scratched his chin, “I think that was New Jersey to the north. Well, rumor has it that’s the place to be. I’m talking food, shelter, and even some sort of order for my kind. The Golden City, some call it.”
 
Was this Were serious? 
 
Valerie glanced over at Sandra, but she didn’t look surprised. More like sympathetic. It wasn’t that Valerie didn’t realize people and those of the UnknownWorld lived in poor conditions, but being the creation of the Duke meant certain lifestyle differences from the general populace. And she rarely had to deal with it. Even when they had set up their various outposts around France and she had gone to inspect those outposts, the worst had been hidden from her. 
 
As now she was beginning to understand.
 
Almost everything had been hidden from her until she had insisted on going on that raid. The Duke had said no, at first, but had capitulated at Donovan’s insistence. Now it all made sense. He suspected she’d freeze up when she saw what it was really like, this underground war they were fighting—them against everyone else. And now she was getting a different view of it.
 
They found a hiding spot behind a stack of the supplies, and after listening to Diego for a while, she found that she didn’t think the guy was half-bad.
 
Diego told her all about the streets of Spain, how he’d been a Were as long as he could remember. Maybe even born into it, but he hadn’t ever known his parents.
 
It had been survival first, everything else a distant second, in his experience.
 
“How about you?” he asked at a lull in the conversation. “I mean… am I just talking nonsense here?” he looked back and forth between the two of them.
 
Sandra looked like she was about to answer, but Valerie held up a finger and said, “No, it was the same for us.” She noticed Sandra’s look of confusion at her lie, but went on. “We never fit in with society, always on the run. It’s the same now, and who knows, maybe we’ll come to this city of gold you mentioned.”
 
His expression turned to worry, and she was about to ask what was wrong when she noticed he wasn’t looking at her at all, but past her to the window.
 
A shadow was passing them, and an instant later she was at the window, watching as two large blimps moved into attack formation. One of them sported the modified Jolly Roger—but instead of a skull, there was a vampire face with blood dripping down from long, sharp fangs.
 
“At least we know this legend is true,” Diego said. When both Valerie and Sandra looked at him like he was crazy, he added, “What? I’m just saying, I like to know what’s true and what isn’t in this world.”
 
“Know this then,” Valerie said, pulling out her sword and turning toward the bay door. “If we don’t save this ship, none of us will be making it to that fabled city of yours.”
 
He gulped at the sword, and rightly so. It was solid steel underneath, but the silver lining etched into the blade and used to fortify the tip meant members of the UnknownWorld had extra reason to fear her. 
 
“Then let’s make sure they leave here in pieces,” Diego said. He stripped quickly, both women glancing to each other and back at him.
 
In a blink of an eye, he was gone, replaced by a ferocious looking, if a bit on the smaller side from what Valerie was used to, puma.
 
Her favorite shoes had been a vintage pair of Pumas found in an old abandoned warehouse, so in spite of his size, she found herself liking him a little bit more. Still, she wondered about his ability in a fight. Rolling her eyes, she had to wonder at her own ability to make decisions, if she was willing to like this Were because of her fascination with a pair of shoes that hadn’t been manufactured in a century.
 
While Valerie was among the best of them when it came to training, her recent experience with a real battle and the taking of lives gave her reason to worry. This Were kitten didn’t help her confidence any.
 
But she had a mission, and right now those pirates stood in her way. She’d have to suck it up and make them pay, and just hope that Diego could do his part.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Valerie leapt over the nearest crate and went through a door and up the stairs to the deck to see what they were dealing with. A moment later, Diego joined her in his puma form.
 
He looked back behind them, then to her with a tilt of his head.
 
“Sandra?” Valerie asked. “Can’t serve me very well if she’s dead.”
 
She saw the realization dawn on his face.
 
“For a cat, you’re not too slow.” Valerie held out a hand for silence as a crew woman went running by before she whispered, “And no, she’s not a vampire.” 
 
They emerged onto the deck, careful to stay in the shadows.
 
At the rear of the ship, the two sky-ships were maneuvering so that one would be on each side. Men and women were moving to their battle stations on all three of the ships.
 
“Prepare to be boarded,” a voice came over the loudspeaker from the ship to their left. “Resist, and you will be sucking water with the worst of them.”
 
“What’re our chances of outrunning them if the captain goes that route?” Valerie asked.
 
Diego changed back, crouching, and said, “Zero to none if we run, but in a fight she might hold up.”
 
“Hmm, or two to one,” Valerie suggested, doubtfully.
 
Diego looked over at the ship to his right, “Trust me, I’m kind of a techie nerd. Well, as far as tech goes these days. In the old days, let me tell you what I could’ve done with—Ouch!”
 
She’d flicked him on the ear. “Focus!”
 
“Right….” He shifted as if preparing to pounce, but then said, “The point is, their ships are built for speed. Like sloops in the old days, single-masted, not many cannons. But ours is more like a Man of War. Those babies had double masts and a hundred cannons.”
 
Valerie frowned, “None of what you just said means anything to me.”
 
The man sighed. “Pirate stuff. I don’t know if I have it right either, honestly. But back in those days—”
 
“Diego…”
 
“Ah, right, focusing. Let me say this in simple, even-a-vampire-can-understand terms—our ship is strong, theirs,” he pointed to the other two, “are not.”
 
“Okay,” Valerie said, irritation causing her voice to rise slightly. Good thing everyone around them was yelling and had no reason to come to this part of the ship just yet. “Let me say this in you-want-to-live-so-don’t-ever-talk-to-me-like-that-again terms. I will throw your ass into the ocean and see if cats like water should you speak to me like that again.”
 
Diego’s eye twitched. “Sorry, it’s a habit.”
 
Valerie paused and turned to look at him again, “Being an ass is a habit of yours?”
 
He nodded.
 
Great. She was trying to figure out how to make it out of this without being discovered and without having to slaughter every last one of them, and here she was, stuck with a sarcastic ass-cat. She laughed to herself.
 
“Something funny?” Diego said.
 
She smirked, “I just came up with a new nickname for you. Ass-cat.”
 
Diego stared at her, his eyes burning fiercely. “What happened to Pet? Not demeaning enough?”
 
“Ass-cat will grow on you,” she said, then motioned to him. “Follow me.”
 
“Wait, wha—”
 
But she was already gone, bounding up the steps to the captain’s tower. At the doorway, she paused for him to turn into a puma and leap after her to keep up. Once to the Captain’s door, he transformed back and gave her an irritated look.
 
“What now?” he said.
 
“Speaking of names, Xianliang, really?”
 
“What?” he hissed.
 
“No Chinese accent, and I don’t know…. You don’t exactly strike me as a Xianliang type.”
 
“Even though I was raised in Spain and don’t speak a lick of Chinese, my roots are from there.”
 
“Which explains your Were-cat nature,” she said, nodding to herself in understanding. “Sacred Clan?”
 
He instantly tensed at that, and she could tell she’d hit a nerve.  “Let’s just put a pin in that conversation,” he replied.
 
“Deal.” She paused to look at him one more time. “But if you didn’t know, your Chinese name’s meaning is ‘worthy brightness.’” 
 
When he looked at her inquisitively, she added, “My real parents, before I was turned… One was French, the other Chinese. I know a thing or two. Not bad for a dumb vampire, huh?”
 
Without waiting for a response or bothering to laugh at the way his jaw hung open, she stood. She considered knocking on the door, but then lifted her leg and kicked it in instead. The captain spun and aimed a pistol, but before he knew what was happening, she was standing over him with the pistol twisted up and facing his own temple.
 
“Wouldn’t squeeze that trigger, if I were you,” she told him, her breath blowing across his face.
 
The captain nodded but glared. “You’re one of the group attacking me?”
 
“Actually, no,” she said, waiting while Diego entered, back in puma form again. “But here’s the deal. My pussy-cat friend here and I are stowaways, along with one girl.” 
 
“This isn’t the best time for a confession, and I’m not wearing my robes,” the captain snarled.
 
Valerie rolled her eyes. “Do you want me to pull the trigger?” 
 
He shook his head quickly.
 
 “I didn’t think so. Here’s what I’m proposing. I want to pay for our passage the rest of the way by saving you from these pirates.”
 
“You want to…?” The captain’s expression turned from hostile to confused, then amused. The yelling outside grew louder, and Valerie was becoming impatient. Every second she waited for this guy to agree was another chance their ship could be blown out of the sky.
 
The voice came again from the speaker outside, and then a warning shot was fired.
 
“Mr. Pussycat here tells me—”
 
Diego transformed back into a man, irritation creasing his face. “Can you stop with that?” Diego asked. “The name’s Diego, or Xianliang, if you’re feeling formal. Not Ass-cat, not Mr. Pussycat… Diego.”
 
“And can you stop changing back and forth?” she said. “It’s disorienting, and we’re not supposed to let their kind see.”
 
The captain stepped back then. His wide eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. “It’s true then…. But why should I listen to you, two Weres?”
 
“Wrong,” Valerie said, then showed her fangs and allowed her eyes to glow ever so slightly. “He’s a Were,” she nodded to him before looking him straight in his eyes, “I’m worse.”
 
The captain’s hands started shaking, but he folded his arms across his chest to try and hide it.
 
“A Were and a vampire on my ship… And you offer to fight off these pirates for me?” He assessed them, then nodded. “Deal. You save the ship, consider your passage covered.”
 
Just then, the first volley of shots went off from one of the enemy ships, and then the other followed.
 
“Merde,” Valerie said, with a glance outside as their ship returned fire.
 
“You better hurry,” the captain said. “Or all three ships will be collecting barnacles, and you’ll have to walk across the ocean floor to get to where you’re going. That is, if vampires don’t die from drowning?”
 
“I don’t plan on finding out,” she answered, and ran, pulling her sword as she went.
 
***
 
Diego’s heart was racing as he turned into a puma and leapt after Valerie. He’d never had much of a problem keeping up with people or Weres, but he’d never been tested against a vampire. So far, he was failing his first test, but she waited for him at key points in the shadows. It helped that she had to go around areas to avoid the sun, while he could dart across.
 
“You said we have the stronger ship, right?” she asked, pausing at the ropes the ship to their left had just shot over to anchor to their hull. “If that’s true, all we have to do is make sure we hit them where it hurts first, right?”
 
He considered changing again to answer, but was getting real tired of that, so simply nodded.
 
“Good, follow me, and when I say so, tell me where to hurt them.” She glanced over her shoulder as she leaped up onto the rope. “If you steer me wrong, I’ll make sure you die before me, Ass-cat.”
 
He growled in response.
 
She smirked and said, “And if we win, I might stop calling you that.” 
 
And then she ran across the rope.
 
Holy-balls, he thought, that was not something anyone should try at home. Luckily for her, she didn’t seem to have the slightest balance problem, and fortunately for him, he was a cat, and a cat’s balance is legendary. At least, he hoped that legend would still hold true after this screwed-up idea.
 
None of that stopped him from thinking Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap the whole way across. He only thought it faster when they saw the man at the other end pop up, apparently about to shimmy down the rope almost exactly like the pirates of old. The man’s eyes grew big, and then he lifted a rifle when he saw them coming.
 
“Watch out!” Diego meant to say, but it came out as a growl. Turns out, it wasn’t necessary. One moment, Valerie was running in front of him, the next she was a blur and had the pirate slammed against the far wall so forcefully that he crumpled to the floor, unconscious.
 
Diego made it to the end of the rope and leapt down on the deck to confirm that the pirate was indeed not dead.
 
He changed, “You some twisted vegan vampire or something?” he asked as he pointed to the unconscious—but still breathing—pirate. “You’re serious about this?”
 
“I just…” she started, but then she stumbled, heading for the edge of the ship. The sudden use of energy had drained her, and now she was running dangerously low on strength.
 
Diego stared in surprise as she almost caught herself and then stumbled again. He looked around, and saw that two more pirates had noticed them and were coming over. Merde, he thought, and then jumped forward so that he could catch her.
 
The sight of a naked man catching a woman before she fell over the edge of their ship made both pirates freeze in their tracks.
 
Valerie squeezed her eyes shut and said, “You really didn’t have to do that.”
 
“You were gonna fall,” he said. “So, yeah, I did.”
 
“Better to have spared me this sight,” she said jokingly, with a glance at his nude body. He considered letting her go, even shoving her over the side himself, but the two pirates had recovered and were working their ways toward them.
 
“You need energy,” Diego said. “And fast.”
 
She looked at him, and then at the still-unconscious pirate on the deck. With a heavy sigh, she kneeled next to the pirate, her head bowing with her teeth on his neck. Seconds later, she stood, a trickle of blood dripping down her chin. She appeared stronger already, but her eyes were sad, and she seemed upset to have fed on the man. 
 
Diego was surprised to find that watching her had been exciting. Not in a sexual, this-is-super-awkward-to-be-naked way, but he wanted to see her do it again, for sure. Especially if it meant saving his own neck at the expense of someone else’s!
 
The act caused a different reaction in the oncoming pirates, however. They were starting to back away, looking left and right to see if another vampire was about to jump out and attack them.
 
“Tell you what,” she said, wiping the blood from her chin, her eyes now glowing red and ravenous as they stared at the backpedaling pirates. “You change back to a pussy-cat so I don’t have to see dangling participles right now, and I’ll take care of these two.”
 
He didn’t even have to answer, but simply transformed and moved his tail in an I’m waiting sort of way.
 
She smirked as she started towards the two pirates, and called back, “Much better!”
 
With that, he stared, wide-eyed and amazed, as she darted forward and tore into the first man before kicking the second, sending him over the side of the ship. His screams vanished into the deep distance.
 
Diego was damn glad he’d somehow ended up on the right side of this fight, even if this vampire had insulted his manhood more than once.
 
***
 
Sandra couldn’t take it anymore. After the first gunshot had gone off, she ran to the door and looked up the stairs, trying to decide her best course of action.
 
On the one hand, her Mistress could be in trouble. On the other, a vampire in trouble was rarely a concern, and trying to help Valerie might just get them both killed.
 
That’s what she’d thought until last night, when her Mistress would have died if not for her.
 
It was an odd feeling, knowing that her Mistress was only alive because, instead of staying in her place, Sandra had gone out in search of her, and even more so that Valerie was alive right now because of Sandra’s blood.
 
Another shot sounded, and then the ship shook. A moment later, the screams of a man told her someone had fallen, or been tossed, overboard.
 
Waiting here wasn’t an option.
 
The stairs went by three at a time, until Sandra burst through the doors to the deck above. It was an amazing sight. The sun cast an orange glow across the ship, and the shadows danced so that the two ships now tethered to it had the impression of demons of darkness overtaking a ship of fire and light.
 
But there was no sign of Valerie.
 
The wind was crisp, almost cold if not for the warm air. Men were fighting, some with swords, others with guns, and one man had what looked like a Tesla Coil gun—the type that fired ionized gas and, while often homemade, packed a punch. She’d never seen one except in books, so couldn’t be sure.
 
Half the men she saw were the sailors they’d watched board the ship before sneaking on themselves. The others were coming in by the ropes that attached the smaller flying ships to this one, and they wore brightly colored silks with bandanas tied around their heads.
 
She knew this look well—a children’s book she’d read about pirates called Teddy Bears and the Christmas Pirates. Somehow, it had survived the massive riots and fires that had consumed the majority of stores and people’s houses in the great downfall of the world.
 
Apparently, these ass-clowns were doing their best to be real pirates. What they lacked in creativity, they made up for in the ability to copy from a children’s book. She wasn’t sure if she should laugh or run for her life.
 
PTTHHH!
 
A blast from the coil gun shot past her head, severing one of the ropes and sending a pirate to his death. But it also nearly took out the blimp.
 
“You’ll bring down all of us with that!” a man in a captain’s hat yelled. He took the pistol away from the crewman just before a pirate lunged at him with a rapier.
 
The captain dodged, pulled out his own knife, and was able to block another lunge and then slit the pirate’s throat before kicking him so that he fell overboard.
 
No screaming from that man.
 
“No bleeding on my ship!” the man yelled, and turned to see Sandra. She gasped and took a step back, but he moved quickly toward her, knife held at the ready, but not menacingly. He wasn’t wearing the colorful silks of the attackers, so she had to assume he was on the defending side. That helped put her at ease, if only somewhat.
 
“You’re with the vampire?” the Captain asked.
 
She blinked, unsure how to answer that. Regular people weren’t supposed to be aware of the UnknownWorld, so she had to assume Valerie had somehow, in the short amount of time since she’d ran off, let this man know about her.
 
With a nod, she took the gamble.
 
“That way,” the man said, then lifted the knife and threw it. The sun glistened on the blade as it shot past Sandra’s face, inches from her nose, and lodged in the chest of a pirate behind her.
 
She gave a second, more grateful nod, and then turned to see where the man had gestured.
 
“Merde!” she swore in French, which for her was the epitome of swearing. She’d been found en route to the Algerian sex-trade before being made Valerie’s servant, and something about a bunch of big, hairy men swearing in French and planning how they’ll sell you as a sex slave made her never want to repeat such language. 
 
When Valerie had taken her under her wing after Donovan and their clan had destroyed every last one of those bastards, Sandra swore a lifetime’s allegiance to the vampires. She’d do anything to serve.
 
And now she was going to be tested, it looked like, because she’d spotted Valerie and it didn’t look good.
 
The vampire was on the ship to their left, and somehow a group of pirates had surrounded her and backed her up to the edge of the sunlight, so that every time she tried to strike at them, the sun burned at her skin.
 
The Were was in his cat form, or cougar or puma or whatever he was, and was putting up a fight. But from where Sandra stood, she could tell it wasn’t going well. A quick glance over the edge showed that the sun was quickly approaching the horizon, but not fast enough.
 
As little as she knew her help mattered, it looked like she was going to have to do something here. Something stupid, she realized, as she climbed out on the rope and started making her way over. Having never really tried something like this, it only took two steps for her to fall, but she grabbed hold and hung there, upside down, with her legs wrapped around the rope.
 
The sound of fighting continued behind her, but all she cared about was reaching her master. She shimmed on, one hand after another. Nothing would stop her. Nothing but death, and she didn’t plan on meeting that asshole anytime soon.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 

Somewhere Over the Atlantic
 
Valerie was exhausted and frazzled. Every time she moved for an attack, the pirates would leap back into the sun. 
 
She darted forward and took down a pirate who’d stepped into the shadows, but a second later, two other pirates slashed at her with swords. They knocked her off balance so that her hand went into the sunlight.
 
Her skin had instantly burst into pain, and she almost went into shock at the burning sensation. But Diego was there to tear at one of the pirate’s shins with his teeth and then leap on her to knock her back into the shadows.
 
He growled in a worried way.
 
Instead of responding, she grabbed him and rolled aside as a bullet exploded in the wood where they’d been lying.
 
“Not my finest hour,” she admitted as she looked around.
 
She ripped some of her shirt with her fangs so that she could wrap it around her hand for protection. The hand would heal, but not right away. Sunlight burns were always bad that way.
 
The pirates were jeering, daring her to come in for the attack. They were in a bit of a stalemate, in that she couldn’t attack them in the sunlight, and they were dead if they stepped into the shadows.
 
Meanwhile, she glanced over to see that the fight wasn’t going well back at the main ship. And then, something on the ropes caused her to do a double take. 
 
No, it couldn’t be. 
 
Sandra was hanging from the rope with her legs wrapped around it, pulling herself up and over.
 
That stupid, stupid, girl would need a good talking to if they survived this. She needed to learn when to stay where she was told.
 
Then again, Valerie would be dead if Sandra had done that last night, so… who knows.
 
A pirate turned and saw what she was looking at.
 
“We got a fresh fish!” he called out, and then moved for the rope, blade in hand.
 
If he cut that rope, Sandra would fall to her death in the stormy ocean below.
 
That couldn’t happen.
 
Sunlight be damned, she thought as she leaped with a burst of energy and sank her teeth into the man’s neck. She twisted as the two fell to the deck, so that he fell on top of her. To her relief, it’d worked, and his larger body blocked the sun. Doing her best to ignore the pain of her exposed skin, she kicked off from the ship’s railing so that they slid back into the shadows.
 
The man’s blood poured into her mouth, helping her heal at an accelerated rate. She was still hurting pretty damn bad, but at least Sandra was safe.
 
Diego growled a warning.
 
She kicked the dying pirate aside and saw that the others had decided to use this situation to their advantage, charging all at once. They were almost on her, true, but they were also in the shadows.
 
Her territory.
 
The first two froze when they saw her smile, but it was too late for them. The fresh blood had fully restored her strength, and then some. With a sweeping spin, she kicked out their legs and then leaped at the next two. Diego had one at the rear down, and was thrashing his head from side to side with his teeth in the pirate’s throat. 
 
The pirates let their fright overcome them and started swinging swords frantically, even cutting at each other in a mad dash to escape.
 
Exactly where Valerie wanted them.
 
This was different from what she’d seen in the slaughter at her brother’s hands. This was a defensive fight. There were no children being killed pointlessly this time, and there was one more thing that made this different.
 
This was damned fun.
 
It was a thought that almost scared her. She was sure that later she’d look back on this moment and wonder what the hell had gotten into her, but right now, she was in her zone.
 
She dodged a sword and knocked a gun sideways, so that the bullet took out another pirate instead of Diego. Then she flew into a double kick that sent two more pirates over the edge of the ship.
 
Now that she had them in the shadows, this was child’s play.
 
Turning, chest heaving and blood dripping down her chin, she focused on the last of them. He had a pistol aimed at Diego and had managed to get back into the sunlight.
 
Dammit.
 
The pirate grinned, two of his teeth missing, “One more step and this cat’s head explodes all over the deck, got that?” the pirate told her in his best attempt to sound menacing, but his shaky voice gave him away.
 
“I don’t need to do anything,” Valerie replied with a confident smile. “Because I know something you don’t.”
 
The pirate cocked his head, and then a sword chopped off the pistol hand before plunging into his back.
 
“That’s my girl,” Valerie smiled.
 
“Sorry I was late,” Sandra said, bowing her head. She smiled and released the sword so that the pirate, unbalanced, took two steps backward and then fell overboard, another scream piercing the evening.
 
Diego transformed back into a man, “That’s a hell of an entrance.”
 
Valerie noticed Sandra blush and look away. 
 
Rolling her eyes, she asked as she pointed in his general direction, “Diego, what’d I tell you about the twiglet and bits?”
 
He smirked, looked around and took a couple of steps to a dead body. He grabbed a pirate hat to cover himself as he stood back up. 
 
Valerie had to laugh at that. Male burlesque shows had popped up in the parts of France that were making their way to being rebuilt, right alongside the female ones. Valerie had to imagine this was what one of those dancers would look like right at the climax of the show. Minus the blood and cuts, of course.
 
A BOOM sounded from the main ship, and they all turned, smiles fading instantly. The blimp had taken enough hits that its protective layer was finally punctured. Before their eyes, it started to deflate, the ship heaving from side to side, pulling the two pirate ships with it.
 
This was followed by a second, bigger explosion as the pirate ship opposite them burst into flames and then exploded.
 
“Well, that’s not good,” Diego said.
 
“Your wisdom knows no bounds,” Valerie said, staring in shock.
 
Two thoughts came to her at once. First was that, although this could be very bad, it was pretty hilarious that Diego’s clothes were back on that ship and were about to sink into the Atlantic. The second thought was that they had a ship now, and could save the innocent men and women if they acted fast.
 
“Get more ropes,” she yelled as she started running to the side.
 
“I might have to drop the hat,” Diego called back, his attempt at humor not masking the worry in his voice.
 
“Just do it!” she shouted.
 
All three ran to the rope guns to secure more rope to the ship’s railing. Valerie’s shot first, and she felt the lunge of the ship as it connected. The main ship was beginning its descent into the ocean, so they’d have to act fast.
 
“You two stay here. Prepare to cut the ropes when I say,” Valerie told them as she slid over the side and started walking on the rope she’d just shot over the side. “And while you’re waiting, for God’s sake, Ass-cat, put on some clothes!”
 
Sandra snickered at that one, and Valerie heard the girl repeat “Ass-cat” under her breath. She also noticed Sandra’s eyes dart over Diego’s way just as he pulled on a pair of bright red pirate pants. 
 
Valerie had never known Sandra to show any interest in anyone, so she’d have to ask about that when everything settled down. Was it a little animal lust, or simple curiosity?
 
Valerie decided to leave on an embarrassing-for-Sandra note, and called back, “I saw that!” before upping her pace and running across the rope to the other ship.
 
She could almost sense the blushing from here, if that were possible. But now was the time to focus. 
 
“Captain!” she shouted when she’d nearly reached the main ship.
 
He was still in the midst of a fight, even while the ship was going down. That wouldn’t do. Not wanting to waste time and risk the final ship going down as well, she ran at vampire speed, reaching for her sword as she did.
 
Now was her time to see if the sword training worked for the other hand. She gripped the handle tightly, ignoring the pain in her burns. Two strikes came her way at the same time, but they didn’t have her speed. She stepped around the first, parried the second, and then kicked one of the attackers so that he went sliding down the ship, which was now tipping at a steep angle. The second took one look at her red eyes and ran.
She turned to help the captain, but was pleased to see him strike down one of his attackers on his own, then shoot something that looked like a coil gun. Now she understood how the second ship had been taken out.
 
“Back so soon?” he asked, taking two steps before steadying himself as the ship’s angle intensified. He looked around for more pirates.
 
“You have to get your men and women aboard that ship,” she told him, pointing to the ship where Sandra and Diego waited. Diego did a mock salute, and it looked like he’d found the most ridiculous ensemble he could come up with.
 
Mental reminder: Flick him on the ear for that later.
 
The captain was looking between the far ship and his own, his expression full of angst.
 
“What is it?” she asked, frustration growing.
 
“You don’t understand,” he said. “I lose this cargo, my life’s as good as over. My family starves, and—”
 
“Captain!” She pulled him close, convincing him with her fangs to deal with his issues later.
 
God willing.
 
She continued, “You’ve already lost the cargo. There’s no way to recover from that.”
 
It took him a moment to process this, but then he nodded. “Yes, of course. Save the men and women.” He spun and announced in a great, booming voice, “ABANDON SHIP!”
 
As if they’d all been waiting for the command, everyone made for the ropes. But the captain didn’t move.
 
“Get your ass over there,” Valerie said. “We don’t have time for this honor B.S. This is your life, and if you don’t get over there and captain that ship, I’m not sure anyone else can. That means we all die, and I’m not letting you make that decision for us.”
 
She hadn’t realized how intense she had gotten, how up in his face, or how red her eyes were glowing, but he certainly seemed to. After the terror had cleared from his expression, he grimaced, looked at the other ship and spit out “Dammit!” 
 
He ran for the ropes.
 
The remaining pirates were trying to make the same climb, but the captain and Valerie fought them off until the rest of his crew was on board, and then the two jumped up and ran across the rope.
 
“NOW!” she shouted, and Diego and Sandra began to detach the ropes. A couple of straggler pirates had made it onto the ropes. One even managed to hang on after it was detached, but now it was unfortunately attached only to the rapidly sinking ship.
 
The captain made it across, with Valerie close behind. She turned and cut the rope with her sword, not even bothering with the detach mechanism.
 
With a thunderous tremor, the ship’s antigrav tech kicked in and it righted itself while the other ship broke off and began its plummet into the ocean far below. As it still had the other, flaming pirate ship attached, watching it go was quite a sight. When the two crafts hit the water, the steam billowed high, but the ship Valerie and friends had won for them was now underway once more, and the cloud of steam was in their wake.
 
The remaining crew were looking at her with confusion, and a couple had their swords out still, eyes on Diego.
 
“Stand down,” Valerie told them, a command in her voice. “He’s with me.”
 
Her eyes, still glowing red, pierced them as she walked past towards the Captain’s tower. The sailors sheathed their swords as she glared at each in passing. 
 
They knew who was really in charge here.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Captain Bronson held the wheel, heading due west, doing his best to keep the tears from his eyes. He looked at the controls, focused on his mission at hand, trying to ignore the disarray the pirate captain had left his control room in--scattered clothes, half-emptied bottles, and what he hoped was a fake skull. 
 
“Didn’t anyone clean this damned room?” he spoke aloud, though no one was nearby to hear him, or see him surreptitiously wipe a tear from his eye.
 
Couldn’t have anyone walking in on him now, could he? He was a damned Captain, after all. He had to keep it together, for his crew.
 
But he hated the thought of what all that lost cargo meant for his family back in what had once been Oxford, England, but was now termed “The Old Ox.” He wanted to get his family out of there, away from the ruffians who walked the street day and night without concern.
 
Maybe he’d bring them to Old Paris, which, although it hadn’t totally recovered (and no country was ever likely to do so, in his opinion), it at least had safe zones. The Old Ox boasted relative safety on what had previously been the university campus, as it was now set up like a fortress.
 
He could only leave his family there alone because he’d assigned two of his best men to guard them. His wife was tough—she’d bested him in more than one wrestling match. He’d even seen her take down two thugs at once. A roundhouse kick to the first thug’s temple and a sneaky elbow to the second’s throat. 
 
That fight had been over very quickly. 
 
However, her skills could not compete against five or ten men intent on taking her down. With his men, he made it too expensive to mess with her and the kids.
 
He wanted a better life for them. This journey was supposed to be his last. The big score that would pay enough to make the move to a safe, or safer, location.
 
Now that dream was destroyed with the loss of his ship, on its way to the bottom of the Atlantic as waves crested over the remains.
 
A knock came on the door, and he quickly wiped his eyes and focused on his role — captain. Not someone who gets teary-eyed thinking of his wife and children. Alone, without him, back home.
 
“Captain?”
 
He startled at the sight of the female vampire. She still had blood on her clothes, but at least she’d wiped it from her mouth. He was also relieved to see that her eyes weren’t glowing anymore.
 
With a heavy sigh, he turned to watch the horizon. “We owe you a great debt.” He hoped to see land, sooner rather than later. Having not believed in vampires until one stormed into his captain’s tower, he wasn’t sure how comfortable he felt having one on board at the moment. 
 
No, that was a lie. He damn well wished she wasn’t on his ship or in his life at the moment.
 
From the stories he’d recently heard and quickly dismissed, they tossed humans around like meat-puppets, taking lives for the smallest infractions in some incomprehensible code of conduct. Most believed them to be myths.
 
Apparently, the myths held truth interwoven with their fantasy.
 
“If you get me and my friends across,” she walked toward him and leaned against the side of his controls, “I’ll consider us even,”
 
“You’re injured?” he asked with an annoyed glance at her hand. No one should be up here without permission, especially this close to the controls. He didn’t like the feeling that there was a superior to him on his ship.
 
Valerie held up the hand she’d bandaged with a piece of her shirt, then glanced down to see her navel showing through the ripped shirt. She laughed. “It’ll heal fast enough. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same for the shirt.”
 
His eyes shot down and lingered for a moment longer than perhaps they should, noticing the way her jeans rode low and her torn shirt revealed the curve of her hip bone. He blinked and snapped his head back, realizing he’d just been checking out a female vampire. 
 
Something that was rather inappropriate, whether she was human or not.
 
A quick glance, and he saw her smirking at him.
 
Dammit to hell! She’d noticed. “What can I help you with, uh…?”
 
“Valerie,” she answered his unasked question. “And, here’s the thing I need to make sure you understand. People can’t know we exist.”
 
“We?”
 
She pointed at herself. “Weres and vampires. I need your promise no one will find out what happened here. The alternative is you and all of your crew kissing away your lives. My brother would prefer this latter option.”
 
He swallowed and jerked his head toward the other part of the ship. “Is that your brother, back there? A vampire and a Were, brother and sister?”
 
“I wish,” she muttered. He caught her staring into the distance, a disturbed look on her face. Whatever was twirling around in her brain was likely best left alone. 
 
She turned back to him. “Do I have your word, Captain?”
 
“Of course,” he agreed. If the option was swear or death, it wasn’t too hard a decision. “I swear it.” 
 
“Good.” She turned, but stopped before opening the door and spoke softly over her shoulder. “I think you have a visitor, or possibly both of us have one each.”
 
With a nod from him, she opened the door and stepped to one side. One of his men and Sandra stood, waiting just outside.
 
“Captain, you’ve gotta see this,” the man spoke, waving his arms down the hall.
 
Sandra nodded, letting Valerie know that indeed it was worth seeing.
 
The captain put the ship on autopilot and turned with a raised eyebrow. “This better be good, John Mark.”
 
“Believe me, Captain,” the sailor ran a hand through his hair and licked his lips, “it’s outstanding. Better than good. I mean phenomenal, okay, we’re talking—”
 
“Perhaps it’s best if you simply show me,” the captain grumbled, stepping out the door and walking past his man.
 
They all had to move quickly as they followed him through a wide set of doors and down the stairs into the pirate ship’s cargo bay. It was smaller than the Captain’s bay had been, but the cargo was more interesting. The vampire’s buddy, Diego, was holding a gun. He stood beside an open crate, full of more guns just like the one he held. And more than that. There were swords, and what looked like some spices and dried meats in a couple of other crates, also with their tops pried off.
 
“They’re trading?” Sandra asked, looking around.
 
The Captain looked through some of the cargo and said, “More likely they got it off another ship they attacked. The plan was to sell it off as their own, I’ve no doubt.”
 
“Captain?” the man who’d fetched them asked, raising an eyebrow. The Captain seemed to hear the question in the single word.
 
Captain Bronson looked around and shook his head. “No, I don’t think it is nearly enough to cover our losses.” He walked deeper into the hold and opened another lid. “But it’ll help.” He fished around in the crate and added, “It just might be enough to bribe the right people so we keep our heads, though.”
 
“A head is good enough for me!” the man agreed, but another who’d been opening crates now stopped to glare.
 
Captain Bronson got it. His men were worried about their livelihoods as well. Often, one’s life was the worst of one’s worries. For his crew, he needed to push his own concerns into the background.
 
He’d have to make the best out of the situation, because that is what the men who flew the skies did.
 
Or they died trying.
 
***
 
Valerie was interested in the shipment, but she was more curious about the worried look in the captain’s eyes. There was something here he wasn’t telling her—which was good, because that meant he could keep a secret. Including hers.                         
 
“We need to speak,” she said, capturing the captain’s attention. “Ask your men to leave.”
 
“What’s this about?” he asked, giving her a nervous look.
 
“Relax Captain, I think you and I need to come to an understanding, based on what you’ve seen and what we’ve found here.” She waved at the contents in the hold.
 
It took a minute, with a little grumbling from those who wanted to know more about what was in the crates, but the Captain finally put a boot in the ass of the loudest, and they left. Valerie moved near the Captain and rested against the crate beside him. He turned his head to the vampire standing just a foot away.
 
“You know this merchandise is stolen, but you plan on reselling it?” she asked conversationally.
 
The captain assessed her, then nodded.
 
“And you know, no matter what you saw, there are no such beings as vampires or Weres, right?”
 
He looked confused for a moment, but then nodded agreement. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but your message is what, exactly?”
 
She looked at him a moment longer, and then motioned for a crate. Her nose had picked up on it the instant she’d walked through the doors. Blood, and not dead pirate blood, either. Something was different about this blood.
 
The crate didn’t open easily. It looked like the others, but it turned out that its wooden exterior hid a locked, metal interior.
 
“What is it?” the captain asked, his voice betraying his interest, his eyes curious.
 
“We’re about to find out.” She grabbed a knife out of a crate and used it to pry down hard on the lock, snapping it open.
 
Diego lifted the lid to reveal several small, glass vials packed besides tubes holding liquid nitrogen and surrounded by blankets. In the vials was a thick, dark red liquid.
 
“I don’t understand.” He straightened up and scratched his ear.
 
“That makes two of us,” she told him.
 
Diego looked from the blood back to Valerie. “I know I shouldn’t make assumptions here, but… any chance a vampire would be carrying blood around like this? I mean, is that a thing vampires do? Maybe some of the crew were vam—”
 
“No,” Valerie said, cutting him off mid sentence. “I’ve never heard of anything like this.”
 
Already, she could tell something was off about the blood. Even more so when she removed the stopper. The scent was wrong, somehow.
 
“Oh, don’t do—” Diego said as he saw her lift the blood to her lips.
 
With a smile, holding in a laugh at his reaction, she dipped the tip of her tongue into the blood. Instantly it hit her— this was vampire blood!
 
Dammit. Now what?
 
She put the stopper back in, unable to make eye contact with anyone in the room. This was so out of her comfort zone. While she’d learned from experience that feeding Sandra would heal a human after an injury, it had never occurred to her that anyone would seek out vampire blood, let alone bottle it.
 
Could vampires be selling their own blood... or was this worse?
 
“I’m sorry, Captain,” she finally spoke, putting the blood back in the crate. “You can have the rest of these crates, arms and all.” She pointed down to the new crate. “But this one’s coming with me.”
 
The captain opened his mouth to argue, but must have seen the anger in her eyes as she viewed the crate and then him. He shrugged and nodded his agreement.
 
After a moment of her staring at him, without blinking, he finally caught on that she wanted him to become scarce. 
 
He nodded curtly, turned, and headed to the door of the hold. “I’d better make sure the ship is on track.”
 
Sandra waited until the doors had close behind them, then turned to Valerie with questioning eyes. 
 
Valerie held up a hand and assessed Diego now, weighing him. They’d just met, but he’d proven himself an ally. He had been very useful in this fight… and she’d seen him naked.
 
For whatever reason, that pushed the decision into the trust column.
 
“What’re you smiling about?” Diego asked, a confused look on his face.
 
She hadn’t realized she was smiling, but went with it. “I need you on our side, Xianliang.”
 
“Xian-what?” Sandra asked, looking at him and then back to Valerie with confusion.
 
“Diego, please,” he said with a nod. Valerie took it to mean that he appreciated the sign of respect, but it wasn’t necessary. “After seeing what you’re capable of, I don’t see how I’d be on any side but yours.”
 
“I’m relieved to hear that.” Valerie bent down to make sure the crate was locked, then stood up and turned toward him. “Because we have no idea what’s waiting for us over there, and this discovery means it could be beyond insane.” She held out her hand.
 
“Insane’s what I do best,” he said with a laugh, likely trying to cover up his worry, and reached out.
 
Valerie shook his hand, then told Sandra they needed to take the crate and find some quarters on the ship. They soon were situated in their own room, and set up a watch between the two of them to stand guard at all times. No one would go to this much trouble if the blood wasn’t valuable, and Valerie didn’t like the idea of it falling into the wrong hands.
 
Near the end of her watch, Valerie sent Diego off to find them some food. After he left, she pulled Sandra closer and spoke in a whisper.
 
“You keep putting your neck on the line for me,” Valerie said, keeping eye contact. “None of the other handmaidens would’ve stepped up like you have.”
 
Sandra blushed and swallowed. “Then they are cowards, Mistress.”
 
Valerie nodded, but felt there was more to understand, “Are you injured?”
 
Sandra’s eyes flittered down to Valerie’s burnt hand. “No, but you are. Here….” She held out her thin wrist and bowed her head.
 
Valerie’s heart quickened and she felt her fangs throbbing, desiring the pulse of Sandra’s heartbeat as she pressed her wrist to her mouth to drink. And she did. It was glorious, the taste sweet in spite of the bitter hint of iron.
Not too much though, she reminded herself, and pulled back so that her lips barely brushed the younger woman’s inner wrist. She watched as Sandra wrapped a cloth around her wrist, each move with the delicate ease of muscle memory. So often she’d fed on this woman, and yet she stayed by her side, loyal to the end.
 
The few times Sandra had required Valerie’s blood were a small price to pay for such a companion.
 
As Valerie lay back to sleep, her eyes growing drowsy, she asked Sandra, “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”
 
But she never heard the answer, if it ever came, as sleep swept over her.
 
--
 
“Land ho!” a voice called, what felt like mere moments later, waking Valerie from her sleep.
 
Diego and Sandra were both at the doorway, talking in hushed voices. They perked up at the announcement.
 
Sandra made it to the window first, and then motioned with a huge smile for Valerie to join her. “Come see it, Mistress. It’s amazing.”
 
Valerie removed the bandage from where she’d burned her hand, and was happy to see it had finished healing. She stood and walked to the window with slow, deliberate steps. What she saw took her breath away.
 
This was America. This was the land she’d heard such stories about since her childhood—once the country that had ruled the world, but now... this.
 
Darkness surrounded the city for miles. A wasteland of buildings, homes and apartments that had once been populated, but she doubted could be anymore. The city itself was a completely different matter. Skyscrapers stood tall with neon lights that lit up the night, and the feeling of life and new beginnings was simply overwhelming. 
 
Whatever had happened here after the fall of the world must have amplified the need to build higher, because she doubted this city could have looked like this before. Off in the distance, an object glinted in the reflection of the city lights and then zipped off -- a flying car. She hadn’t seen one of those since her last visit to Old Paris, and even then only the true elites had them.
 
A headless Statue of Liberty was just visible in the foreground, and when she saw the location where they were going to dock, her mind started spinning at the thought that they’d actually made it.
 
It wasn’t what she’d imagined, and fear was present as she took it all in. This wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d thought.
 
She was in way over her head.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Old Manhattan, New York City State
 
The ship set down just off the tip of Manhattan, at a location the captain told her was once called Castle Garden, where immigrants had arrived on Ellis Island before. A building still remained, but not much else along the waterfront.
 
Valerie wanted to see what the city had to offer and, as Sandra pointed out, they’d have to find a place to stay before sunrise.
 
“Remember what we discussed,” Valerie told the Captain as she prepared to part ways with him. “I don’t want to have to find you to fix the mistake of letting you live.”
 
“Believe me,” he said, with a very serious nod, “the last thing I want is someone of your, er, abilities, angry at me.”
 
She kept an eye on him, and then nodded sharply. Turning to Sandra and Diego, she said, “You two ready?” She grabbed a bag and started to walk off the ship.
 
Sandra nodded, and Diego said, “I’m with you until we find this… what was it again, Captain?”
 
The Captain had already started walking off after his men, but he turned back and shouted, “Capital Square. You looking for that city of yours? That’s gonna be the place to ask.” He grunted, then added, “Don’t forget, leave my name out of the discussion, or they might send you out on your butt.”
 
Diego laughed and said, “Thanks, Cap!”
 
The Captain stopped and pointed at Diego. “Son, I’ll let that one slide. But call me that again and I’ll owe you a punch next time we meet. You remember that.”
 
And then he was off, disappearing into the darkness.
 
“So, yeah,” Diego said, grabbing his luggage and running to catch up to Valerie and Sandra. “The ‘Cap’ says Capital Square, some old pub there that’ll point me in the right direction. He told me how to find it. And you two are doing what?”
 
“If they have answers, we might want to head there too.” Valerie patted the pocket of the jacket she wore. She’d taken it from one of the female pirates, and although it was purple and had looked ridiculous against the pirate’s pink ensemble, it added a nice flair to Valerie’s black pants and blue blouse. The best part was the hidden pockets where the pirate had kept a flask beside her knives. Valerie had ditched the flask in favor of the vials of vampire blood.
 
Now it was time to first see if she could figure out why a pirate ship had vials of vampire blood, and then get to her own task. She was here to make allies and set up a defense against Donovan. 
 
When he came and tried to attack, the craptastic ass and his rat-sucking goons would find themselves hung out to dry in the light of day. Or with their heads chopped off. Or… well, it didn’t really matter, as long as the end result was dead.
 
“Do we have any contacts here, Mistress?” Sandra asked.
 
“Contacts?” Valerie turned to her companion.
 
Sandra’s eyes narrowed, but she quickly recovered. “I assumed there was a plan, like we’d meet up with them and then have your revenge, or….” Sandra’s voice trailed off.
 
“First, this isn’t about revenge,” Valerie said, taking her young handmaiden’s arm in hers and walking toward the large groupings of buildings, Diego leading. “You have to understand that clarification. This is about justice, about making sure that bastard brother of mine doesn’t do to this wonderful place what he did to France.” She paused a moment, then added, “And perhaps a bit of vengeance.”
 
“I see,” Sandra said, clearly still bothered.
 
“Okay, maybe I acted impulsively, but you didn’t see that child—”
 
“Actually, I did, Mistress.” Sandra glanced over with fright, having never interrupted Valerie before. She looked around to see if anyone was listening. “But, and I mean no offense and don’t want to overstep my bounds, but… you are vampires,” she hissed.
 
“She’s got you there,” Diego said with a chuckle.
 
“You, furball, walk faster so you can’t hear us,” Valerie told him, then turned back to Sandra as Diego stepped out ahead of them. “Yeah, I honestly didn’t think it’d be such a big deal. We go out there, this ferocious if small army in the Fallen Lands, secure another outpost for the Duke, and call it a night. Then there I was, feeling for them.” She walked for a moment in silence, her mind racing, then she just let it all out. “It was like… everything I’ve been told until now was that we were doing the right thing, for our kind. That the Duke had the right idea, him being wise, old and generally more knowledgeable than myself. I know he doesn’t look it, but he is, and….” She paused, hitting a point in the story that was harder to admit.
 
Sandra encouraged her gently, “Yes, Mistress?”
 
Setting her shoulders, Valerie continued, “I started wondering if everything I’d believed was false. This leader, he tells us what to do, but at the cost of a child’s life?” She exhaled with force before continuing. “Donovan would argue that the little child was just human, and we are above them. Uh, sorry.” 
 
She paused to see if Sandra had taken offense to that, but if she had, she didn’t show it. “But what I’m saying is that maybe the Duke, and Donovan—they are all wrong.” For a moment, she stared at Sandra, wondering how to convey everything she was feeling, and then added, “I’d like your thoughts on this, Sandra.”
 
“Me?” Sandra turned to her, shock on her face. “I’m with you, no matter what you decide. But if it’s down to killing innocents or not killing innocents, well, I’d have to side with not killing innocents.”
 
“Yes, of course.” Valerie noticed Diego glancing back with a confused expression. “What?”
 
He slowed enough to not have to raise his voice, then spoke to the two of them. “Just, when I met you and found out you were a vampire from Europe, I figured you were one of the Forsaken, but you sure don’t talk like them.”
 
“I’m not familiar with that term,” Valerie said.
 
“You know, the vampires that put themselves above humans, who don’t give two shits about life unless it’s their own?” Diego looked between their blank faces. “Never heard of that term? Seriously? What do you call yourselves?”
 
“The Blessed,” Valerie answered. “Because of our destiny.”
 
“Let me guess. You achieve greatness, but at the expense of others?”
 
She hadn’t thought of what the Duke had promised that way before. But now that he voiced it like this, she had to admit Diego had a point.
 
“Only, now you’ve broken from them, right?” Diego asked. “Which makes you, what? Like the old days and TQB?”
 
“TQ who?” Sandra asked.
 
“You know—”
 
“The Queen Bitch,” Valerie said, and a chill went through her spine. “Bethany Anne.”
 
“Oh….” Sandra’s face was pale now, her eyes glancing around as if someone was going to suddenly jump out at them.
 
“So you’ve heard of her?” Diego asked. “I mean, who she was rumored to be… what, like a hundred and fifty years ago?”
 
“Yeah, we know the stories,” Valerie confirmed.
 
“Evil incarnate,” Diego said. “At least that’s how my peeps thought of her, but you know what? My parents escaped the Sacred Clan, and then we started hearing different stories, about a vampire who wasn’t so much a vampire as a modified human, and she even cared about human lives and did a lot of damn good working to save our planet. Well, until it all fell apart anyway.”
 
“There’s a vampire like that?” Sandra said, eyes wide in amazement. She glanced over at Valerie, and then added, “I mean, more than one?”
 
Diego laughed. “No, I was talking about the same one. Bethany Anne. All those stories about her being evil? Well, that was according to the ideology of the Sacred Clan. But once my family escaped, there were others of the UnknownWorld with a completely opposite viewpoint.”
 
All Valerie knew of Bethany Anne was that she’d been one of the most powerful vampires ever, if not the most powerful. But she’d gone missing around the time of the collapse of the world, which had been way before Valerie’s time.
 
Valerie’s eyebrows scrunched up, “And you think I’m like her now?”
 
Diego looked her up and down. “Not quite. Even the stories from those that hated her say she had legs that went on for miles and much fuller, perkier br—”
 
“Okay, we get the point,” Valerie said, folding her arms across her breasts—which she had always considered perfect for her size. “I could be the new Queen Bitch if I wanted.”
 
“Yeah, of course. And I can stop becoming an undersized puma when I transform, and become a grizzly bear instead.”
 
Valerie’s hand clutched her sword as her anger flared, but then she forced herself to breathe deeply and ignore him.
 
It was a good time to start paying attention, too, because they’d just passed under a makeshift archway, and the buildings were starting to look less like nuclear shelters and more like an actual city.
 
What had looked impressive from far off now rose before them like nothing they’d ever seen. The neon lights were everywhere. The grandest was a large, digital sign of an elegant Asian lady that would then turn into an image for a ship much like they’d come across in, followed by the words Help rebuild while seeing the world.
 
“How do they have the energy to fuel all this?” Valerie asked. She spun to see a large tunnel light up yellow as what she assumed to be a metro train of sorts went zooming past.
 
Diego shook his head, just as impressed as the other two.
 
Sandra huddled close to Valerie and seemed to be doing her best to hide that she was shaking. Either she was cold, or terrified. 
 
Valerie doubted the former, as it was warm and muggy enough for Diego’s t-shirt to be clinging to his back—the captain had been kind enough to lend him a change of clothes so that Diego wouldn’t have to walk into Old Manhattan in pirate clothes. “Kind” might be a bit misleading, though, since Valerie told him to do it and saying no to her wasn’t exactly an option.
 
Red and blue lights bounced off of the nearby buildings as a flying police pod floated down from above. The pod was almost oval, with sleek, tinted glass circling an area on the top half. It stopped to hover beside them, and then a voice came over the speaker that said, “Best be moving on, walls are going up in five.”
 
“Um, excuse me?” Diego said, with an awkward wave.
 
A window rolled down and an annoyed, humongous cop stared out at them. “You didn’t hear the speaker? Move along.” He glanced at the two women and back to Diego.
 
Diego pointed the way they’d been going, and the officer nodded.
 
“Capital Square?” Diego added.
 
The cop’s eyes narrowed at that, but he nodded, leaned out and pointed the same direction. He returned to his seat and was about to roll up the window when Valerie stepped forward, causing him to really notice her and do a double take.
 
“Officer,” she said, not really sure how to address the police in this country. In her experience, they were the enemies. 
 
The cop didn’t show any sign of annoyance, so she continued. “When you say ‘the wall,’ what is that?”
 
The cop laughed. “You must be new. Been through processing yet?”
 
She bit her lip, unsure how to answer that.
 
“Just see that you do,” he said. “It’s the best way to keep us all safe. Track who comes in, and keep the night-wackos out.” 
 
He gave her a concerned look, then rummaged next to him and wrote something on the back of a small, square piece of firm paper. He reached out from the window and handed it to her. “That’s the old Hilton building’s location. Not what it might have been in its heyday, but it has rooms and won’t charge if you show them that card.”
 
“Thank you,” she said, unsure how to respond, or if the guy could even be trusted.
 
He nodded and closed the window before the car floated back up and away.
 
“So… what kind of whackos do you think he’s talking about?” Sandra asked, her voice shaky. “I mean, with you, I’m not exactly worried, but this is all pretty much outside my comfort zone.” She glanced around at the shadows, nervously.
 
“Considering the fight you put up back there against those pirates,” Diego said with a wink, “I’d say we’ll be just fine. But, to answer your question, first I have to ask how you two came here without knowing anything about it.”
 
“Watch yourself,” Valerie told him, annoyed with his comment that judged them. At least, it felt like he was judging them. “I’ve heard legends of this place since I was little girl, long before I was turned, and probably before you were born. But back then I thought it was a myth.” She continued to look around and check out the people while pretending to be sightseeing. “Later, I knew it as a territory we’d conquer, but pardon me if vampire education in Europe isn’t caught up on all things American.”
 
“Fair enough,” he said. “But we should probably get moving, like the nice policeman said.”
 
Before long, they were walking through an elaborate maze of buildings, some looted and torn down, others built up with modified reinforced steel and covered in billboards. He told them the stories he’d heard in the alleys of Spain.
 
“America still has the greatest potential, if you know where to look. It has cities like this one, or parts of cities that had been great before the collapse and rose to a different type of greatness after. But then there were the in-between zones—the Fallen Lands, as some took to calling them.” He stepped over a large chunk of rusted metal.
 
“And those are?” Valerie asked.
 
“The Fallen Lands are … well, you do not want to go there,” he told them. “It’s where nothing works for miles upon miles. No electricity, no water. Nothing.”
 
“So nobody’s out there?” Sandra interrupted.
 
“Oh, there are people out there, and maybe more. I heard stories of nomad tribes, or these ‘Whackos,’ as the officer referred to them. They live on the outskirts of towns, trying to survive, and sometimes attack and plunder if they can. If their group is large enough, or the city weak enough.”
 
“Like pirates,” Valerie said.
 
“Exactly. Most of the pirates come from these nomad tribes—some are whackos who aren’t too far-gone mentally. They get to a point where they can afford a ship, or they steal one, and boom, there you go. Or sometimes one-offs, the real loonies, will go off and find a pirate group to join. Trust me, those pirates we killed back there? If the stories are true, they’ve earned their places in hell.”
 
“You wanna know about hell?” a woman asked, sitting in the shadows of a staircase.
 
Valerie’s hand went to her sword, but she relaxed when she saw the drugged out, lazy look in the woman’s eyes.
 
“We’re just passing by,” Valerie told her, and kept walking.
 
“You wanna know about hell?” the woman said, this time yelling, leaning forward and clutching her belly. “You’ve found it, I’ll tell you that! You’re walking right into the devil’s mouth, bitch!”
 
Sandra cringed at that and glanced back at Valerie, wondering if she was going to kill the woman for talking to her like that.
 
“Relax,” Valerie said. “I’m not my brother, and that woman needs help.”
 
“I imagine that even Bethany Anne would’ve at least slapped some sense into her, anyway,” Diego said. “You sure you’re not too soft for this place?”
 
Valerie chuckled. “Want to try me?”
 
He held his hands up in surrender. “Not particularly. I think I’m good.”
 
“And, if you don’t mind,” she gestured around at the shadows, where more men and women had appeared, watching them, “maybe we keep the Bethany Anne talk to a minimum out here? We don’t know who’s listening.”
 
Diego looked around, his eyes piercing the dark. “Good point.”
 
They walked on, doing their best to ignore the strangers in the shadows. At least half of them had the same dazed look in their eyes, and all of them wore grungy and ragged clothes. Then a turn brought Valerie into a wide, open area. Here the people were everywhere, as if they did their best to stay out of the side streets and found safety in large numbers.
 
Billboards marked the sides of buildings, some old and worn, with images streaked gray from age and rain. Others were new, with messages such as Keep the streets clean and We will rebuild! An electronic billboard showed a line of men and women in similar outfits to the cop they’d spoken to, but their bodies were covered in special combat gear and they carried riot helmets in one hand, pistols in the other. It was on a tower at the far end of the square, and was set up so that the digital images scanned below them, as if they really were watching everyone in the square. The sign below them said The Peace Enforcers: Always Alert, For Your Protection.
 
Valerie noticed groups of Peace Enforcers, similar to those on the sign, posted at key spots along the square and on top of buildings, rifles at the ready.
 
“Merde,” Valerie whispered as she continued locating the enforcers every few blocks. “Is it always like this?”
 
Diego had to step back as someone nearly walked into him, then puckered his face as they swore at him to stay out of the way.
 
“If it is, I’ll be glad to be moving on,” Diego admitted.
 
Sandra saw someone standing nearby, hugging himself and rocking back and forth. She looked to Valerie and Diego with a raised eyebrow that showed she agreed with Diego’s assessment.
 
With a deep breath, Sandra stepped up to the guy and said, “Excuse me, where are we?”
 
“Huh, what?” The man looked at her with moist eyes.
 
“Um, where are we?” She gestured to the square. “This place?”
 
“This is a square and you’re in the capital, so figure it out,” the man said before stepping forward to join the crowd.
 
“Sounds like we’ve found Capital Square,” Valerie said, with a nod of thanks to Sandra for asking. “Now we just have to find that bar.”
 
“El Capitan said to find the Enforcers, go straight left, and we’d find a green door in the second alley on our right.” Diego craned his neck to see the streets near the Enforcer sign. “Just have to make it through all these people, and we’ll be there.”
 
“Easy as that,” Valerie said with a laugh, looking left and right. “Tell you what, stay close and I’ll take care of it.”
 
Without waiting for confirmation, Valerie pushed forward. As she’d expected, her vampire strength was enough to keep the crowd at bay. She just held out her arms as she walked, parting the sea of people. A couple yelled after her, but no harm came to them, and she could feel Sandra clinging to her the whole way.
 
Finally, they reached the spot below the Peace Enforcers’ sign, and she turned to ask Diego which direction was next. Sandra’s relieved smile was there, but past her—no sign of Diego.
 
“Did you see where he went?” Valerie asked, eyes darting through the crowd.
 
“I—I thought he was right behind me, I didn’t even notice he was gone!” Sandra said. “Can’t you like, smell him or something?”
 
Valerie closed her eyes, focusing on her nose. There were so many scents with all these people, it was hard to tell. But then she caught it—a Were. Only, this wasn’t just one Were, and it wasn’t Diego.
 
She opened her eyes to see three men and a woman at the edge of the crowd near a pile of smashed metal that looked like old cars. All three were staring right at her. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Old Manhattan
 
Diego had been walking with Sandra in front of him as he both watched her and the buildings around him.
 
Then strong hands grabbed him, something damp covered his mouth, and he was being carried through the crowd. His muscles went limp, refusing to move as his mind screamed for them to act.
 
It didn’t make sense. He could smell the Weres, so he knew they were his kind. but what was happening? Why were they doing this?
 
His head hung loosely and he saw the slick pavement, trash littered, and feet—several in fancy dress shoes, one in a pair of cowboy boots.
 
Everything moved in and out of focus, and he tried one more time to lift his head and get a glimpse of his assailants. He didn’t get far, just a twitch of his head, and then one of them growled and clocked him good across the jaw.
 
At least whatever they’d given him was strong enough that he didn’t feel the hit, yet. He was sure that when this was over, it’d sting like hell.
 
A door opened and light shot across the dark sidewalk. A moment later they were inside, after one of the jerkoffs banged his head against the doorjamb. They put him in a chair so that his head was propped up. The light shone right on him, and the four other Weres stood in the darkness.
 
Still, blinding light or not, he could tell the one in cowboy boots was a woman.
 
“You brought a vampire into our city,” she said, her voice harsh and strained, as if from too much yelling. “An offense punishable by death. Usually the type where we tear your arms and legs off in as painful a fashion as possible.”
 
She stepped forward, finally, so that she came fully into the light. She was smiling, and he couldn’t help but notice her thick eyelashes and the way her black hair fell across half of her face. Then the malice in her eyes captured his attention, right before she lifted her right foot and stuck the cowboy boot between his legs, less than an inch from contact.
 
“Only reason you’re still alive,” she leaned in toward him, the smile gone, “is because we’re guessing you’re with the Sacred Clan. Lucky for you, we owe them a favor. Now, I’d say you have about ten seconds before your mouth starts working well enough for you to talk again, so how about you think about how you want to answer this.”
 
A large man behind her, still in the shadows, added, “I’d advise you do it honestly.”
 
Diego almost wanted to laugh at this whole situation and how ridiculous it was. But he couldn’t, because he’d seen worse, and knew how this could go down.
 
Comedic intimidation tactics notwithstanding.
 
“Why were you walking with a vampire in our city, Clan boy?” the woman finished. She pulled out a short bamboo stick, then one of the guys tossed her another. Diego knew them well enough: Kali, or Filipino fighting sticks.
 
She smiled at the recognition in his eyes. “I’ve been out of practice lately, because these don’t kill so well. But when it’s time to get answers? Oh baby, these are my best friends. So, going to tell us what’s up, or be nice and quiet and let me have my fun?”
 
He opened his mouth to talk, but his tongue was sluggish. She had a glint in her eyes, and he realized she knew he wouldn’t be able to talk yet. Not that he could do anything about it.
 
And he certainly couldn’t do anything about the stick that was coming at him.
 
WHACK!
 
He felt that one, hard, across the shoulder. A low groan escaped his lips, and he looked up to see the second strike coming. He closed his eyes, wondering how he was going to get through this painful situation.
 
***
 
Sandra led the way, figuring that if they could find the bar, it’d be the best chance of meeting up with Diego. He must have just gotten lost, right? Separated from them in the crowd?
 
Valerie walked briskly beside Sandra. “You’re not listening.”
 
Sandra bit her lip. “If he got separated, he’d meet us back at the one location we were trying to find.” Her eyes searched the street. It seemed to be the one he had described. “If he had trouble, we know he has his talent of slipping away, in which case he’d meet us at the bar. So either way, this makes the most sense, right?”
 
“Sandra!” Valerie grabbed her by the shoulders, stopping her in spite of the slight struggle. She lowered her voice when she said, “They were Weres.”
 
The younger woman’s face contorted into fear and disgust, and then she shook her head, out of ideas and losing hope.
 
Her heart wasn’t only pounding at thousand beats a minute because she was scared for Diego, but because she felt it had been her fault. She’d been right there, nearly in contact with him. They’d been close enough that she could have probably even smelled his Were scent.
 
One moment he’d been there, and the next he simply wasn’t.
 
And it was her fault for not keeping track of him. She’d let Valerie down.
 
But then she had a realization.
 
“He was going to the bar to either meet up with Weres, or find info about where the Weres are, right?” she asked, new hope dawning on her face.
 
“I… think so.” Valerie frowned, and then her voice firmed in decision. “Let’s not waste any time then.”
 
They ran, Sandra doing her best to keep up. But that was never easy with a vampire. 
 
***
 
“Mistress!” Sandra said.
 
Valerie glanced back over her shoulder to see the green door she’d nearly missed in her haste. She turned back and, not bothering to knock, kicked in the door. Instantly, five extremely large men stood from a nearby table, and a man behind the bar counter ducked, then popped up a second later with a shotgun.
 
“Shit!” Sandra yelled, and ducked back out the door.
 
Valerie, however, didn’t hesitate. 
 
“Stay outside!” She charged, dodging the first shot as much as possible, but still took a couple of hits. Damn, it hurt like shit, but distance was her friend this time. She’d heal, but if these guys harmed Diego, she couldn’t promise them the same.
 
Her first move was to leap over the bar before the man could get off another shot. His eyes went wide as he saw her speed, but by the time he’d processed it, she’d grabbed the shotgun and slammed the butt end of it into his face. He crumpled to the floor, shouting in pain as blood cascaded from his broken nose.
 
“Where’s Diego?” she asked. No answer, so she stepped up onto the table and asked louder. “A young man named Diego, where?”
 
Everyone stared at her with a mixture of contempt and terror. For a moment, she almost wondered if she’d come to the wrong place, but then the scent of Were returned as a back door opened.
 
A portion of that scent felt familiar—possibly Diego?
 
Out walked several large men, followed by a woman carrying Filipino fighting sticks and wearing cowboy boots smeared with blood.
 
“Everybody out,” the cowgirl said. The reaction was instantaneous. Half the bar fled while several others, mostly the larger ones, joined her.
 
The bartender slowly stood, grabbing hold of the bar to steady himself, and yelled, “That bitch broke my nose!”
 
“Could’ve done much worse,” Valerie said, with a glance toward the door to make sure Sandra had stayed outside. For once, that girl had better select the wisest choice, or Valerie was going to be in trouble trying to protect the two of them.
 
“Oh, it’s about to get a whole lot worse in here,” the female Alpha said. She shook her fighting sticks, and the covers came off to reveal a pair of short swords.
 
Valerie’s eyes widened, admiring the steel. “Cool toys,” she said, meaning it. “I might have to take them when this is over.”
 
“Have them,” the cowgirl said, and then threw them both at Valerie, one after the other.
 
Damn, what had she gotten herself into? She dodged the first blade, but the second lodged into her shoulder and caused her to drop the shotgun.
 
“Bitch!” Valerie yelled, pulling the short sword from her shoulder with one hand while drawing her sword with the other. “That hurt like hell!”
 
The girl smiled and removed her boots. “Then you’re not going to like this.”
 
With a nod from the now-barefoot cowgirl, the dozen or so remaining men transformed into huge wolves, and the cowgirl transformed into the largest wolf Valerie had ever seen—all black, with red eyes and long, sharp teeth that glimmered in the dim light as the wolf growled.
 
Yeah, this sucked.
 
All the wolves charged. Valerie was hurt, but she still had two swords and was faster than any of them. Her first move was to take down a wolf that leapt at her by lodging the short sword into its side and propelling it into another attacker. Keeping the motion going, she spun and brought her other sword down and across a second wolf, who fell back with a loud yelp of pain, the silver causing it to whimper and whine, the healing slower.
 
She dodged another attack, then kicked the wolf so hard it flew into the far wall, then bounced off and collapsed unconscious onto the floor. The black wolf was unguarded now, so she charged, only too late understanding the trap that they had set for her.
 
Two slammed into her at once. She dropped her sword as their teeth snapped inches from her face. Grabbing their heads, she slammed them together as two more came at her from the rear. One tried to rip into her calf with its teeth while another leaped for her throat. She blocked so that the bite connected with her arm, then bit down on her scream as its teeth tore into her flesh.
 
Then the black wolf was on her, its weight disturbing. Outside of vampires, it was like nothing she had experienced. Still, there are vampires... and there was Valerie. She pushed the wolves off of her and turned, heavy breaths coming quick as her eyes took on a red glow and her fangs grew longer. She could feel the energy coursing through her, ready to explode.
 
No more Miss Nice Vampire.
 
Everything she’d learned in her training came back, and she was moving, striking, and kicking her way to her sword. With only her left arm working well at this point, she picked up the sword and, with vampire speed, charged the black wolf.
 
The wolf’s eyes lost their assurance, and a moment later, a nude woman was kneeling before Valerie. Valerie stood with her sword raised, blood dripping, rage in her bones causing her good arm to shake. A quick glance around showed that the rest of them had followed the woman’s lead, and were now transformed back to human form and kneeling. Piles of clothes littered the bar, along with streaks of blood and at least one unconscious wolf—a weird mixture of comical and terrifying.
 
Slowly, the woman lifted her head to meet Valerie’s eyes. “How?”
 
“The fuck?” Valerie shouted, spittle flying. “How what?”
 
“No vampire is as strong as you,” the woman whispered. “Your kind only exists in legends. It’s as if….” Her head tilted, and her eyes widened. “You’ve returned?”
 
“What?”
 
The woman stood now, no modesty in this room full of nude men. Valerie found it unnerving—it was a sign of a different type of power. “Are you the one… some say you’ve returned. Stories of a vampire, come back, stronger than all others.”
 
Valerie glanced around, totally caught off guard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She allowed her sword to dip slightly.
 
“Bethany Anne?” the Alpha asked.
 
Valerie scoffed. “You think that if I was Bethany Anne, a single one of you would be alive right now?”
 
That put a touch of reality back into the cowgirl, but what really sobered her up was a pounding on the front door.
 
“Peace Enforcers, open up!” a loud voice boomed.
 
“Well fuckity-fuck,” the woman said, glancing around at her men. In a quick, hushed tone, she said, “Cover your pitiful wankers and clean this shit up.” She spun, putting her clothes back on, and nodded to Valerie as she pulled on her boots, “You better get out of here…. Your friend, back room.”
 
Valerie didn’t wait to find out what would happen next. The lady said her friend was in the back room, that’s where she’d go. With a glance back, she saw that the Weres were already cleaned up and dressed, one of them at the door and stalling while two more dragged their unconscious friend behind the bar. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time this had happened.
 
A hallway led around and to a back room, but it was empty. There was a chair, some drops of blood splattered across the floor, and a set of clothes thrown into a ball in the corner. Above the clothes was an open window, near the ceiling, just large enough that a small puma would’ve been able to escape through it.
 
She’d found the room he’d been taken to, but he must have managed to escape. For once, it would have been nice if he had been a little less effective.
 
With a sigh, she climbed up to the window and made her way out, cautious not to leave too much of her own blood behind. At least the sword wounds and holes from the shotgun had started to heal. It would take the night before she was back to normal, but the pain was already dulling.
 
As she slipped through the window, her sword got caught in the frame. She maneuvered it free, but then her other hand slipped loose and she fell hard, biting back a curse.
 
“Mistress!” Sandra said, running from down the alley towards her. She helped Valerie to stand.
 
“Finally, you stayed out of the fight when I told you,” Valerie said as she looked up and down the alley.
 
“Yes, well, sort of,” Sandra admitted, but didn’t look Valerie in her eyes.
 
Valerie gave her a look.
 
Sandra caved and explained further. “I figured that I’d look for back ways in or maybe an escape route while you were fighting, and see if I could help. So I came back here, and heard Diego’s voice cursing at someone. I got up to that window just as they were leaving, and helped him escape.”
 
“Sandra, dear, we’re going to have to have a talk about this,” Valerie said. “But right now I need rest, and we need to get out of here. Where is he?”
 
Sandra scrunched her face as if wondering how to say it, but at a nod from Valerie to hurry this up, she forged ahead. “He took off. Said he didn’t want to put us in more danger, and asked us not to follow him.”
 
“Put us in more…?” Valerie scoffed. “Is he kidding? We saved his ass!”
 
Sandra shrugged.
 
“Whatever,” Valerie said, her annoyance dripping from her voice as she looked up and down the alley. “Let’s get a room. I have a lot to think about.”
 
“Mistress?”
 
“Apparently, those Weres in there believe there’s a very strong vampire roaming about America somewhere,” Valerie said, starting to walk. “Second time tonight I’ve heard Bethany Anne’s name.”
 
“No… way,” Sandra drew the second word out.
 
“Huh, funny how that expression still exists,” Valerie said. “I don’t know about the Queen or the Bitch, however you want to look at her, being still alive. But they seemed certain enough that something powerful is out there, and I think it’s up to us to figure out what, or who.”
 
“And if it’s someone who doesn’t like outsiders?”
 
“Way I see it, we have a fifty-fifty chance. This vampire either kills us, or if we catch a break, just maybe they will help us stop Donovan.” As they started down the sidewalk, she said, “We need a team, and so it’s a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
Sandra’s eyes became as wide as the moon as Valerie explained her plan, but the girl had known the risks when she’d come out here. Hell, she’d known the risks when she rescued Valerie the first time, and every time she drank of Valerie’s blood and offered her own up to drink.
 
They were bonded in the old way, through life and, if it was required, in death.
 
Before turning a corner, Valerie was pretty sure she saw a pair of cat eyes, larger than the normal house cat, staring down at them from a building in the distance. They were gone before Sandra glanced up to see what Valerie was looking at.
 
If Diego really wanted to go off on his own now, who were they to stop him?





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
The future didn’t look the same to him after betrayal by his own kind. He’d been on his way to ask them for help, but was instead met by that… person… and her kali, and he still had the bruises to prove it. The bleeding had stopped and any breaks in the skin were healed by now, but that didn’t mean he was over it.
 
His breathing came out hard and his mind was racing at ways to get revenge on that horrible excuse for a Were. But nothing he could think of seemed like enough payback to be worth the effort.
 
The buildings here were close enough together so that he could have jumped roof to roof even if he wasn’t a puma. For now, he wanted to be away from the square and anything that even hinted of Weres.
 
Leaving Valerie and Sandra had been the easy part, especially since he was full of self-pity and didn’t have to look Valerie in the eye and tell them he was leaving. Sandra he could handle—she might even understand. Valerie, however, would’ve given him that look that made him feel guilty for even thinking it, and he didn’t need that right now.
 
With each touch of his paws on a new rooftop, his body ached and twinged, echoes of his beating with the kali sticks. A fresh bout of disorientation hit him as he started to leap over a small market. Landing off balance, he fell, tumbling down off the roof and into a stall of fresh berries.
 
Instantly, he transformed back to his human form, before anyone had a good look at his puma self.
 
Someone screamed—a young woman—and the man whose produce Diego had fallen onto was cursing him and whacking him with a stick.
 
“Enough, enough!” a man said, running over and pulling a cloth from under the nearby stand to wrap around him, in spite of the berry merchant’s protests.
 
“You know this man, Franklin?” the man with the stick asked. The young woman eyed them warily before walking off.
 
“Of course I don’t, but look at him! He’s obviously in need of help, not your lashings.” The man helped Diego to stand and then walk over to a nearby van. 
 
“Get in,” he said, gesturing as he opened the rear doors.
 
“Thank you,” Diego said. “But I don’t need—”
 
The man motioned again, and then spoke softly, but with authority. “You’re trying to get yourself killed or expose the whole UnknownWorld, and I can’t allow either of those at the moment, so get in or I’ll make you get in.”
 
Diego stared at the man, confused. Then he realized that, in his disorientation, he hadn’t recognized the scent of a Were. He looked Franklin up and down, trying to figure out what he was dealing with here. A bear? A wolf? Something else? Maybe it was best he didn’t find out, and instead had this conversation the man seemed so eager to have.
 
“Okay,” he agreed, and entered the van.
 
The man locked the rear doors, then went to the front of the van and opened the door, sliding into the driver’s seat. He started the van and slowly pulled away.
 
“Where’re you taking me?” Diego asked, voice rising in concern.
 
“Relax,” Franklin said over his shoulder. “We’re just getting out of here in case any others saw you back there. The hunters aren’t after Weres, for now, because they know we’re better at sensing vampires than anyone else.”
 
“And why would they want us to sense vampires?” Diego asked.
 
The man glanced back at him like he was looking at an idiot who’d just called his mother ugly. “You’re not very caught up on the American UnknownWorld, are you?” At a shake of Diego’s head, the man said, “To hunt them, of course. The humans pay us, or force us, depending on the Were, to help them hunt. Not many of the humans know about the UnknownWorld, only the wealthy and politically successful. But they have enough information to value vampire blood, and know they don’t much care for us. So if we get killed along the way, or they have to kill us for not doing their bidding, no big loss. Well, as far as they’re concerned.”
 
Holy catnip, Diego thought—he had to figure out a way to get back to Valerie with this information, perhaps after he found out if this guy knew anything about the golden city.
 
 
Hotel that has seen many, many better days - New York City State (Upper East Coast, Old America)
 
There were rooms available without pay, just as the cop had said. What he hadn’t mentioned was the number of vagabonds who had taken up residence in this... establishment. The ambience was like that of a sewer, all the way down to the smell.
 
Valerie sniffed herself and made a face—she shouldn’t be pointing any fingers. Especially after you add the stench of blood to the sweat of the fifteen flights of stairs they had to climb before reaching the room assigned to them by the scrawny man at the desk downstairs.
 
Somewhere around floor six, Sandra began getting a little grumpy. “Mistress, why didn’t we use some of the money to stay… Ugh!” She wiped something nasty off the bottom of her shoes on the edge of one of the steps. “Somewhere better?”
 
“Because,” Valerie answered, hopping up two steps herself to dodge another something nasty. She got Sandra’s attention and pointed down. “Watch that step.” She resumed walking up. “Simple answer? I have no idea how to convert the money I have, and until we have an income source, we need to save what we can.”
 
Reaching their room, Valerie used the key to unlock the door, then flicked on the light switch. Nothing happened for a couple of seconds, and then there was a brief flicker, and then another. Slowly, like a hungover person being forced out of bed, the light sputtered to life. And, also like a hungover person being forced out of bed, it looked like it had seen better times. She decided that calling the dull glow ‘light’ was being very generous on her part.
 
The weak light didn’t really concern Valerie in the slightest, but she could tell by the thumping of Sandra’s heart that it compounded her state of unease.
 
“Oh, that’s just wrong!” Valerie said, looking down at the bare, sagging bed. She flipped the mattress, then made a face at the stains on the other side. 
 
“Would I be overstepping certain boundaries if said I told you so?” Sandra asked, meekly.
 
Valerie gave her a tired glance and then muttered, “Maybe we should have sold something.”
 
Black markets were never hard to find, but what did she have of value? Her sword, which would have to be pried from her lifeless fingers. Her clothes weren’t of much value, not enough for a quality room anyway. What was underneath definitely had value, but that was obviously not a consideration. She was a vampire princess, damnit!
 
And then there were the vials of vampire blood. Those had to be worth a few coins and then some, but she wasn’t willing to make that trade.
 
She took off the purple pirate coat, figuring she could lay it over the mattress for an added layer of protection from the grime and who-knows-what, but something felt wrong. The weight was off.
 
Her fingers went to the hidden pockets, and froze.
 
“One’s missing,” she said, her eyes searching the floor frantically.
 
“What?” Sandra had just gotten situated on the top of one of two bunk beds on the other side of the room, using her jacket in the same way Valerie had.
 
“I don’t know how, but one of the vials of,” she lowered her voice and hissed in frustration, “vampire blood is missing. Dammit!”
 
She punched the wall next to her, creating a small hole and triggering an angry shout from the next room to, “Keep it down over there!”
 
Valerie wanted to hit the wall a few more times, but decided it wasn’t worth getting additional attention at the moment.
 
“The fight?” Sandra asked.
 
Valerie considered her memories of the fight. “I can’t think of any other time. Which, of course, means that Alpha bitch has probably found it by now.”
 
“Ah, she was a Were.” Sandra nodded, getting it now. “I’d wondered how they were able to keep Diego captive. Figured it was that or… I guess just that.”
 
“Well, merde-on-a-stick.” Valerie got into bed and reclined onto her coat, staring at the ceiling.
 
“It might not be a big deal.” Sandra’s voice floated down from the bunk across the room.
 
Valerie thought about her comment, “True, maybe. But I have a feeling this blood trade isn’t exactly well-known, and if she puts it together that the vial came from me, I’m not sure how she’ll interpret that.”
 
“Any chance she could’ve taken it on purpose?”
 
Valerie sat up at this, bit her lip, and then shook her head. “Unless that bitch is in heat, there’s no way her smelling can be that good.” She looked up at Sandra. “Can it?”
 
This time, a small snort came from Sandra, “I’ve never been a Were, so…?”
 
Valerie chewed on her lip. “Right. But I doubt it. Damn.” Valerie put her face in her hands, trying to think. That wasn’t the only thing bothering her.
 
It was the way this cowgirl had talked about Bethany Anne, like she was some sort of goddess. A hero to the people of America, even if they didn’t know it. Hell, they didn’t even know about the UnknownWorld, let alone some all-powerful vampire that might have either been the devil incarnate according to some stories, or kind of the opposite according to others… like the cowgirl’s.
 
“I want to go back there and talk to her,” Valerie said.
 
“Now? But mistress, you need to heal.” Sandra was up, looking down at the two bandages on her wrists.
 
 “No, no,” Valerie said. Valerie had already fed on Sandra twice, and she refused to ask that of her again that night. “After some well-earned R and R.” She looked around at their room. “Well, as much as one can get in this hellhole.”
 
Sandra laughed.
 
Valerie glanced up at her. “Oh? It’s funny now?”
 
“It kinda is,” she said, covering her grin. “I mean, remember the way you used to go on about the day you’d visit America and how you just knew you’d wake up and feel like your dreams were all coming true?”
 
“If America even existed, yeah… It seemed like such an ideal back then.” Valerie’s eyes drew together. “Did I really say that though? I mean, out loud?”
 
Sandra laughed again as she nodded. “I’m afraid you did, and I’m sorry to say it, but Mistress, if this is your dream coming true, you’ve got issues.”
 
“Hey.” Valerie frowned at that. “Are you supposed to talk to your Mistress like that?”
 
Sandra’s eyes went wide and her smile vanished. “I’m—I’m sorry, it’s just—”
 
“Ha.” Valerie winked to Sandra. “I’m only messing with you.”
 
She rolled out of her bed and went over to Sandra’s, where she jumped up and sat beside the woman. Her hand rested between the two, palm up, and she waited to see if Sandra would take it. When she did, Valerie put her head on Sandra’s shoulder and held the warm hand to her cheek.
 
“This sucks, honestly,” Valerie admitted. “Yeah, of course we’re not here to live my childhood dream… a dream from the days before I was changed.”
 
Sandra offered her a comforting squeeze of the hand. “Do you… remember those days, Mistress?”
 
Valerie leaned back looked her into the eyes, making sure the look was gentle, not intimidating. “Dear, can we stop with the Mistress stuff? That was the Duke’s system, and we’re not under him anymore, are we? No.” She used her free hand to point back and forth between the two of them. “We’re our own women now, right? So we make the rules and, as far as I’m concerned, you’re my friend. Like a sister to me.”
 
Sandra’s eyes glistened in the dim light. At first Valerie wondered if the woman was appalled by this suggestion. When a tear rolled down Sandra’s face and she kissed the back of Valerie’s hand, she knew Sandra felt the same way.
 
Valerie answered the hanging question. “Yeah, I remember… Not like I remember the day I met you, or when the Duke first took me into his training hall and explained how special I was. That female vampires were unique, making me his special project. Those are a different kind of memory. Before the change, everything is more… blurry? Like I remember my biological mother’s smile, the sound of her laugh, but I don’t remember ever doing anything with her. There’s a distant memory of my father, the two of us sitting on a couch in Old France, his arm around me and my head on his shoulder, almost like we are now.”
 
“That’s…. Thank you.” Sandra sniffled.
 
Valerie sighed into the room. “But that’s where it ends. Nothing more.”
 
For a moment they sat there in silence.
 
Finally, Valerie asked quietly, “What about you? Your family?” She paused a moment, her head dipped in realization. “I… I’ve never asked, have I?”
 
Sandra’s answer came as a distant, hushed response. “I miss them every day of my life. Every memory is there, vivid as if it were yesterday. The day Donovan killed them, most of all.”
 
Valerie went rigid at that, a chill tingling her arms and back, working its way through her chest. She wanted to cry, to find Donovan and tear his heart out with her fingernails and feel it beating its last beat as she watched his miserable life vanish from his eyes.
 
When she remembered to breathe, she realized Sandra was limp against her, snoring lightly. Valerie gently moved her so that the woman’s head was on her lap, and then leaned back against the wall and let sleep take her, too.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
The sun had already bid the sky good night, leaving an indigo slash across the clouds quickly heading to black at the horizon. Enough light remained that shades of pink streaked through the sky, providing a stunning sunset.
 
But, if it wasn’t the coming darkness that had woken Valerie before she was ready, what was it then? She sat there, listening to the evening, and looked down to see Sandra staring up at her, wide-eyed.
 
Valerie motioned for silence with a finger to her lips, the other hand caressing Sandra’s hair to try and calm her.
 
If just a bit.
 
Then the sound came again, and Valerie looked towards the door, her eyes narrowing. Footsteps, creaking down the hall—gentle, barely perceptible to the human ear. But, to a vampire, they were very clear. 
 
Even amongst the other noises in the building.
 
“They say one or two?” a whispered voice asked. “Because homeboy downstairs said we got two checked in here.”
 
“The Cap’n said there might be two, or three,” a second hushed voice said. “One’s a vamp, and has the blood on her.”
 
A moment of silence, a deep breath, and then the first voice called out their room number, “There it is. Ready?”
 
Valerie’s heart thumped. Had Captain Bronson sold them out? The voice had said the Cap’n, and the only other captain she’d seen around here was on an old faded poster in a grocery store that had ‘Crunch’ next to the title over a bowl of cereal—she doubted it was the cereal guy.
 
She motioned for Sandra to get up, carefully, and then her eyes went to her sword on the other side of the room. If she moved fast enough, she could…
 
BOOM!
 
Too late. Action time.
 
First was the explosion of the door being blown inward and hitting the bed, followed by the white light of a flash-bang that caused Sandra to start screaming and disorientated Valerie a bit, as the pain hit her head, almost overwhelming her nervous system before the healing clamped down.
 
Two men rushed in, at least one more behind them, rifles at the ready. The third man shouted something, muffled, as he pointed towards Valerie. Before they took another step, Valerie had slid off the top bunk, landed and rolled across the floor and grabbed her sword, swinging back around to the two in the room with them.
 
She missed a clean swipe at the first idiot’s head—the flash-bang and disorientation from waking up. She would have to work on waking up faster. Nothing could be done about the flash-bang that she could figure out in the moment.
 
Instead, her stroke sliced the man’s cheek open. A second strike sent the sword through the other one’s belly, but then the first had repositioned and allowed room for the third to aim his own gun toward Valerie.
 
Damn!
 
Sandra rolled over, slipped off the top bunk, and went for the pistols they’d obtained while with the pirates. The third man snarled when it looked like his people were both going to go down and he couldn’t keep his rifle aimed at the vampire. He charged into the room, tearing off clothes before transforming
 
Into a damned bear!
 
This wasn’t good—a crazed bear in a room this size. Valerie had to end this.
 
At maximum speed, she kicked the dying man in the face to knock him out of her way, then jumped and pushed off of the wall with a kick that sent her flying right for the bear. He tried to turn his bulky body and swat at her, but his claws caught in the wall and he was too slow—instead, he found a sword lodged in his neck.
 
The Werebear roared, causing the annoying neighbor to start yelling again, but then the shots from the pistol in Sandra’s hand went off and silence followed. 
 
A muffled voice from a few rooms away made it to them through their ringing ears, “Nevermind, my bad!”
 
Even with the sword in its neck and the bullet wounds, the bear wasn’t quitting. Valerie was going to need more energy for this, she dropped down, catching a second pistol Sandra threw to her.
 
The assailant with the cheek slice turned his rifle on her and shot, but she had already rolled across the floor. Coming up with pistol firing, shots tearing into his kneecaps. He wobbled, and she caught him and moved for a quick bite to the neck—only, his neck was guarded.
 
“Dammit!” she spat out, realizing belatedly Vampire Hunters would have figured out how to protect themselves.
 
Unfortunately, she also lost situational awareness for the moment. The Werebear caught her with a swipe of its paw that tossed her violently back onto the bunk bed. The top bunk’s crossbeam stopped her momentum, but the pain from her back was intense. She dropped to the floor, groaning in pain.
 
“Valerie!” Sandra called out.
 
The funny thing was, Valerie wasn’t focused as much on the bear about to maul her friend as on the fact that her friend had finally called out Valerie instead of Mistress. It made her smile, and then she frowned as the danger took the rightful position of primary focus. She sure as hell didn’t want her name to be the last thing Sandra said.
 
“You ladyball loving lycan,” she spat out, pulling its attention off of Sandra.
 
Three more shots rang out from Sandra’s gun, and the bear stumbled back. At the same time, the man without knees was trying to bring his gun around to aim at Valerie, cursing like a French whore.
 
Time seemed to slow. Valerie looked to the man and his gun, and then the bear. She thrust herself at the bear while shouting to Sandra, “GET DOWN!”
 
The guy on the floor let loose a series of shots trailing her as she moved across the room.
 
She jumped on the bear, she climbed up and over its head onto its front and pushed off the bunk beds. She then let loose a series of blows upon the bear as it fell backward and collapsed on top of kneeless, who had tracked her and was now pumping the bear full of shots. 
 
Now, kneeless was clueless and dead. Probable cause of death: asphyxiation due to “crushed by bear.” Not exactly the expected cause of death a coroner report would normally state when someone died this many floors above the ground.
 
Two down, and one bear… unconscious? Aside from the sword in its neck, there wasn’t any new blood. The thought triggered the craving for blood in herself.
 
She needed it, or she wasn’t going to make it through the night if there were more attacks. Worse, she didn’t see how she could protect Sandra in her weakened position.  One of these days, she might be able to live a life where the need to constantly suck the life blood from a human wasn’t so damned necessary.
 
The man who’d taken the cut to his gut was close to death, but not quite there. Valerie knelt beside him, removed his helmet and neck guard, and then sunk her teeth into his flesh. She drank until she felt the last beat of his heart give out, his body finally going limp.
 
“Darts,” Sandra spoke.
 
Valerie stood up slowly and turned around, wiping the blood from her mouth. She saw Sandra had her fingers on a dart that was sticking out of the wall—one of the few that had missed the bear.
 
“They are hunting you,” Sandra said, turning to Valerie and pulling out a cloth from her pocket and took a step towards Valerie, reaching up, she wiped off a spot of blood Valerie had missed. “But they want you alive.”
 
“To bottle my blood and sell it,” Valerie said. “Yeah, I figured toward the end of the fight there.”
 
“Huh,” said a voice at the doorway, and both turned, pistols cocked and aimed. “It’s a shame you didn’t keep them alive for questioning.” 
 
The first thing Valerie saw was those damn cowboy boots as they stepped into the entryway, followed by the rest of the cowgirl Were.
 
Valerie cocked her head to the left, “You’re offering yourself up for questioning?” she asked, her pistol never wavering. “Fine, we accept.”
 
She shook her head, “Unfortunately for you, I wouldn’t have the answers you’re looking for.” She took a vial from her jacket pocket and tossed it over. Valerie watched it fly through the air and snagged it easily. “But I found this, and on the way over I saw them making their move. Figured I’d wait and see how you did.”
 
“This is the Were from the bar?” Sandra asked Valerie. After Valerie nodded, she turned back to the Were and hisssed, “We could have used your help. We might have died!” Sandra wanted to spit at the woman.
 
The cowgirl scratched her neck. “Ah, but there was a problem, you see.” She nudged the nearly dead Werebear with a boot. “This guy was one of mine, before he was forced into this lifestyle. I wasn’t sure which side I’d choose in a fight between the two of you, so I stayed out of it.” She kicked the body a little harder.
 
“And now?” Valerie lowered her gun, but still held up the vial of blood. “You’re what, here to give me this and then be on your way?”
 
She shook her head. “No, I have questions of my own. Like how much you know,” she pointed to the vial, “and why you had that on you.” She glanced behind her as the opening of doors sounded, followed by confused and scared noises. Her next words were in a whisper. “But right now we have to get you out of here, before the Peace Enforcers show up—or worse, the real power behind these hunters.” She looked back to Valerie, concern edging into her eyes.
 
“I just took down one of your men and did some damage back at the bar,” Valerie pointed out. “Given how I’d feel toward me if I were in your shoes, I’m not so sure we can trust you.”
 
The cowgirl’s lips compressed. “Look, if you don’t, you’ll be captured or worse. I understand your position, so… you decide.” She turned back to the hallway, listening to the new sounds.
 
Valerie shared a look with Sandra, who shrugged but finally lowered her pistol.
 
“You were hurting our friend,” Sandra said, cautiously.
 
“We thought he could’ve been a local and betrayed us to the Forsaken,” the cowgirl answered quickly and without apology. “It’s happened before.”
 
Sandra glared at her a moment, but then nodded to Valerie.
 
“Not that this means we’re good,” Valerie said. “But for now, let’s get the hell out of here, cowgirl.”
 
“Call me Cammie,” she said, motioning them to follow. “It is my name, after all.” She pointed to the Bear. “You going to kill him or what? I’d ask you to save him, but at the moment, that doesn’t seem likely to do much good.”
 
Valerie reached down and pulled out the sword. The bear changed back into a man, and she thought about it. “If he can survive, he can live. If I ever deal with him again, I’ll kill him first.”
 
Cammie gave her a nod and then spun on her heels to lead them out of there. Valerie hurried as they walked quickly after her, ignoring the shouts behind them and the sound of people charging through the halls, likely in pursuit.
 
“Stay close,” Cammie said. 
 
Valerie watched the floor as much as she watched were they were going, “As long as I don’t have to kill you for betraying us.”
 
“It won’t come to that.” Cammie finally stopped at a door and wiped off the dusty room number.
 
“Make sure it doesn’t,” Valerie agreed, helping Sandra over a large hole in the floor as they followed the Were.
 
Cammie grunted and kicked the door open, it banged against the wall inside and rebounded slightly. “I know this building like the back of my hand. Grew up here, after all.” She looked around the disused room and walked in, “You stick with me and I’ll get you out of this mess.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Outskirts of Old Manhattan
 
Diego looked around, mind rolling with plans for how to get out of this and make it back to Valerie and Sandra. And then, there was the whole question of how to find them, even if he did get back there. That was followed by the question of how to avoid those Weres that had captured him.
 
“Where are we?” he asked, looking out through the van windshield from the back.
 
The older Were, Franklin, gave him a look of doubt, then stepped out of the van and went to the back to open the doors for Diego before answering. “My house. And I got a kid sleeping, so if you could keep it down for me, okay?”
 
“What?” Diego asked as he exited the van, stepping down to the ground. “You don’t know me. Why would you take a Were you don’t know into your house when you have a child sleeping?”
 
“You need clothes, for one,” Franklin answered. He helped Diego and pointed him toward a large, square-shaped apartment complex. “And because my kid can transform faster than I believe you’d be able to, and he’s pretty capable. Even for a twelve-year-old.”
 
Being told a twelve-year-old didn’t need to worry much about you? Yeah, that was a bit of a butt hurt. 
 
Not that his pride would stop him from accepting clothes and, he hoped, a warm meal. What with the mediocre food on the ship and his not so warm welcome since arriving in America, Diego had been getting close to resorting to thievery. It wasn’t something he liked to do, knowing that pretty much everyone else in the world had it as bad as him. 
 
But his survival had to come first, right?
 
The apartment certainly wasn’t anything fancy, but it was the first place Diego had ever stepped foot in that had good carpet. Franklin had set it up nicely, too. There were little clay sculptures lining a shelf on one wall, one for each member of his family—including the dog.
 
Diego walked over to the dog sculpture, waiting while Franklin tiptoed into the bedroom to grab some clothes for him. The wife and son were both asleep in the one room, as was the norm—to stay warm in the winters, which this wasn’t, but also because barely anyone could afford more than a single room anymore. Even having a living room-kitchen combo like this was considered fancy by many.
 
“She… left us,” Franklin said, returning to find Diego’s hand outstretched for the dog. “And please, don’t touch those.”
 
Pulling his hand away, Diego turned to see Franklin with the clothes. He gratefully accepted the outfit the man handed him.
 
“Go ahead and change,” the man said. “They’re sound asleep.”
 
“Thank you.” Diego glanced back up at the carving as he put on the blue jeans and plaid shirt. A thought hit him, and he realized that, given their nature, the statue might not represent a dog at all. With the way Franklin’s eyes had gone moist and were now fixed on the floor, he was pretty sure. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said as he put on the shirt.
 
“She’s not dead, at least,” Franklin sniffed, moving to the kitchen half of the room and pulling out some cold beans to warm up and fresh eggs to fry. “Taken by Enforcers when they found out her true nature, forced to fight in this hunt, this war on vampires and suppression of our people.”
 
“Weres?” Diego said, more to fill the air than confirm what he already knew.
 
The man nodded and stirred the eggs, scrambling them.
 
“This hunting.” Diego walked over and leaned against the wood counter as he spoke, “I mean, they’re vampires. What chance do the humans have against them?”
 
“Ask all the vampires whose blood they drain each day and night,” Franklin told him. He put the eggs and beans on a plate and handed them over to Diego, then poured a glass of beer. “They got their ways, and it’s not like the vampires of old. Not that I’m sure there ever were vampires that could walk in the sun.”
 
“You think those were tall tales, lies, myths or what?” Diego asked between bites. “For what purpose?”
 
Franklin pursed his lips and answered after a moment of consideration, “To inspire the young vampires, maybe, I don’t know. Now there’s talk in the market, if you keep your ear to the shadows, that one of them has returned and is off somewhere in the Fallen lands putting a stop to this hunting business. A sun-walker, they say, with powers unlike any we’ve ever imagined.” He took a drink of his beer, his eyes losing focus. “A Dark Messiah, if you were to be a religious type.”
 
A shiver ran down Diego’s spine. He wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of a Dark Messiah. Sure, it could mean the end of humans hunting and abusing members of the UnknownWorld, but if one vampire had that sort of power, he could wipe out all the Weres if he ever felt the need.
 
Or she, Diego realized.
 
He swallowed, his mind feeling like it was about to explode. “Wait, you don’t mean… Do the rumors talk about whether it’s a man or woman?”
 
Franklin raised an eyebrow at this sudden query. “They’re stories, boy, nothing more. But no, nothing either way in that regard.”
 
With a final swallow of the food, his heart sinking when he realized how bad it would look if he licked the plate, Diego thanked him and stood up to take the plate and glass to the kitchen sink. As he put the plate down, he asked,  “I need to be going. But… can you tell me anything you know about the Golden City?”
 
Franklin chuckled, “You do love to dream, don’t you?” He pointed toward the front door. “Yeah, head east until you hit the coast. Then north. You might find it, you might not.” 
 
He adjusted his chair to look Diego in the face. “But I got bad news for you. That city is a city of those that have escaped the service—Weres who refuse to serve the Enforcers and risk death in their escape. Whatever you heard,” he looked to deep into Diego’s eyes, “what, a mecca for Weres? It’s not that.”
 
Everything in Diego’s heart told him this man was wrong, had to be wrong. He’d believed in the dream of the Golden City too long to accept this. But his mind knew it was the truth, even if he hoped it wasn’t.
 
“Dad?” a soft voice said, and the two turned to see Franklin’s young boy. “Are you coming to sleep?”
 
“Yes, son,” Franklin said. He nodded to the door and said to Diego, “Best of luck to you. Head in the clouds as you are ... you’ll need it.”
 
“Thanks again,” Diego said as the man walked him to the door. They shook hands before Diego walked out, the door shutting quietly behind him.
 
Everything was falling apart for him.
 
His dream wasn’t to come to America and hang out with a vampire and her sidekick, or to run off and warn them about the hunters. It certainly wasn’t to search for answers about this rumored all-powerful vampire returning. And it most definitely was not to give up on his dream to live among Weres in the Golden City.
 
But his curiosity, loyalty to Valerie and Sandra, and trust in everything Franklin had just told him all added up to mean his dream was slowly crumbling to dust in his mind.
 
He looked toward the main part of Old Manhattan and stuffed his hands in his pockets as he started walking in that direction.
 
Disillusioned or not, vampire or not, Valerie and Sandra had come for him, and he would be damned if he wouldn’t be a good friend, first. 
 
The Golden City could wait.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Near the run-down hotel
 
Valerie pulled Sandra up to the next ledge outside of the hotel while Cammie led the way in the darkness. Up and up they climbed, with the Peace Enforcers swarming below and the lights from their rifles darting across the windows as they searched the building across the street.
 
“How much farther?” Sandra whispered, but Cammie just held up a finger. They climbed up one last level to reach the roof, then she went to the ledge and leaned out. Together, Cammie and Sandra looked over the ledge.
 
Valerie joined them, and felt a bit disoriented at the sight of ground so far below. How they’d climbed so high so fast was beyond her, but they were more than lucky to have Cammie leading the way. Valerie would’ve hated to have to kill all those people.
 
“Maybe’s now a good time to tell us what the hell’s going on,” Valerie asked, tension in her voice.
 
Cammie looked over at the Vampire, before turning back to look at the lights below, “I told you, they were hunting you. These ones,” she pointed down below, “some of them likely work for the same person who pays the hunters, but technically they’re law enforcement.”
 
Valerie turned to her. “And the vials? This person?”
 
Cammie pulled Valerie back as a light moved their direction, then looked between Sandra and her with a stern expression. “Before you two came along, the vials were just another of a thousand rumors. One I wasn’t quick to believe.”
 
“The idea that people would feed off of vampires?” Sandra asked.
 
Cammie shook her head, “No, I’ve seen that. It’s the vials themselves, and the idea that someone has figured out a way to package the blood. It could be very good for vampires, or very bad.”
 
“Meaning what, exactly?” Sandra pressed.
 
“Wait,” Valerie said. “You’re telling me feeding on vampires is normal here?”
 
She paused, “Not normal, but well known among certain crowds, yes,” Cammie admitted. “I only know because of the forced roles my brothers and sisters have had to play tracking your kind down. The good or bad though…” She motioned for them to follow her through a doorway and they hid in the shadows as a police pod flew past, its antigrav technology keeping it quiet, but not quiet enough that their hearing couldn’t pick it up.
 
Valerie wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what Cammie had to say, but she knew she had to understand. Her eyes watched the police pod continue into the night, here voice even, demanding. “Let me have it, the truth.”
 
Cammie nodded, grimly. “A few members of higher society have been capturing vampires and bleeding them for feedings. They keep them locked up, tubes running through them to pump out the blood so that they can drink it and stay young, healthy, and virile. You know a lot of medical knowledge was lost after the fall. But with vampire blood, well, some cancers they couldn’t deal with even before now can be healed—and more. And those that are in power plan on staying in power for decades, if not centuries. At least, that is the rumor.”
 
“But now that someone’s figured out how to use vials,” Valerie murmured, catching on, “they can simply drain the vampire completely, kill it, and keep the blood frozen.”
 
Cammie nodded, paying attention to a group of Enforcers that seemed to be getting instructions from their leader down on the street below. “Exactly. Good that there’s less suffering, bad that it means you die.”
 
The vials in Valerie’s coat pockets suddenly felt much heavier as her mind spun with this information.
 
“So, if I gave one of these vials to Sandra here…?” Valerie pulled one out, holding it up to look at the thick substance.
 
“I wouldn’t,” Cammie shrugged. “You probably found them in some sort of enclosure, right? Well, I’m willing to bet that was working to keep it from going bad, but now that you’ve been carrying it around like this, it’s useless.”
 
Valerie felt annoyed. She'd been carrying the vials around thinking they were valuable. Well, they could still serve as a clue to who was perverting the blood supply. Except, this wasn’t why she was here in this new country. Now she had been derailed again, with another mystery she hadn’t wanted in the first damned place.
 
But also one she didn’t feel she could just ignore. There was a repugnance to this blood selling that turned her stomach. What the hell was she going to do?
 
Two more police pods went by, and Cammie motioned for the other two to follow her from the deep shadows of the doorway. She led them along the side of the building, and then turned toward the next building over, one they were able to reach by jumping, even Sandra. They went through a door on the roof into the apartment hallway. As they walked through, only one head poked out of a door before pulling it back in, asking no questions.
 
In this manner, they made it to the fifth building over, and then worked their way down fire-shafts until they were at the first floor. Here Cammie had a team of Weres waiting with their own anti-grav pods. The pods were similar to the police ones, but painted completely black. There wasn’t much doubt that they’d stolen these from the police at some point.
 
Valerie held back, so Sandra did too.
 
“This whole blood and hunters thing,” Valerie spoke, when Cammie turned back to see why they weren’t making their escape, “it’s not me. I came to find others like me and set up a team to stop my brother. He plans an assault against America, here. I don’t want to start a war with a crooked politician.”
 
“Well, that’s something you’re going to have to figure out,” Cammie said. “But for now, can we get the hell out of here? When we get to our hideout, that’ll be first on the discussion agenda, I promise.”
 
“You have a hideout?” Sandra said, eyes going wide. “Super. Cool.” She turned to Valerie, biting her lip with that typical servant look that said she was worried she was about to overstep her bounds. “We’d be like heroes, right? A secret hideout, going to save the day and all that?”
 
“Wow.” Valerie’s eyes were open wide, then she shook her head. “I don’t know if you’re serious right now, but think about this—every second we spend with this crap is time not spent preparing for Donovan’s arrival. If he brings my father’s army and wipes out this place, what good will playing a hero have accomplished?”
 
“An army of vampires?” Cammie stepped close again, interrupting the two, her eyes narrowed. “Tell you what, you commit to helping with this, and you’ve got yourself at least one new team member.”
 
“We’re still not sure we trust you,” Valerie said. “But… if it works out, you will increase the size of my team.”
 
“How big is it?” Cammie asked, looking between Valerie and Sandra.
 
“Including you?” Valerie chuckled, “three.”
 
Cammie offered her hand. “I’ll join—and no offense, but outside of you there isn’t one vampire I have remotely thought worth my time. Since you hate this Donovan guy, I’m pretty sure he is going to be pretty high on my suck-o-meter. Do we have a deal?”
 
Valerie and Sandra shared a look as they considered this, and then Valerie shrugged and took the Alpha’s hand.
 
“Great,” Cammie said. “Now, do you mind? Can we get the hell out of here before we’re all locked up or killed?”
 
“Sounds like a great plan,” Valerie agreed and the three of them slid into the vehicle.
 
***
 
Diego walked along the streets of Old Manhattan, trying to keep a brisk pace but not run. He looked around, trying to stay inconspicuous and not stand out. His plan was to avoid Capital Square, and make his way around south to get to the hotels he knew Sandra and Valerie should be staying in.
 
He wasn’t sure how he’d find them once he got to the hotels, though. The people he’d asked on the street had said it was a series of buildings, all packed tight and with multiple floors. He needed his Were senses to help him out.
 
“Were sense, don’t fail me now,” he mumbled, trying to keep his anxiety down.
 
However, judging by the pace he was maintaining, he wouldn’t arrive until sunrise. And that could be too late.
 
He’d stuck his hands in his pockets and found that Franklin had left him some money. At first he thought he’d save it for food, but when one of the yellow tubes filled with a subway went by in a flash, he nodded, grimly but with a slight twinkle in his eye.
 
The subway was the answer—in part because he was in a hurry, and in part because all such infrastructure had been totally demolished in Europe, and they’d never managed to rebuild it. He really wanted to go for a ride. America seemed to have its perks, in spite of itself.
 
Pretty soon he was standing in a cramped subway car with so many people he could’ve lifted his legs off the ground and still been held up.
 
He felt mesmerized by the view ripping past the window. It was amazing how the city zipped by him in no time—tall skyscrapers, billboards, and police pods. At one point he saw the dark street coming at them, then realized the subway tube had just changed direction and was going underground.
 
Somehow, the anti-grav technology that these things used also shielded the riders from feeling changes in directions. Otherwise, he would’ve puked within the first five seconds.
 
“Next stop,” a voice said over the speakers, “lower slums.”
 
He slipped between people to get out when the subway stopped, just missing getting stuck in the door as he broke free of the crowd. He found the stairs and hopped up two at a time to get out of the station.
 
When he emerged, he was startled by how close to Old Madrid this part of the city looked. Instead of the big city and all its lights, there were the ghetto hotels he’d heard so much about, and not much more. It would’ve been completely dark, if not for all the cops and Enforcers swarming the area.
 
At first he didn’t think anything of it, but as he started walking toward the buildings, a thought struck him—this might all be for Valerie. Somehow, she’d managed to get themselves in trouble, and based on the activity it was a lot of trouble.
 
The Peace Enforcers surrounded some buildings while police pods worked their way around others. Clearly a search was underway for the two of them. He stopped to consider his options.
 
The easy answer here would be to turn and run, and for a moment he considered doing just that. But, then he saw something. From this angle, his keen eyesight picked out a set of several pods blocks away, lights off to stay undetected, moving through the shadows off to the side nearest the water. Past them, the headless Statue of Liberty stood lonely with the moonlight scattered across the water before her.
 
Now, he’d just have to find a way to keep up with them, or get an idea of where they were going. He hated it, but he’d have to ditch the clothes in favor of his puma form, if he was to have any hope of catching up.
 
Finding the shadow of a building under construction, he started unbuttoning his shirt. He needed to catch up! Next he unzipped his pants and put a hand on the wall to steady himself. When he slipped on some pebbles and about fell on his ass, the jeans around his knees, he chuckled at his own stupidity and stripped the clothes less quickly.
 
Mid-transformation, everything went wrong. First there were voices closer than he’d expected, followed by a flash of light and a shock that sent him to his knees.
 
The transformation hadn’t happened!
 
He reached inside to trigger the transformation once again, but the light flashed a second time, sending another shock blasting through his body which spasmed, rebounding off the wall next to him.
 
He collapsed. 
 
In a haze, he became aware of two figures walking out of the shadows from across the street.
 
One of the men spit off to the side, his voice distant, muffled. “We got ourselves a new recruit to the cause.”
 
Diego tried to get his limbs to work, but all he could do was twitch as his muscles seized over and over again. He couldn’t even work up the control to give them a middle finger salute.
 
“Welcome to the hunt,” the second one told him. Next the guy wrapped a bag over Diego’s head, it smelt of leather with the scent of rubbing alcohol, and everything went black.
 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Diego took the punch like a champ. Compared to the beating that bitch cowgirl had given him, these punches from two, large humans were like two toddlers playing. Not that they didn’t cause blood to fly.
 
He coughed, and then spit out blood from where he’d bit his tongue when one of the guys kneed him in his face.
 
“Why aren’t you registered?” the man demanded, for probably the twentieth time that night.
 
“I’m new here,” Diego coughed out. “Figured I’d see the sights before committing to staying.”
 
 He tried to hold it in, but his smirk slipped out as he added, “It’s not every day you get to see Lady Liberty without her head.”
 
“It is for us,” the second guy interjected, earning himself a glare from his partner.
 
“Listen,” the first one spoke, his voice not so harsh. “You’re strong, you’ll make a great hunter. We just have to make sure you’re onboard.” He leaned down to view Diego’s face, tsking at all of the damage as he made a point at looking over the damage before looking Diego in his eyes, “So, are you?”
 
“Go eat yourself.” Diego spat blood in the guy’s face.
 
The guy’s face twisted, and he slammed his fist into Diego’s jaw, the bones cracking loud in his ears. The second punch got him in the gut. That one hurt enough to make him double over, but nothing they could do wouldn’t heal eventually, so he wasn’t bothered by it—a skill he’d learned long ago.
 
Well, scratch that. There probably was some stuff they could do that he couldn’t heal from, but if it got to that point, he was screwed anyway. And as of this moment, they didn’t seem interested in killing or permanently maiming him.
 
“Take him to a cell,” the first guy said. “We’ll let the hounds have him when they’ve returned from looking for the new vamp everyone’s talking about.”
 
Diego’s ears perked at that, but they said no more on the matter, just dragged him down a hall past someone whimpering in a cell, then tossed him in the next cell over and locked it.
 
“When the Hounds get back,” the second man said, leering through the bars, “you are in for a mighty good ass kicking, boy.”
 
Diego rolled over onto his back, “I’ll start practicing my grunts and groans now then,” Diego replied with a roll of his eyes while clutching his stomach.
 
The two men glared, then one nudged the other and said, “Come on, let’s see if they were able to get any real meat this time.”
 
“Hell to the yeah,” the second guy agreed, and they turned and disappeared down the hall.
 
Well this was a pickle, Diego thought as he moved himself over to rest against the cold wall. He hoped his wounds would heal faster than normal. They rarely did, but if he had the right meal, it seemed to happen sometimes.
 
It certainly didn’t look like he’d be able to repay the kindness of Franklin any time soon, and warning Valerie and Sandra was certainly out of the question.
 
Sandra… He didn’t know why, but her face kept popping up in his mind. The way she’d blushed around him made him laugh just thinking about it, bringing some joy to this dreary place.
 
A click of a door. Then someone saying, “Quiet, Ass-cat, or they’ll come back and give you some more.”
 
Ass…cat? He got up and dragged his hurting body to the bars, surprised to find Captain Bronson in the hall. Well, what once would have passed for the captain, but now looked like a bent and twisted version of him. This Captain Bronson had cuts along his arms and cheeks, one eye completely bruised shut, and worse perhaps, by the way he was holding his side.
 
Diego hissed, “Captain, what the hell?”
 
“No time to explain… suffice it to say, I’m getting out of here.” He looked around, then cursed.
 
Diego looked through the bars, trying to see up and down the hall, “What? Can you get me out too?”
 
“Sorry, that’s what upsets me. See, I only got out because one of my boys was able to bribe the guards. Got a message through the window, and the guard made sure to leave my door unlocked. But you, way I hear it, they just got in a new Were to help hunt the vamps… and they never let you guys go. Too damn valuable for your own good.”
 
“Captain, you can’t leave me like this,” Diego’s voice a little more urgent.
 
“I know, but…” The captain looked around, confused. Dread filled his voice when he turned back to Diego, “Where are the girls?”
 
Diego shrugged, “They escaped, I’m fairly sure of it. Why?”
 
The captain sighed. “Let’s just say they might not be too happy to see me any time soon.”
 
“Well, you’re going to have to find out. I need you to get to them, tell them where I am, and then help them break me out of here,” Diego demanded.
 
The fear in the Captain’s eyes wasn’t for the situation in the jail. “You’ve lost your damn marbles!” The captain turned to leave, but paused when Diego called out for him.
 
“Captain, need I remind you, you and your crew only survived because of me and those women?” he hissed, a small note of pleading insinuating itself into his comment.
 
The captain hung his head, then turned to look Diego in his face. “I’ll find them, tell them where you are… and then my honor is clean, you’re on your own. Got it?”
 
Diego nodded, “That’ll be good enough for me.”
 
***
 
It was midday when a commotion rose in the hallway near the entrance to the underground hideout. Valerie had healed quite well, so when she sat up, her mind was clear and she could easily pick out the sound of Captain Bronson’s voice.
 
The hunters in the hotel had indicated that the Captain had sold her out. So now what? Was he here to finish the job?
 
She threw back the covers, strode out her doorway and dashed up the hallway, and caught sight of the Captain. He was standing with a couple Weres and went wide-eyed and terrified at the sight of her—as he should’ve been. Before asking him anything, she picked him up by the shirt and slammed him against the wall, his feet dangling above the ground. 
 
Her eyes spat anger at him. 
 
“You’ve got two reasons you shouldn’t be here,” she snarled, his eyes darting back between both of her fangs.
 
His fear kept him standing tall, for several seconds, until his shoulders finally slumped. “Do it, if you have to. I deserve worse.”
 
She considered it. Oh boy, did she consider it! But the way he was acting, and the bruises and cuts on him, something wasn’t right.
 
Her eyes narrowed. “They wanted the blood vials, didn’t they?”
 
He nodded. “I wouldn’t have talked, but they threatened to cut off my legs next. It’s not a valid excuse after what you did for me and my men on the ship back there, but when it became a choice between walking again with my wife? Well, I convinced myself you’d be able to hold your own.”
 
She lowered him slowly to the floor. “You were right, at least. I fought them off. I’m safe, so… no permanent harm done, I guess.”
 
“I won’t let myself off so easy,” he said, bowing his head to Valerie, “but thank you.”
 
“We found him lurking outside the green door, asking questions,” one of the Weres spoke up, and Valerie turned to see Cammie had joined them.
 
“That so?” Cammie asked, nodding to the captain. “This is your friend, Val?”
 
Valerie looked back at him for a second, then nodded. “In a way.”
 
“And these questions you were asking out there?” Cammie turned back to Captain Bronson, waiting.
 
“I was asking if anyone had seen anyone by the description of these two,” he said, gesturing to Valerie and Sandra, who’d finally caught up to the group. “To let them know I have a message, and I know where to find Diego.”
 
Sandra gasped, and Valerie felt suddenly very happy she hadn’t sunk her teeth into this man’s throat in a fit of rage.
 
“Take us,” she told the Captain. “And then find a way to get back to your family and leave this cursed land forever.” Valerie turned to Cammie. “Get a team of your best ready.” She started walking back toward her bed, and her sword. “We’re about to spring some of these Weres you’ve been talking so much about,” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared.
 
“Where, exactly, are we going?” Cammie asked, surprised at the quick turn of events. Valerie was coming back down the hallway from her room, buckling on her sword with a look of determination
 
“Up by old Central Park,” Captain Bronson answered. “Urvant Headquarters.”
 
Cammie licked her lips and just stared at him, then swore and walked away. Valerie wasn’t sure how to take that, so she told everyone to stay put and jogged to catch up. She found Cammie in the bathroom, looking like she was going to hurl.
 
“I take it you didn’t like the captain's answer?” Valerie asked.
 
Cammie glanced up, her face a mixture of fear laced with sickened irritation. “It's less the answer, more the idea of going back to that rot-infested nest.”
 
“This is where you escaped from?” Valerie pushed.
 
For a moment Cammie was silent. Then took a step and kicked the wall beside the sink, putting a small dent in it and causing the mirror to shake, one side falling and then moving back and forth like a pendulum.
 
“More than that,” Cammie admitted, leaning against the wall, arms crossed as she stared at the floor. “It wasn’t just me that led the fight out of there, it was my father and brother as well… but neither of them made it out alive.”
 
Valerie had an image of Donovan trying to fight his way out of some building, reaching out to her for help, and her slicing his head off in response. It was hard to relate to, on a personal level, but she got it.
 
She pursed her lips. “Then we’ll make those bastards pay.” Valerie pointed to Cammie’s feet. “Bring those boots, because you’re gonna need them for all the ass kicking.”
 
A skeptical look was soon replaced by a smirk from Cammie. “Damn straight…. but you know our chances attacking that place and living aren’t the type to put money on?”
 
“I’m on the team,” Valerie told her. “Add that to your equation.”
 
Cammie nodded, breathed deep, and then said, “I’ll get everyone ready for the time of their lives.”
 
URVANT HEADQUARTERS
 
Valerie stepped out of the first pod, followed by Cammie, Sandra, and two large Weres. The rest would follow at their signal, but for now they were supposed to check the perimeter and make sure this wasn’t an ambush. They had agreed a pod would take the Captain where he needed to go in order to find a ride back to Europe.
 
Ahead, a guard shack and wall defended the outer area, but the building itself didn’t appear to have any guards. At least none that she could see. 
 
Inside? Well, that was likely a different story.
 
“We got a plan?” Sandra asked, kneeling beside her former Mistress.
 
“Charge in, kill everything that gets in our way,” Valerie replied as she studied the area in front of her.
 
Sandra chuckled, then a look of unease came over her as she chewed the inside of her mouth.
 
“What’s gotten into her?” Cammie asked Sandra, in a whisper low enough she hoped Valerie couldn’t hear. “I mean, I like it, but…?
 
“This is how she used to be,” Sandra replied. “Her attitude, anyway… but it kind of changed when she saw innocents being killed, and then the whole thing with her brother.”
 
“Ladies,” Valerie said, pointing to their destination. “Maybe we don’t try to psychoanalyze the crazy vampire chick right now and instead get down to business?”
 
Cammie blushed a little, then chuckled as she double-checked to ensure she had her pistols, one at her waist and one on her hip, and her kali sticks strapped to her back. “That works for me.”
 
Sandra had a sniper rifle, which she held nervously, but nodded. Valerie felt that was the best role for her here. She’d been trained with one back in France, to be ready to support the defense of an outpost if ever attacked. Plus, this way she was mostly out of danger.
 
Valerie just had her sword and a single pistol at her waist. At the moment, the dusty breeze reminded her of back home when, in the heat of July, they’d marched in victoriously to set up a new outpost. That’d been just one of many she had celebrated, never understanding the price.
 
Never again. 
 
From now on, she’d always be front and center in any attack, and she’d bring justice to those who hurt the innocent.
 
Just like she’d bring justice to these who’d taken Diego and others of the UnknownWorld. And, just like she’d bring justice to Donovan. He’d finally show up with his army, ready to follow his dream of conquest, and she’d be waiting right there with a sword in one hand, and pistol in the other and a smile on her face.
 
Donovan would have charged through the front door, shooting up the place and taking blood to keep his energy up as necessary, not worrying about his followers being shot. But Valerie had a different way of thinking. ‘Charge in’ could just as well mean they would charge in undetected, only starting the slaughter when it came to it. 
 
They’d have to move fast.
 
“The Captain said third floor, facing the old park,” Valerie remarked. She glanced over to the area she’d been told had once been Central Park—now it was a wasteland of half-demolished buildings, squatters and trash. A shift in the breeze reminded her where they were.
 
“Who builds a headquarters here?” Sandra asked, noticing the smell.
 
“Someone who uses that headquarters as a front for hunting vampires and extracting their blood, along with other nefarious activities,” Cammie replied, surprised to see the two waiting for more information. She shrugged and added, “The city survives on drugs.”
 
“Drugs and vampire blood,” Valerie said, gripping the hilt of her sword in anticipation. “The new American dream. This guy doesn’t strike me as someone I’m going to get along with.”
 
And with that, she signaled for them to move out, only pausing for a moment to tell Sandra to be ready if needed, but otherwise stay low.
 
“Be safe, Valerie,” Sandra told her, a worried smile the best she could do.
 
The Weres were fast in their approach, but she caught up with them and was past them in a moment. She slammed to a stop, her sword flashing in the night, cutting down the guard before he even knew what hit him.
 
“Sorry,” she told the body as she cleaned the sword on his shirt. “You are working for them. I don’t imagine you were innocent, but if I’m wrong, then blink twice.”
 
The man’s dying face contorted, then lost all life.
 
Valerie looked into the compound and muttered, “Huh, zero blinks. Good to know.”
 
Cammie and two of her larger Weres caught up to Valerie. These two Weres Valerie was starting to refer to as Godzilla and Mechagodzilla. 
 
It’s amazing how one of the most virulent parts of old Earth that stayed around was pop culture.
 
The first she nicknamed Godzilla, because of his size. The second because, what he lacked for in size, he made up for in fancy body armor, a sighted rifle that looked more Swiss army knife than gun, and night vision goggles with strange attachments she’d never seen before. She decided she’d call him “Mech” for short.
 
“One down,” Godzilla said. “At least a dozen more to go.”
 
“Confirmed,” Mech said, holding something against his ear. He pointed at the surrounding wall, and only then did Valerie notice the cameras pointed their way. “Let’s just say so much for your sneak attack.”
 
“You’re listening in on them?” Valerie asked. At a nod, she continued, “Any chance you can send a message back, saying to go screw themselves?”
 
He chuckled. “Sorry. But I can convey the same message with my rifle.”
 
“Let’s inform them of how we feel then,” she said, just as a side door burst open and four security guards, looking like special forces, rushed out. More appeared at windows above, rifles at the ready.
 
“This is gonna hurt,” Cammie said.
 
“Keep a smile on your face and it’ll hurt less,” Valerie said.
 
Eyes wide, Cammie looked at her quickly before turning her focus back on the people, “What, really?”
 
Valerie smirked, “Probably not, but it’ll definitely make them think you’re a psychopath, and that could work to our advantage. Ready?”
 
Cammie looked back at her like she was bat-shit-crazy, but then nodded.
 
Valerie made sure to smile wide, knowing the look of her fangs and glowing red eyes had to be a bit unnerving, and then charged. Bullets pulverized the cement at her feet, chips and fragments stinging her legs. More bullets, one whizzing by her ear and another grazing Godzilla’s thigh, but Valerie was in her zone now, dodging shots and moving at speeds only seen by those who would die moments later.
 
Phhtt—a shot went off and a man dropped from one of the windows. Great, Sandra had just given away her position. It’d better be worth it.
 
Valerie saw that suppressive fire had Mech pinned down over by the guard post, so she sheathed her sword as she charged the building. Putting all of herself into a mighty leap, she pushed off of one of the guards with a kick that made his head cave in and sent him sprawling, dead before he hit the ground. She grabbed hold of the second story windowsill, pulled herself up, and then used it to leap up to the next.
 
Here she held on one-handed as she drew her pistol and shot point blank, dropping three men. By the time the fourth was able to process what had just happened, she’d swung up and sunk her teeth into his neck. 
 
If this fighting was going to keep up, she’d need the energy. 
 
Waste not, want not.
 
A warmth flowed through her and she closed her eyes in ecstasy, feeling his last heart beat as it went thump-thump… thump-thump… thump……thump, then ending. 
 
She dropped him, feeling the rush of reality come back over her, put her foot under his rifle, kicked it up and caught it. The guy that was on the ground below didn’t know what hit him when she unloaded a good portion of a clip into the top of his head.
 
“That was my kill!” Mecha yelled out, disappointment in his voice.
 
“Take the next five, and stop your bitching!” she called back, then signaled Sandra with a wave. She hoped the woman would find a new hiding spot, in case anyone spotted her location.
 
“We coming up to you, or you coming down to us?” Cammie called back to her.
 
“Clear the first floor,” Valerie replied. “I’ll find Diego and any others I can.”
 
And with that, she turned into the darkness of the building, her hunting grounds, and ran in.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Urvant Headquarters
 
Darkness certainly didn’t bother Valerie — but something about being alone in these long, narrow hallways terrified the crap out of her.
 
If Diego wasn’t in here, or wasn’t alive when she found him, there’d be some heads rolling tonight. The thought of what that would do to Sandra was too much. It was cute, those two. 
 
When they’d been together, nothing. At least, nothing that she had noticed. But now that they were separated, there was a little something in Sandra’s expression every time that the topic of Diego came up. In fact, he was probably what she was thinking about whenever Valerie caught her staring off into space.
 
Valerie chuckled, and then remembered where she was and rolled her eyes.
 
It wasn’t time for chuckling; this was the time for killing.
 
“Diego?” she called out, knowing it was stupid, but also knowing she had no idea how to find him otherwise.
 
At first she heard only silence, but then a loud metal clanging came from nearby, then again, until one of several doors in the hallways opened up.
 
Damn. Certainly not Diego.
 
Out walked three large Weres, followed by two smaller, Asian Weres.
 
Now she knew why she didn’t like these narrow hallways—there was no room to draw her sword, let alone swing it.
 
The first Were came at her, and she took a step back. “You don’t have to fight for them!”
 
He just snarled and pulled two knives from his jacket. She dodged the strikes with ease. Although he was fast, a fast Were was still slow compared to the speed of a potent vampire with her strength.
 
“Do you hear me?” she asked him, trying one more time. “We have Weres that have escaped, and so can you!”
 
“Only way I’m leaving this place is in a body bag, lady,” he grunted, slashing at her again.
 
“Have it your way then.” She leapt forward, catching the momentum of his swing and maneuvering it with a joint twist that sent his own knife into his opposite thigh. Now she had him with his arm across his body, so she kicked in his knee and, as he grunted in surprise, she snapped his neck.
 
“Screw that!” The next Were, seeing his friend put down so easily, pulled out his pistol. By the time he was randomly firing down the hallway, she was already beside him. He felt metal touching his temple and turned in surprise.
 
BANG!
 
His brain matter flew across the two Asian Weres as they transformed into tigers, but Valerie was already backing up. Now she saw an advantage this hallway could provide her. 
 
The narrowness meant the tigers could only attack one at a time. The last standing Were noticed this too and shouted a warning to his companions, but they were already charging.
 
Valerie considered her options fast—a pistol shot would probably only wound it, and since she didn’t have silver bullets, it’d heal, fast. 
 
She could try to take them on hand-to-hand, since her strength was still likely better than either of these two. But if they managed to get in a good swipe, she could be in some real trouble.
 
She didn’t have room to draw her sword in the normal way, so instead of facing them head on, Valerie spun and took two fast steps. She dropped to one knee. Leaning forward and looking over her shoulder, she held the sword hilt so that the blade went out behind her.
 
As she’d hoped, the first tiger impaled itself right onto the blade. She jumped forward, pulling the blade free, and then turned, pistol in hand to empty a clip into the second tiger before it had a chance to climb over its friend’s body. With every shot exploding more brain matter from the tiger’s head, she was pretty sure that pussycat wouldn’t be bothering her again this night.
 
“What are you?” the last one asked, mouth agape.
 
She smiled. “Redemption, if you play your hand right. The last woman you’ll see alive if you don’t.”
 
He nodded with a glance down at his fallen friends.
 
“Diego,” she said. “The Were prisoner that was just recently brought in.”
 
“Of—of course.” He pointed to the hallways ahead. “Third on the left.”
 
“You’re taking me to him, you understand?” she commanded.
 
He seemed to be suddenly in a daze, but he nodded and turned, walking ahead of her. The mess around the tigers was nasty, but she worked her way through it and was soon following the Were into the hallway.
 
“Eddie, that you?” a voice said from the end. “Shit, you hear all that racket? This is not the time.”
 
“Stop talking,” Eddie said, voice shaky.
 
“No man, we’re royally screwed here, I got the chief on the—”
 
His face went ghostly white when he saw Valerie walking behind Eddie.
 
“What the hell is going on down there?” a voice demanded from the other side of a radio device the Peace Enforcer was holding.
 
“Tell the rest of the Enforcers we need them, now!” the Enforcer cried into the radio, but Valerie kicked his chest, knocking him back to bounce off the wall and caught the radio before it hit the floor.
 
“Who am I talking to?” she demanded, her voice grim. Glancing at the doors opening on the far ends of the connecting hallways, where more Enforcers were entering. “Reveal yourself before I ma—”
 
“Reveal myself?” the voice said, cackling with laughter. “You think I have anything to fear from you? Everyone calls me Crusher, but the real name’s Commander Richard Strake.  I run this city, you worthless blood bag. Come find me at Enforcer HQ, where all my police and Enforcers will be waiting to bring me your head, if you make it out of that place alive… which I doubt. Matter of fact—boys?”
 
“Most of us are here, boss,” the man called out, struggling to stand in spite of the bruised ribs he likely had.
 
“Good. Go ahead and drain her for me. I want first drink off this one.”
 
Smiles all around, including from Valerie, as gunshots sounded not far off.
 
“Let’s make this quick, boys.” She twitched her fingers next to her pistol as if about to draw. “You all strike me as a bag full of dick tips, and I’d hate to have to introduce my friends to such a pitiful selection.”
 
Only one person wasn’t smiling, she noticed. Eddie. He was backing up, as if hoping to not be noticed. She couldn’t blame him, after everything he’d just seen her do. She’d run from herself, too. Maybe she’d let him live after this… maybe.
 
The first Enforcer came at her, pulling out a metal rod that didn’t look intimidating at first, until the end lit up and electricity sparked across the tip, casting bright flashes in the hallway.
 
Another did the same from the hallway to her right, and she sensed someone behind her followed suit. A quick glance around showed her that this wasn’t the optimal spot for defense.
 
“If this was easy,” she murmured, “it wouldn’t need me.”
 
She left the pistol holstered and charged, dodging the Enforcer’s attack and rolling to the side so that she disarmed him and snatched the rod. Without breaking stride, she swept his feet out from under him and then brought the rod back to connect with his back as he fell. It sent him flailing and screeching in pain, right into two attackers from the right.
 
“Ooh, fun toy,” she said, smile growing fiercer.
 
What followed was more of a fireworks show than an actual fight, as she played eenie-miney-moe with them and they took turns getting zapped across the hallways. Electricity sparked almost non-stop as more of them charged her, but soon they were all either passed out or shaking on the floor, too terrified to go close, and the whole area smelled of burnt skin and hair.
 
“Thanks for the show, it’s been fun,” she said, smiling to see one of the doors open and a familiar face stick her head in—it was Cammie.
 
At first Cammie looked amazed, then just laughed.
 
“Didn’t save any of the fun for me?”
 
“Well, if you hadn’t taken your sweet time—”
 
PHHT! The sound of a rod charging should have given her enough warning, but she had lost her situational awareness so the rod shocked her in her back, and sent her flying into an open door. Her body caused the door to slam shut, and she collapsed on the floor. She still wasn’t totally processing what was happening as she looked around in a daze.
 
All she knew for sure was that the electric rods freakin’ hurt!
 
Then Cammie was roaring, throwing open the door she had been behind. Valerie noticed Eddie, standing in the doorway with the rod still sparking. 
 
That little rat bastard!
 
Before Cammie could reach him, Valerie scrambled up and across the room, still twitching, and yanked him off the ground, electric rod swiped aside so it clattered to the floor. Her fingers squeezed his neck and she felt her fangs salivating.
 
“And to think, I’d considered letting you live,” she hissed.
 
He glared down at her, and then she heard a click and felt a weight lessen at her side—the little dick had just taken her pistol and meant to shoot her with it! 
 
Oh, hell no. 
 
She didn’t even give him the pleasure of her vampire kiss, but just squeezed and watched with a mixture of amazement and horror as her maddened strength caused his head to pop off his body. She stepped back as blood spurted, his body dropping to the ground, and stared at her hand in shock.
 
“How in the world did you do that?” Cammie asked, as around them, more than one Enforcer vomited.
 
Great, now the place smelled like burnt hair, blood, and vomit. 
 
She normally would like the smell of blood, but she was too horrified at her own strength and what she had just done with it.
 
She turned to one that had just finished puking and pulled his head back by the hair.
 
“The young man, Asian, just brought in here.” She pulled his head back farther, to show him that she could pull it off with ease, and so that he saw her red, glowing eyes.
 
“The—there,” the man said, pointing to a middle door that hadn’t been opened.
 
“Your team?” Valerie asked Cammie.
 
“They’re still fighting it out outside, but I was in a hurry to help you. Clearly,” she said, looking around, “you didn’t need me.”
 
“I’d preferred you hadn’t seen this,” she said with a glance back at the headless Were. “Keep these in check. Kill them if you must.”
 
“And you?” she asked to Valerie’s back.
 
“I’m rescuing my friend,” was her response as she opened the first door.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The room before Valerie was long and wide, with no lights but the dim glow of tubes and machines as they pumped the blood of vampires. The vampires were strapped to tables, tubes in their veins and collars around their necks. Every one of them looked like barely more than skeletons beneath their skin, and she would have thought them dead if their eyes didn’t follow her—wide, tortured eyes that pleaded for an end.
 
Footsteps sounded behind her, and she turned to see Cammie there, glad to take her eyes off of the sight.
 
“Why don’t they fight back, or just get up and leave?” she asked.
 
Cammie shook her head, at a loss.
 
Valerie approached one and wanted to simply yank the tubes out, but she realized that would likely send blood flying everywhere. She searched the machine and found a button that, when she pressed it, stopped the pumping of blood.
 
More gunshots sounded outside, signaling the fighting was still ongoing and that she should probably hurry.
 
But, this was just too much to process.
 
She pulled the tubes, and then the collar, carefully—when she did this, she saw one of the reasons the vampires didn’t resist. The collar was set up with a silver blade, so if they struggled, it would remove their head from their bodies. She was surprised some didn’t do that on purpose, but then not surprised. 
 
Vampires are fighters.
 
“You will all recover from this,” she whispered in the vampire’s ear as she undid the collar. She turned to Cammie and told her to stop the rest of the machines and release the vampires.
 
“It’s too late for them,” Cammie told her, looking out over the room.
 
“They just need to be fed,” Valerie said, her eyes in thought. Then she was off, returning a moment later with one of the half-alive enforcers. “I’d hoped to not have to kill you all,” she whispered to herself, then bit into his wrist and held the blood coated arm against one of the vampire’s mouths.
 
At first the blood just dribbled down his chin and Valerie wondered if Cammie was right, but then his tongue was working, and soon his eyes took on a hunger and he was clinging to the wrist.
 
“Good, good,” Valerie said, caressing the vampire’s hair like a mother would her child. “You will all be coming with us, so eat, recover, and then be ready to fight.”
 
She’d need help to clear the rest of these, and she’d come here for Diego after all, so she told Cammie to continue feeding them from the defeated Enforcers. Now that she was over the initial shock, she saw another door. When she opened it, the horrors of the previous room were almost replaced by the joy she felt at finally having found Diego.
 
His eyes held his previous smirk, but his body was damaged, “Damn, took you long enough,” he croaked, a smile trying to make itself known on his face. “I was about to have to order in.”
 
“Order what?” she asked, shaking her head with the weirdness that was Diego.
 
“Sorry, a phrase I read in a book once,” he answered. “So are we doing this, for real? I mean, you’re not just a part of my imagination or something, right?” He squinted at the vampire, trying to make sure she wasn’t a hallucination.
 
She considered the bars.
 
 “Screw it!” She kicked out with everything she had. The lock didn’t break, but her foot was on fire!  She could feel a couple of bones trying to piece back together.
 
Note to self, kicking steel bars… bad idea.
 
However, one of the bars bent in enough for him to fit through.
 
He gave her a big hug, and then glanced around, a little worry in his eyes. “Where’s Sandra?”
 
Valerie smiled and led him to a window, where she pointed out Sandra’s hiding spot. A flash came, showing them that Sandra was still there and had spotted them.
 
“Don’t worry, she missed you too.”
 
“I never said,” Diego tried to argue.
 
“Just smile and nod,” Valerie said. “Right now we have a vampire army to nurse back to health, a fight outside to get us all to safety, and then there’s some jackass in charge of the law enforcement of this city who we need to take out. I know I can trust you for your support,” she said, walking toward the door to leave, “considering I just saved your ass."
 
"Is that what this was?" He glanced around like it wasn't a big deal, stepping quickly after her. "I coulda gotten out whenever I wanted."
 
"Right. I would laugh, but considering what I just saw out there, I'm not exactly in the mood. So either you're coming or I can lock you back up." She stopped at the door, turning to look at him, one eyebrow raised.
 
"I'm coming, I'm coming." He looked around the room, then eyed her electric rod. The shooting outside hadn't died down, and she could tell it was making him anxious. "Any chance you have a weapon for me?"
 
She lifted her rod, "This one's mine, but there're plenty more out here,” she nodded out the door, “come on."
 
They returned to find Cammie and her team of Weres, feeding the vampires from the dead or dying Enforcers.
 
"Gross," Diego said, and then noticed Cammie. He stepped toward her, claws growing from his fingertips as he did. "YOU!"
 
Cammie took a step back, eyes measuring, but Valerie stepped in.
 
"Your fight's not with her!” She commanded, a hand on Diego’s chest.
 
"Tell that to my busted face!" he told her, his finger pointing to his head, eyes still narrowed in Cammie's direction.
 
"Your face healed," Cammie said. "It's your ego you're whining about,”
 
Diego gave Valerie a 'see?' look, but Valerie just held up her hand for everyone to stop.
 
She looked between the two, "We have these vampires to get to safety, so the last thing I'm going to do right now is play mommy to you two. Diego, I'm super happy to see you, but don't be a dick. Cammie was only acting in what she thought was the best interest of her clan at the time, it wasn't personal. Cammie, considering that you did kick his ass a bit, I think an apology is in order."
 
Cammie scrunched up her face and folded her arms.
 
"Okay, let me try this again," Valerie said. "I know you have your pack here, and don't want to look weak in front of them. So let's try this…." She turned to the other Weres in the room and said, "We plan on taking down the headquarters of the Enforcers and police after this, and by 'we' I mean you all are going to help me. So the last thing we need is infighting and bad blood amongst us. I'm going to ask your boss-lady here to apologize to my friend, and her doing so will be a favor to me. It’s not a sign of weakness in any way. Got that?"
 
They all mumbled that they did.
 
Cammie just stared at her in shock.
 
"And if you feel like it is a problem?" Valerie asked, stepping close and lowering her voice, "I'm going to have a problem with you. Are we clear?"
 
No one said a word.
 
"That was embarrassing, first of all," Cammie stepped towards Diego. "Second, fine. Diego, is it? I apologize for before. I'll ask questions first next time."
 
"How 'bout we just avoid any next time?" he replied, putting out a hand to show they were good.
 
She took it and laughed. "Deal."
 
A new round of shots went off outside, and a light flashed across the window.
 
"Great, now we're all besties forever," Valerie mumbled. She was feeling much better now that most of the vampires weren't looking as sickly. One of them was even able to move its head from side to side. "How's the situation outside?"
 
Cammie went to the window and shook her head. "My pack fell back when more cops arrived. Now they're out there having a shootout between themselves, the good versus the bad. Though I'm not really sure they know they're shooting at their own boys."
 
"Can we make a push for it?" Valerie asked. "You and a small team of your pack push through, going out the back way, and we'll follow?"
 
Cammie nodded, then selected a group of Weres, including Godzilla and Mech. They checked on a couple more vampires, then geared up and headed for the door.
 
"Good luck," Valerie said. "We'll follow in ten."
 
"Don't worry, your little vamps won't have any trouble getting out of here once we're done with these crooked cops,” she promised, winking.
 
And with that, they hustled out, leaving Valerie and Diego to help get the last of the vampires on their feet.
 
"Okay, ladies and gents," she said to the vampires, glad that most seemed capable of listening now. "Some of you might have been using humans before this, others out on their own. Maybe you were just trying to live your life, or maybe you were evil-ass bastards, feeding on everything that came your way. But here's the deal--you're now part of my army. All past deeds forgotten, since you agreed to help me on promise of an ass-kicking if you do anything I don’t like.”
 
She looked around to see if the little joke went over well.
 
Nope. Oh well, can’t win them all.
 
She continued, "After we deal with these corrupt cops, we will find the bastards who did this to you, and stop the hunting and bleeding of vampires once and for all. But somewhere along the line, my brother means to come here from across the Atlantic and make this his domain. He'll kill everything that stands in his way, but not if the UnknownWorlders here are able to kill him, first."
 
She paced up and down, listening to the renewed gunfire outside.
 
"This will be the first time that Weres and vampires have joined forces that I know of, though some say it was the case before the collapse of civilization. I don't know, nor do I care. Because while my Were friend who's out there fighting to clear a path for you might be obsessed with the past, I'm obsessed with the future. A future without a need for all this…" She gestured at the bleeding tables around them, then held up a silver bladed collar. "And without a need for these,” she dropped the collar and held up her rod she was holding in her other hand, “or these.”
 
"So, while some of you might not find walking so easy right now, you've all been fed fresh blood, and will be back to normal soon. For now, find a Were and accept their help, so that you might live to be able to help them, and all of us, in the morning."
 
She tossed the rod to Diego with a wink, and then drew her sword.
 
"Stay here if you want to. Wait for them to come back and finish you off, if you've given up. But if you have any fight left in you, then get your asses off those slabs of death and let’s go!"
 
Some moved at the speed of a normal human, some moved slower.  However, every one of them followed her out through the doors and into the fight below.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Cammie was at the back door, checking for any sign that they’d been spotted. Nothing yet. She motioned her small team forward, and they made their way around to the side of the building.
 
How she’d gotten wrapped up in this, she had no idea. Yes, she’d been helping Weres escape the Bloodhounds—the word she used for the Weres that joined the hunters—but her main plan was still always to lie low and stay out of the way—not start a damned war.
 
Still, if there was one person she’d follow, it was Valerie. The way the others looked at her told Cammie they felt the same. 
 
Hell, if they didn’t, then Valerie would simply slap them into shape. Either way it looked like a war was inevitable.
 
Cammie just hoped Valerie would be enough to take on the Enforcers and whoever was behind them.
 
BAM! A piece of the wall next to her exploded and she dove, her crew instantly moving to the offensive. Deafening shots went off in all directions, then the attacker was out of the fight.
 
Permanently.
 
Unfortunately, the others had likely heard the shot.
 
“Move!” she hissed, and then provided cover fire while the team ran to flank the enemy.
 
Her eyes piercing the gloom, she shot down one enforcer that had stood with two pistols at the ready. Next, she took out another who was seeking cover behind a section of the guard post, but had peeked out at exactly the wrong moment.
 
His head exploded like a watermelon.
 
Motion caught her attention.  Damn! A pod was moving in and she prepared to fire on it, when she heard shots and turned to see an Enforcer shooting at the pod himself.
 
What the hell? That didn’t make any sense—they were on the same side, right? 
 
She craned her neck to see more police arriving, and the Enforcers who’d been in the building were firing on the new police arriving. A couple Enforcers had arrived with the cops, and now those had turned on the cops, too!
 
This was becoming a fustercluck.  She looked around, making sure in her confusion she wasn’t allowing anyone to sneak up on her.
 
If she had to guess, she’d say the Enforcers had received an order to kill everyone here, and make sure nobody outside of their circle was left to talk. Which meant, if she was right, that these police weren’t on the take, or at least most of them.
 
The police had less power in the city, and they weren’t armed as well. Still, an enemy of your enemy is your friend.
 
Right? 
 
She hoped so, as she darted over to her crew.  In the coming fight for this city, she’d need all the help she could get. 
 
She had to dodge a few shots aimed in her direction.  As she ran past her crew, she shouted, “Take out the Enforcers, but don’t harm the police.” She slid behind a small wall and did a quick look over the top. She assessed all of the police and Enforcers, then the action between the two groups. 
 
Her eyes flashed yellow and she turned to her people. “Their infighting will provide a distraction… I think it’s time.”
 
Her Weres smiled, then quickly undressed and transformed into her pack of wolves, and she did the same. Why waste bullets when they could have fun the old-fashioned way?
 
***
 
Sandra followed another Enforcer, his slow moving body unaware she had him in her scope. She exhaled gently, then gently stroked the trigger.
 
CRACK! The shot rang out, and the man fell, half of his lower jaw gone.
 
It was only the third Enforcer she’d managed to hit, but already her chest and shoulders were shaking with the adrenalin. People dying wasn’t new to her, but it’d always been at the hands of vampires, or Valerie while saving her life. Not like this.
 
Still, part of her shaking was more adrenaline and excitement than anything else, she had to admit. This wasn’t the role of some servant girl, some slave to a master vampire—this was her doing her part in a struggle of the UnknownWorld versus evil, as she saw it.
 
She breathed deep, letting her eyes rest, then looked back through the scope.
 
A team of wolves had just charged out from behind the trees and were moving in the shadows toward a group of Enforcers that had just slaughtered one of their own. Wait, no, not one of their own, but a policeman.
 
That made her wonder—she’d assumed the Enforcers and police were together.
 
One of the Enforcers noticed a movement and turned, raising his pistol as he was about to shout a warning for the others, but—
 
CRACK! 
 
That made four down at her hand. She watched him fall as the wolves swarmed over the group like a wave of furry death.
 
She was shaking badly now, so she pulled back and hunkered down. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. If she tried to shoot like this, she had just as much chance of hitting someone on their team as the bad guys.
 
A new group of shots went off, followed by shouting—Valerie!
 
Sandra rolled back over and sighted in, then scanned back toward the building. There she was, leading the charge with two other Weres, taking on a group of Enforcers that must have come in as reserves. But, behind her—damn, what a sight! There must have been thirty or so vampires, all looking a bit haggard. All thought of them appearing tired vanished when they moved in and were feeding! The Enforcers screamed, and one tried to run.
 
CRACK!
 
“No escape, just justice.” Sandra whispered, smiling as she realized that the shaking had stopped. Another ran and she shot again, dropping him in his tracks.
 
As much as she wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing or not, Sandra was in a new zone, a quiet zone.
 
A very deadly zone.
 
***
 
Valerie lunged with her sword, side stepping a bullet in what almost felt like a pirouette. She laughed at the thought, then swiped an Enforcer’s head off as she moved with the dance of death and destruction. She hummed an old French song she pulled from deep in the recesses of her mind, from the days before she was changed.
 
One of the vampires nearby looked at her like she was crazy, and maybe she was. But, she just laughed and took down another enforcer.
 
When she looked back up at the vampire, he smiled and said, “Whatever works,” and then pounced on the fallen Enforcer to feed. With all of the feeding going on, the vampires were quickly regaining their strength. Several were already in the lead assault with her, a couple with rifles from the fallen, others with the electric rods that sent Enforcers flying when they hit.
 
“Val!” Diego called out, pointing at two Enforcers running away.
 
“We got ‘em on the run!” she shouted triumphantly.
 
“No, that’s where Sandra is, right?”
 
Her throat went dry at the thought—how many others might have already realized where the sniper was and gone after her? Was she even still alive?
 
CRACK!
 
A shot hit an Enforcer nearby who had been about to hit Valerie at point blank range with a pistol shot. So ... that meant Sandra was still there, but she was giving away her location. Too many shots.
 
“I’m going after her,” Diego said, already on the run.
 
Valerie couldn’t leave it up to him, so she ran too.
 
“If you leave the vampires, they could all die!” he said. “Let me handle this!”
 
She continued running at his side, but a glance back and she realized that he was right. Yet, her emotions pushed her on.
 
“Cammie can handle it,” she said as they cleared the outer wall, dodging shots.
 
And that’s when the ambush came in the form of Weres and hunters. The Enforcers had been joined by a new wave of support, and they were waiting just for this moment—for anyone to cross the wall in hopes of escape.
 
Three Weres came at Valerie—two wolves and a bear, while others continued to shoot until the last second, when the Weres were on her. Focusing on dodging the bullets and protecting Diego, she hadn’t even noticed them until they were right on her—and now she tried to swing her sword, but she didn’t have the reach.
 
And this bear was fast! He swatted the sword out of her hand as the wolves went for her legs.
 
Caught off guard, she fell over.
 
“You bastard!” She rolled with it, kicking one of the wolves so hard that his snout pushed back into his face in a spurt of blood. “I’m not some second-rate vampire or a mindless Nosferatu!” Her eyes glowed in her anger.
 
The bear fell down on her, using his weight to crush her. But he underestimated her strength—she caught the bear with a knee to the chest and leveraged that to a kick that flipped it up and over her head. It went crashing into the windshield of a nearby pickup truck. The bear groaned in pain as it turned back to a human, stumbled away from the truck, and fled.
 
The one surviving wolf saw this, whimpered, and tucked tail to run as well. Good, she thought—if they just all run away, this will be so much easier.
 
BRRR-RRAT! A machine gun sent bullets pelting into nearby cars and the cement, narrowly missing Valerie as she threw herself sideways. She was able to grab her sword and get herself behind a car, coming face to face with a hunter. He was as surprised to see Valerie as she was to find him there.  She slammed a fist into his forehead, causing his skull to crater and his eyes to roll up as his body fell to the side. A glance over the top of the car showed that Diego had worked free of the fighting and was making his way to Sandra’s hiding spot.
 
“You better get there in time,” Valerie whispered to herself. “Or I swear to God I’ll….”
 
More machine gun fire started, but was instantly choked off and replaced by a scream as Cammie or one of the others got to the shooter.
 
Valerie was about to look back to Sandra’s area when a new pack of wolves came over the top of the car, one leaping for her while the others circled around.
 
She ducked under the airborne wolf and got her sword up, managing to cut it from neck to tail, moving aside as it went sprawling to the pavement with guts trailing behind.
 
“Stop. Getting. Me. Messy!” She yelled at the dead wolf.
 
The other wolves didn’t like the latest result of attacking her, based on their growls that almost sounded like shrieking. Judging by the size of the one she’d taken out, it had been their Alpha, and some of these were his bitches.
 
“Next one to try it ends up the same way,” Valerie ground out. She had been crouching, but stood, confidence growing as she saw that none were attacking. “Or you can turn on your so-called masters. The humans who control you, who enslaved you!” she damn near shrieked, her frustration mounting at the stupidity of their efforts to turn Were against Were.
 
There was a moment’s hesitation, and then another wolf leapt up onto the car from over the wall and transformed into the crouching form of Cammie. The streetlights cast dark shadows across her nude form, but her eyes shone yellow in a way that gave her otherwise sensual appearance a horrifying visage.
 
“You know me,” she growled to the group. “I am here to fight with this vampire, and so can you. She’s stronger of heart and strength than we’ve ever seen. If there’s a chance of beating those that abuse us,” Cammie pointed towards Valerie, “it’s her! So if you’re with us, follow me.” Cammie’s voice went guttural and deep as she got ready to change, “If not, stay here and meet your maker.”
 
With that, Cammie turned and leaped, transforming back into a wolf before she landed. Then she raced towards the closest fight. A moment passed, during which Valerie felt her fingers gripping her sword hilt in anticipation, and then the wolves bowed their heads and turned to follow Cammie in her attack.
 
“Holy shit,” Valerie murmured. She turned, watching as the Weres attacked the humans and the tide of the battle once again moved in their favor.
 
The vampires had reached the wall now, and the hunters and Enforcers were quickly becoming nothing more than food.
 
It almost grossed Valerie out, if not for that fact that she knew it was necessary. And they were trying to kill her and her crew, after all.
 
She was about to go after Diego when she noticed a trio of cops pinned down near a building opposite the headquarters. They were holding their own against a team of hunters and Enforcers with at least two wolves on the attacking side, but wouldn’t last long.
 
One of the cops looked familiar. She started racing in their direction, sword flashing, killing two wolves who tried to intercept her.  She finished her attack by impaling one of the Enforcers, her sword erupting out of his chest, her head showing over the Enforcer’s shoulder as she pushed the dead man off of her sword.
 
She saw recognition on the familiar cop’s face. It was the same man who’d given them directions when they’d first arrived in Old Manhattan. He hadn’t harassed them or tried anything sleazy at the time, and so she was trusting he was worth the effort.
 
“You wanted me?” she screamed at the Enforcers, half of them turning their heads to her.
 
“NOW YOU HAVE MY ATTENTION!”
 
Her sword flashed in the night, clearing a path to the cops. Twice, Enforcers turned to face her, only to have the police behind them cut them down. As the last died, she walked forward and sheathed her sword.
 
“Y—you?” the cop said. Only he and one other were still standing. Another two were wounded, lying on the ground behind protection. “You’re behind this?”
 
“I’m on the good side,” she told him, looking around before returning back to him. “And, I’d be willing to guess that so are you.”
 
He glanced between her and the last three would-be attackers. “You with them?”
 
She looked over her shoulder at three Enforcers who had been trying to sneak up the hill to get a shot.  Seeing that Valerie was now paying attention, they turned and jumped to a lower level before running off into the night.
 
“I’ll take that as a no,” he said, lowering his gun.
 
“Do you mind?” she asked the other cop, and he too lowered his gun. “I have a friend who needs looking after, but when I get back, we need to have a little chat about your system here and the way this city’s going to work going forward.”
 
The cop gulped, but holstered his pistol and nodded.
 
“That doesn’t mean you should stop fighting,” she said with a tilt of her head.
 
He smiled, in spite of the nervous look in his eyes, and gestured behind her. “There’s no need.” She turned back to look around.
 
Sure enough, the enemy was either dead or running.
 
“You want us to give chase?” Cammie asked, appearing in the shadows in her human, nude form.
 
A glance at the cop's reaction to Cammie’s sudden appearance caused Valerie to laugh. “No. Find your clothes and rally everyone to get back to the hideout. These two are with me, but we need to get help for their wounded here.”
 
“And you?”
 
“I’ve got to find Sandra and Diego, and then we’ll meet you back there.”
 
Her first step froze as a scream filled the night. Distant, high above them. 
 
Sandra!





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Sandra screamed again, hoping someone down below would hear her… or if nothing else, hoping to scare off the three Weres that had just found her hiding spot.
 
They approached, leering. The closest one, a real tool in a black trench coat with hair oiled back to reveal his scarred baby face, pulled a blade.
 
“Stupid to keep shooting from the same spot,” he said. “That’s a recipe for death.”
 
“And we’re the cooks,” the stockier man beside him said, hand on a pistol that he slowly pulled from his waistband.
 
Sandra looked to the third man, stifling a laugh. Was she terrified? Hell yes. But that little recipe-cooks comment was just too much. 
 
Her fear had vanished like air out of a balloon.
 
When they stopped, tilting their heads in confusion at her smile, she said, “What, no follow up? I figured you three must’ve rehearsed that stupid bit.” She let out the laugh now. “I mean, come on. I’m waiting for a dance, or is this more like dinner theater,” and then she added in a mocking tone, “and I’m the dinner?”
 
The three looked at each other, confused. Then trenchcoat man said, “Yes, that’s exactly it. You are the dinner.”
 
She pursed her lips, then said, “I don’t think so.”
 
Part of her was screaming at herself, saying what the hell are you doing? But the rest of her had been around Valerie too long to be super worried, and besides, she’d just taken out several of these bozos’ friends. She wasn’t about to tuck tail and cry just because these three had her cornered.
 
And then there was the movement on the corner of the roof she’d just seen—a swooshing tail. One that very well could belong to a puma.
 
“Fuck this,” the stocky man said, and lifted his pistol to shoot.
 
A crash sounded as ventilation pipe fell over, and a moment later Diego was on him, sharp puma fangs tearing into the arm that had held the pistol before it went flying off the edge of the roof.
 
Sandra sure as hell wasn’t going to sit by and let Diego face all of them at once. She brought her sniper rifle around to shoot, but the man with the knife was too fast and lunged for her while the third undressed while transforming into a wolf.
 
The sniper rifle blocked the knife, but that meant her shot went wild and the man’s momentum brought him down on top of her. Her breath left under his weight, but not her senses. Her training under the Duke, while mostly on how to serve, had also been about helping the vampires if there was ever such a need. Though the Duke had always said it wasn’t likely, Sandra had found herself needing those skills a lot while serving Valerie, and just as much now that they were friends and not servant and mistress.
 
She swiveled her hips to the side and kneed the man in his ribs, though she’d been aiming for the groin. He laughed at the attempt, but she let go of the gun to jam her fingers into his eyes. His scream became a howl as he transformed into a snarling wolf.
 
Lucky for her, it’d been a while since she last cut her fingernails. The wolf’s eyes were red, a trickle of blood coming down from one of them. She rolled out of its path as it snapped at her and then circled as it sniffed the air.
 
There was just enough time to catch a glimpse of Diego taking down the other wolf with a bite that tore out its neck before turning back to the other attacker.
 
As long as he was still in the fight, so was she. Only, now she had this wolf coming at her. It leapt and she dove out of the way, then yelped in pain. Something sharp had hit her side, and when she rolled over, she saw the knife the man had dropped. It’d cut into her, but only slightly.
 
She grabbed the knife handle and turned in time to see the wolf’s snout inches from her face. Its hot breath was on her, smelling of blood and meat, and she even felt the spittle hit her cheek as it opened wide to bite her face off.
 
“Not today,” she said as she fell back, knife thrust forward so that it went into the wolf’s mouth and jammed up into the brain.
 
With a whimper, the wolf twitched, and then stopped moving. Only problem was, its teeth had torn into her arm and that stung like a bitch. But she didn’t have time to think about that right now, because the other wolf had just pinned down Diego, and it wasn’t looking good.
 
Sandra rolled for her sniper rifle and spun, just as Diego kicked the wolf into the air! Maybe he didn’t need her help after all, but she was going to enjoy this. She trailed the wolf mid-flight, then CRACK!
 
“Eww!” she said as blood splattered across the rooftop and onto her clothes. She’d never shot a person or animal so close with a sniper rifle before, and hadn’t exactly considered the effect. But at least she was sure that the Were was dead. The one with the knife in its brain, she couldn’t be sure. They healed from damn near anything, unless the weapon was silver or their heads were in pieces like the one she’d just taken care of.
 
So, since she was already covered in blood anyway, she stood, walked over to the other wolf, cocked the gun, and blew its head into smithereens too.
 
A shooting pain ran up her arm and the roof seemed to shake, but she knew that it was just her, losing her balance. She dropped the rifle to reach out, but a moment later Diego was there, catching her. His smooth fingers caressed her face.
 
“Are you okay?” he asked looking over her to see the damage.
 
“Just a flesh wound,” she said, trying not to show how dizzy she felt.
 
The door to the roof burst open and they both turned to see Valerie, who looked first at them in shock, and then to the bloody mess and mangled wolves.
 
“Should I say ‘get a room,’ or would that be inappropriate?” Valerie asked as she walked over, her expression somewhere between impressed and amused. “At least I know I’m not needed.”
 
“What?” Sandra asked, lifting her head, which Diego was cradling. “I—I’m fine.”
 
“I think she’s referring to me,” Diego said. Was he blushing beneath the smeared blood? It was hard to tell.
 
It only hit Sandra then that he must be nude, having just transformed back to a man so that he could catch her. And, he was holding her close. She gulped, her heart fluttering.
 
She bit her lip and chuckled. All the adrenaline was pouring out of her in the form of laughter now, and soon Diego and Valerie were laughing too.
 
“My nude hero,” Sandra said, allowing him to help her up and smiling at the way he was conscious about covering himself this time—he certainly hadn’t cared last time she’d seen him like this.
 
“Hey, you saved me as much as I saved you,” he pointed out.
 
“Sandra, you want me to leave you two alone here, or…?” Valerie asked. “I mean it’s that or head back to regroup and get cleaned up. Your call.”
 
“Hardy har-har,” Sandra grunted out. “Call me old fashioned, but even with this hunk-o-meat standing here naked,” she pointed around the area, “the blood and gore kinda spoils the mood for me.”
 
“You’re not alone there,” he agreed, turning to find his clothes.
 
At least his rear wasn’t covered in blood, she noted, before he disappeared into the shadows to get dressed. She turned back to see Valerie giving her a raised eyebrow.
 
“Think I didn’t see that?” Valerie said.
 
Sandra just shrugged. A moment later Diego returned, buttoning his shirt.
 
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said.
 
“Just… one last thing,” Sandra said. Very aware of Valerie’s eyes on her but not caring in the least, she walked over to Diego, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed him.
 
His warm lips were gentle, his hands firm as he held her against him.
 
“Ahem,” Valerie said. But they kept kissing. “AHEM!”
 
Sandra couldn’t help but laugh again as she broke off the kiss, winking at Diego where Valerie couldn’t see. “Okay, okay, we’re coming.”
 
“Need I remind you, there could be a new batch of hunters, Weres, and Enforcers here any minute, hell-bent on seeing us either dead or serving as blood-banks?”
 
That sobered up the giddiness and Sandra nodded, biting her lip.
 
“Maybe it’s best I hold your hand,” Diego said, already leading her by the hand to the exit. “You know, because you were dizzy.”
 
“Right, that might be best.” She shrugged at Valerie again, who simply rolled her eyes and followed them out. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
“It was one thing running from the Enforcers and killing those who burst into my room as I’m trying to sleep” Valerie grumbled as she reached the bottom of the stairs where Cammie and the others waited. “Now I have to put up with these two.”
 
Cammie glanced over at Sandra and Diego holding hands and just shook her head. “Hey, if they can find a way to get their minds off of all this, I say good for them.”
 
“What’s the story with the cops?” Sandra asked, nodding toward the two police men with Cammie.
 
“They’re on our side,” Valerie said. “You don’t recognize that one?” She pointed to the man on the right.
 
Sandra squinted and then recognition washed over her. “He wasn’t shooting at our people though, was he?”
 
“If he had been, he’d be dead,” Valerie stated, then shrugged when the cop’s eyes darted toward her after her matter-of-fact comment.
 
“Good enough for me,” Sandra stated. “Wait, you don’t think they’ll give us away? I mean, we’re not taking them to the hideout, are we?”
 
“We are. Them and two others who are wounded,” Cammie said. “And if they do try to turn on us, in any way, being dead would be the least of their worries when I got through with them.” The two cops grimaced, but stood tall. Cammie eyed Diego’s disheveled and blood splattered clothes he had grabbed from someone. Or, maybe it was the way he was holding Sandra close, since being covered in blood wasn’t exactly out of place right now. “You’re welcome by the way.”
 
“For rescuing me?” He laughed, but then pulled back at her glare. “Oh, I’m not laughing at that. Definitely thank you for sure for coming when you did. It’s just that I found it ironic that I was on my way back to warn these two about hunters, and ended up getting caught by them.”
 
Cammie nodded with a look like she’d consider forgiving him for laughing. “That is pretty ironic.”
 
“Okay, can we focus?” Sandra pointed at the teeth mark on her arm. “Kinda worried about turning into a Were here. Can we get somewhere to clean this off?”
 
“Would that really be so bad?” Cammie asked, irritation coloring in her voice. “Being a Were, I mean.”
 
Diego glanced over at Sandra as if he was going to say something defensive, but he pulled her close and said, “Actually, we should get that cleaned. At least to avoid infection.”
 
“But the Were thing?” Sandra held up her free hand toward Cammie, as if to hold her back. “Not that it’d be the worst thing in the world, just… I kinda like who I am.”
 
“Me too,” Diego said with a wink that made Valerie scoff. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t look like the teeth were deep, so as long as we get your wound cleaned soon, you should be good.”
 
“Cammie?” Valerie said, nodding toward old downtown and the direction of the Were hideout.
 
“Right.” Cammie called her Weres and the newly recruited vampires, and they all moved out.
 
Sneaking through the city with this large of a group wasn’t optimal, so Valerie and Cammie broke them into five small sub-groups that would approach via different routes.
 
Valerie led one, with Diego and Sandra sticking close, even though she considered making them go with another team so she wouldn’t have to roll her eyes or scoff every five minutes. They also had two Weres in Valerie’s group lead the way, and five new vampires—a mixture of male and female. The cops had gone with Cammie’s group, and they were supposedly going the most confusing route, so that the cops wouldn’t be able to easily retrace their steps.
 
Valerie’s group went the route of least resistance—a straight shot through the city, figuring she could defend them well enough on her own if they ran into trouble.
 
“You all… part of some kinda gang or something?” One of the new vampires asked. He was tall, with a broad chest and arms that showed that he either worked out or had been blessed with superior vampire blood. “I haven’t heard of any clans taking up residence in the city, and certainly not Weres and Forsaken working together.”
 
“We’ll be the first,” Valerie said, pausing at the corner of an apartment building that was full of drugged out men and women, like the one she’d found when they first arrived. She turned to look at the Vampired, “But Forsaken will never be a name for me and mine…ever.” He nodded his understanding when her eyes pierced him in place. 
 
She returned her attention to the surroundings. Nothing seemed to be out of place, and the people with wondering eyes were so out of it that she doubted anyone would even notice the blood, much less care. “That does bring up a good point, we need a name for our clan.”
 
“Is that a thing you do?” one of the Weres asked.
 
“I don’t know, but it’s a thing we’ll do.” She led them onward, sticking to the shadows when possible. “My father, or creator or whatever you want to call him, called his group the Blessed. Said we were special, meant for great things—not just repopulating the world with vampires, but more. So nothing like that from us.”
 
Sandra scrunched up her face in thought, then said, “Go the opposite, like the Damned?”
 
“What, I’d be the Queen of the Damned?” Valerie asked. “I don’t think so. Next.”
 
“It’s not a bad title,” the vampire exclaimed. “It’s just that every vampire chick starts calling herself that around here, eventually. Some old meaning, I’d imagine. Not that there are many female vampires, unfortunately.”
 
That last bit he added with an interested glance toward Valerie’s chest.
 
“What was your name?” she asked, barely hiding her irritation.
 
“Royland,” he said, remembering himself.
 
“Well, I’m flattered that you find my breasts so engaging, but we might, just might, want to focus on staying alive through the night and tomorrow, so we’re all ready the next night when the siege takes place.”
 
“And then when we’re done there, I get to stare as long as I want?” he pushed.
 
His smile was almost charming enough to forgive him the question. Almost. She was about to say something, when Sandra was at his throat with the blade she’d picked up on the roof.
 
“Talk like that to my mistress again, and I’ll find out how long you take to heal from a slit throat.”
 
 “Whoa, whoa,” Diego said, following her and then putting one hand on the knife and the other on the vampire’s chest. “We get the message, right everyone? Don’t insult the Mistress.”
 
“Mistress?” Valerie said with a look at Sandra.
 
“Sorry,” the woman said as she pulled the knife away. “Old habits die hard.” 
 
Valerie just waved everyone else to continue on, and then waited until it was just her and this Royland vampire. “Take down the whole Enforcer headquarters and bring me the head honcho’s head, we’ll make sure you get at least a small peek.” 
 
He laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
“Deal ends at midnight,” she said, and then tried out a wink like she always saw Diego do. It actually made the vampire blush. 
 
“Ah, shucks,” he said. “I might have to pass this time, what with the whole needing to recover after being held as a prisoner and having my blood drained.”
 
“Excuses are like… what is the American saying?” 
 
“Assholes, though I haven’t heard that one in a number of years.” 
 
“Great wisdom lives on for generations.” 
 
He laughed and gave her an approving nod before she picked up the pace to check on Sandra. 
 
“Shoulda let her kick his butt,” Diego told Valerie with a grin. 
 
“He wasn’t so bad.” Valerie took Sandra’s arm and inspected it. She was happy to see it wasn’t getting worse. “You know, if you did go Were, this would be healed by now.” 
 
“You like the attention,” Sandra said. “From the vamp back there. Admit it.”
 
Valerie tried to ignore Sandra’s smile, “Give me a break.” 
 
“Just saying. You were super sheltered under the Duke, and then the way your brother would threaten anyone who even glanced your way, I—”
 
“He what?” Valerie frowned, at first trying to understand what Sandra had just said, and then remembering days at the camps back in France, and how the guys would always disappear right when she was starting to think there might be interest there. 
 
“So it makes sense that you’d like a little attention,” Sandra shrugged. “I don’t mean anything by it.” 
 
Valerie wanted to kill Donovan double now—not only was he out there killing innocents, but he’d screwed with her love life to the point that her former servant was now calling her desperate, basically. 
 
Screw that guy to hell!
 
“You think he’s coming?” Sandra said, as if reading Valerie’s mind. “They always talked about it, but… like, soon?” 
 
“He can’t be that much of a threat,” Diego said. “I mean, once these vampires are rested, and with the Weres we have on our side now.” 
 
The worry on Sandra’s face did a pretty good job of matching what was going on in Valerie’s mind. 
 
“You’d be surprised.” Valerie looked over the milling shapes of her small army of Weres and Vampires, wondering if they’d be able to hold their own against Donovan. She’d have to make sure of it. 
 
They reached the edge of the buildings and paused to listen as warning sirens sounded, and then massive, metal walls rose out of the ground back in the direction they’d just come. 
 
“Must be the walls the cop mentioned,” Sandra said. “Back when we first arrived.” 
 
Diego whistled, impressed. “I could see how getting trapped on the other side of that could be an issue.” 
 
 “Never seen the walls before?” one of the Weres asked. “They’ve been keeping all sorts of nomad groups out of this city. ‘Course, those in the know recognize the threat as more from the Forsaken than anything else.” He nodded at Royland. “Namely, his clan.”
 
Royland met the Were’s eyes, and for a moment his eyes flashed red, but then Valerie noticed it wasn’t a red of anger, but of sorrow. A tear of blood dripped down the vampire’s cheek. 
 
“We weren’t any different than your type,” Royland said. “Simply trying to survive.” 
 
“And now?” Valerie asked. 
 
“Now, it’s just me. The rest… failed to survive.” 
 
A sudden desire to comfort him came over Valerie, but then she realized that, maybe Sandra was right. Maybe she was a bit more easily manipulated, and this was part of his charm.
 
So instead of going on her instincts, she told him, “We’ve all lost someone we cared about.” 
 
Before she could see what sort of reaction that earned her, the leading Were paused and turned to them pointing.
 
 “We’re here.” 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Underground Hideout
 
Valerie had just cleaned up—the hideout had a shower system one might charitably call decent. They pilfered water from an underground pipe and you had to use buckets and old towels to scrub clean. The fact that it was freezing water didn’t bother Valerie too much, but Sandra was shivering as they dried themselves off.
 
Before dressing, she applied a cloth to the teeth marks in her arm.
 
“It's not too bad,” Valerie said, tossing the towel aside and then moving over to check on her friend’s wrists. “But you’ve been letting me feed from you too much, lately. Tonight, I promise to find others to help me heal, if needed.”
 
“You know I’m always happy to be of service,” Sandra said, blushing.
 
Valerie shook her head, then assessed the woman. “Speaking of feeding, it’s been too long for you.”
 
“No, Val—”
 
“Shhh.” Valerie lifted her wrist and bit into it, then pressed it to Sandra’s mouth. The young woman drank, as she often had before, and for a moment Valerie felt that shared bond they’d felt each time before. As blood throbbed in her wrist, she felt a yearning to take Sandra in her arms, feel flesh against flesh, and consume her, tasting her blood until they were in a joint ecstasy of blood satiation.
 
But she resisted, instead pulling back and finding the towel to first wipe Sandra’s mouth and chin, and then her wrist, which had already healed. She glanced back at Sandra, noting the distant yet satisfied look in her eyes. 
 
In fact, if Valerie’s eyes weren’t deceiving her, Sandra looked healthier and possibly even slightly younger. The bags under Sandra’s eyes from the intensity of recent days seemed to be improving as she watched. 
 
Valerie doubted that Sandra would need the cloth bandages for much longer. But why the distance? Was that a hint of shame she saw there?
 
“You sure you wanna get involved with a Were?” Valerie asked, then found the extra set of clothes Cammie had laid out for her. They weren’t as nice as the ones she had been wearing, unless you counted stench against her favorite jeans and blouse. 
 
Considering they’d been adorning her body since leaving France, and they had more than their fair share of blood, grime, and sweat on them. At least she’d convinced Cammie not to burn them.
 
“It’s… I don’t know.” Sandra pulled her shirt on and pulled her hair out, then fastened it into a ponytail. “Maybe it was just his absence? Or, I thought at first when I started thinking about him, but then he was back, and that smile, those cute little dimples….”
 
“That ass.” Valerie said with a laugh.
 
“Come on now.” Sandra blushed, but didn’t disagree with the observation. 
 
Most Weres were naturally in good shape, and while Diego was a bit scrawny for Valerie’s taste, she couldn’t help but notice his ripped abs. Some people were into the smaller guys, and he certainly wasn’t small where it mattered—not that she’d paid attention to any package the man might, or might not, be carrying.
 
Or so she would swear.
 
“Anyway, be careful,” Valerie added as she slipped on her trusty shoes—stench be damned—and strapped on her sword and tied her hair back. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, and with all that’s coming, you never know.”
 
Sandra turned to her, eyes narrowed. “What, because he might die? If that’s what you’re talking about here, try being a servant or best friend or whatever we are to some crazy vampire chick who keeps insisting she put her life on the line. For what, a little vengeance for an ass kicking your brother gave you?”
 
Anger flashed, but she stomped on it. “Not vengeance on Donovan, justice.” Valerie bit her lip, wanting to say more about the ‘crazy vampire chick’ comment, and about how Sandra needed to learn her place. But that was the old Valerie, not the one that had left Donovan and the others behind. Not the one that insisted no innocents die, and not the one that was best friends with Sandra now.
 
“Call a chicken a hen, it’s still a chicken,” Sandra said then paused a second. “Or the other way around, however the saying goes.”
 
Valerie breathed out heavily, trying to slow down this conversation. “Do I want to see Donovan punished for what he’s done? Yes, of course. But it’s bigger than that, don’t you get it?” Valerie spun, hands waving as she tried to explain. “He wants to come here and do what he did to France in the name of the Duke. But it’ll be worse here, because he won’t have the Duke looking over his shoulder. No, here he’ll come out of hiding, slaughter everyone in his way so that he can rule unchallenged. If I know my brother, and I’m pretty sure I do, there won’t a need for us to be hiding anymore.” She paused before adding, “Because humans will all be food, slaves or dead.”
 
“And you think that’d be so bad?” Sandra asked, really glowering now. “You, who made me clean up after you for years, always treating me like I was second rate, like I didn’t matter?”
 
That hit Valerie, her legs felt weak, and she almost stumbled by the weight of it on her heart. “I… always thought we shared something more.” Valerie looked over at her friend.
 
“We did!” Sandra’s frown softened, replaced by a look of confusion mixed with regret at her outburst, her shoulders slumped and she put out her hand, palm up. “Don’t you see how it was for me though? Not how it is now, now it’s different...” she paused for a second, “well, aside from the nearly dying every five seconds part. But back then, yes, we loved each other, but it was more like a pet and her mistress. I never felt like I could open up and be honest like I am now, because I saw what your brother and others in your family did to servants who did the same.” 
 
Sandra paused and looked down at her hands, twisting a piece of cloth, “I’m sorry, I’m just… I don’t even know why I’m saying this.” She looked back up to Valerie, “Why we got into this argument to begin with.”
 
“You questioned whether it was vengeance or justice, this whole fight against my brother.” Valerie held up a hand before Sandra could get another word in, and said, “No, let’s leave it at that. It’s a good question. But here’s the answer—I don’t care. Either way, I’ll be standing there with sword in hand, ready to cut his pitiful head from his disgusting body the moment he steps foot in America.”
 
Sandra’s eyes drew in, as if granite replaced the look of confusion from a moment before, “So will I.”
 
Valerie sighed, “Good, and so will Diego, and both of you could die, or one of you could die. All I was trying to say, when we got into this stupid conversation, was that maybe it’s not the best time to grow attached to anyone.”
 
“I agree,” a man’s voice said, and then Godzilla was walking past them. He tossed his towel on the nearby bench, revealing his hairy, bare butt. Without even waiting for them to leave, he started scrubbing.
 
“God, really?” Valerie said. “Just because you all are naked all the time while transforming doesn’t mean we want you to bathe right in front of us.”
 
“Then you can stop staring,” he said with a laugh, not looking over his shoulder. “And you don’t have to shorten it to God, or even keep calling me Godzilla. The name’s Jared.”
 
Valerie scoffed. “I wasn’t calling you God, and I was only looking because I’ve never seen so much hair in my life, not on on a human body anyway. Ever heard of scissors? They still exist, don’t they?” She looked around, “I would let you borrow my sword to try and shave with that, but I don’t want your nastiness rubbing off on it.”
 
He turned around laughing and spoke to Valerie. “Ever hear of a camera? There’s supposedly one or two of them left in the old Empire building. If you hurry, I can wait.”
 
With a wink he struck a very revealing and inappropriate pose, as if he was going to be the centerfold of a dirty magazine, and Valerie covered Sandra’s eyes.
 
“Real nice,” she said, finally looking away herself.
 
“Thanks, come back anytime,” he said. “Now in all seriousness, if you don’t mind I’d really like to get cleaned up and get some rest before the big night tomorrow, so…?”
 
“Right, sorry,” Sandra said, removing Valerie’s hand and turning for the door.
 
Jared called back to them, “Oh, and go find those cop friends of yours. One of them is being a real pain in the butt.”
 
Valerie sighed and, with one more shake of her head and a ‘tsk’ sound of her tongue, she followed Sandra out of there.
 
“This place will take some getting used to,” Sandra said.
 
Valerie snickered, “Weres… not exactly high up on the sophistication chart.”
 
“Diego’s plenty sophisticated,” Sandra replied quickly. A look of horror went over her face as she put a hand over her eyes, “Wow, I have it bad.”
 
Valerie smiled, “Yes, you do.”
 
A commotion came from up the hall and they stopped to listen. It was a man’s voice, and he was demanding to know what was happening, why they’d been attacking the company, and who was in charge.
 
“Playtime’s over,” Valerie said. “You coming, or you want to hang back with Godz—I mean Jared back there?”
 
“Stop it,” Sandra said. “If Diego knew how that guy’d behaved, he’d kick his butt.”
 
“His big hairy butt,” Valerie said with a laugh, which got Sandra laughing too. “Come on.”
 
They ran up the hall and back into the main chamber, where both cops were in the corner with the Weres and vampires around them. Everyone was glaring, arms crossed, and some looking like they’d attack at any minute.
 
“Okay, okay,” Valerie called out as she strode into the room. “Everyone, I just saw Jared bathing, and that’s about as much chaos as I can handle in one day. So can we all just…” she motioned with her hands for everyone to move along.
 
Finally, when it was just her, Cammie, Sandra and the two cops, she nodded to the cop and asked, “What’s the problem?”
 
“What’s the…?” He looked at his partner, the one she recognized. “Is she serious right now?”
 
 Valerie turned to the one she’d recognized and said, “Look, Officer….?”
 
“Wallace,” he said. He was nervous, running one hand through his thick mustache while his dark brown eyes darted from them to the exits. “Sergeant Wallace.”
 
“Okay, Wallace. We’re not bad people, or bad vampires—”
 
“Or bad Weres,” Cammie said, but at a look from Valerie she stepped back with a motion for Valerie to go on.
 
“Right, my point is that we’re all on the same side, I think. You know we’re new here, you gave us directions to the old Hilton location, remember?”
 
His eyes lit up in recognition he had lost after the adrenaline drop and his posture seemed to suddenly relax. “Damn, how’d you get mixed up in this?”
 
“It’s a long story,” Sandra said.
 
“We can fill you in later,” Valerie said. “The main point is, as you’ve noticed, there are vampires, werewolves, other Weres and people doing bad stuff to us. I say us, because, as you might have noticed by my fangs and red eyes earlier this evening, I’m one of them, and so is Cammie here.”
 
“But, not me.” Sandra clarified. With a shrug she pointed back to Valerie and Cammie. “But I think they’re awesome.”
 
“Yes, we are,” Valerie continued with a look that said was that interruption necessary? “This is what’s called the UnknownWorld, so, thing is, we need you to help us keep it that way, unknown outside of the few that already know about it. Can you do that?”
 
Wallace and his partner looked at each other, and then Wallace answered for both of them. “You can count on us. But truth is, we’ve heard rumors about stuff like this, but thought the guys were whackos, you know the drugged-up types. Part of why we answered the call for backup tonight.”
 
“Damn,” Cammie said. “Well, that’s not good.”
 
The light in the hall cast a long shadow and then Diego entered, having just bathed, judging by the way his hair was still damp. “What’d I miss?”
 
He went straight up to Sandra and put an arm around her waist, not keeping it low key or playing it coy. At a glance from Valerie he added, “What, figured I might only have a little time left on this earth. Don’t want to be wasting it pussy-footing around.”
 
“Let me guess,” Sandra said. “You heard our little conversation?”
 
“Was waiting to bathe so it wouldn’t be awkward, but… yeah.”
 
“I’m just looking out for her,” Valerie said. “And you missed Sergeant Wallace here saying that there is already a rumor on the street about the UnknownWorld being in existence.”
 
“Well, on the force, actually.” Wallace looked to his partner for confirmation, and then added, “The drugged out ones we were referring to, also on the force. Thing is, there’s been a line forming for some time now, between cops like us that are a bit more traditional, and the ones that we were all fighting back there.”
 
“Which is exactly why we need your help,” Valerie said. “We’re moving in on your man Richard Strake.”
 
Wallace looked at her, his eyes wide, “You want to storm Enforcer HQ and take on the Crusher? Shit, you’ll be going up against every cop and Enforcer this town has to offer. That’s suicide,” he concluded.
 
Valerie shook her head, “Considering the army my brother’s bringing against this city, I can’t say a few human cops scare me much.”
 
“Your brother?” Wallace’s partner asked.
 
“Evil vampire, hell-bent on sacking Old Manhattan and then the rest of America in the name of vampire freedom. Basically he’s amassed an army and I assume could be here any day.” Valerie looked at the others who’d started forming in the room as they were talking. Some of the newer vampires and even some of the Weres hadn’t heard this yet. “This is why I believe we have to join together. Because, he’s going to slaughter innocents left and right, kill any Were and vampire he considers a threat, and there’s no one else to stop him.”
 
“And in the meantime, you want to get killed by storming Enforcer HQ?” Wallace shook his head. “Something’s not adding up.”
 
Cammie spoke up, “Strake’s been taking vampires and draining them. The elites of human society have been drinking the vampire blood which can heal and even combat aging. The ultimate fountain of youth. But he’s also been taking my brothers and sisters. Forcing us Weres to hunt vampires. If we can set them free, we believe many of the Weres will join our side in the fight against her brother.”
 
“Well, let me assure you that if one man’s prepared and in the know, it’ll be Strake,” Wallace agreed, scratching his chin. “He’s connected all the way to the top. But if this brother guy is as bad as you all say, then we’re in.”
 
“We’re what?” his partner turned to look at his partner, his face pale.
 
Wallace told him, “In! The way I see it, there are two things I look for in a battle—the moral side, and the winning side. In this case, I’d bet my paycheck on both of those resting with this lot.”
 
The partner scratched behind his ear, looking over Valerie and the rest, and then shrugged his shoulders. “‘F’ it, right?” He put both hands on the table, “Let’s do it.”
 
“Wonderful,” Valerie said and looked around at her small group before returning gaze to the two policemen. “We’ll need you to help us plan the attack, and we have all day to work on that, since most of us will need sleep and time to heal.” She turned back to everyone and said, “You hear that? Rest, get some sleep if you can, and then prepare for the assault of your lifetime. We’re taking this city by storm.”
 
The Weres and vampires cheered, and even the two cops were getting into it.
 
“So, where do we start?” Wallace said. “I’m pumped up and ready to bring the law.”
 
“Didn’t you just hear me?” Valerie said, stifling a yawn. “I’m beat. Wake me up by noon at the latest and,” she turned to Cammie, “make sure to appoint guards and give them shifts, so everyone’s rested.”
 
“Already done,” Cammie said.
 
“Good. Good job, everyone.” Valerie stretched, yawning full on now, and nodded to Sandra. “Come on, let’s get some sleep.”
 
Sandra wrapped her arm through Diego’s and made an I’m sorry face.
 
“Whatever,” Valerie said, and walked off to find a cozy cot. When she plopped down onto one. it certainly wasn’t cozy … and, she didn’t care. Her eyes closed almost instantly, and she was out.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Underground Hideout
 
Cammie was exhausted, but happy to be back in her own territory. Her Weres were on watch duty, but with this many vampires and unknowns in the hideout, she figured she’d best make the rounds and check up on her people. 
 
First she stopped by the hall where many of her Weres were sleeping. Some were still bandaging the ones who had received severe wounds. They would heal, but applying salve and gauze made the healing process faster.
 
Passing a dark hall, she snickered at the sight of Diego and Sandra kissing. Maybe they thought they were hiding, but darkness wasn’t a good concealer when it came to vampires and Weres. Diego would know that, but she wasn’t sure about the woman.
 
For a moment she watched, feeling her heart race and remembering what love had felt like. But she was a leader now, and had to focus on her responsibilities.
 
The last time she’d gotten distracted, people got hurt.
 
With that thought she pulled herself away, wishing them all the best in their little post-fight, pre-attack make-out fest.
 
Jared was on guard at the tunnel that led to the area where they stuck the new vampires. Damn, the guy was huge. She smiled, thinking how appropriate it was that Valerie had nicknamed him Godzilla. She motioned for him to walk with her as she headed on to check on their visitors.
 
“I want to make sure no one gets trigger happy down here,” she said as they walked. “Can you talk to your boys, ensure everyone knows that I won’t tolerate any… ummm... accidents?”
 
He chewed on his cheek for a moment, brow furrowed in a way that gave him a real brute look. “Cammie, some of these vamps… Not long ago they were taking down our brothers and sisters.” Jared’s breaths came heavy, and it was clear he was trying to keep down his anger.
 
He certainly wasn’t alone in these feelings, but it was time to move on.
 
She paused and took his hand in both of hers. It was surprising how her two hands were almost the size of his one, and for a moment she imagined that hand caressing her face, engulfing her in his grip. But that wasn’t the conversation they were having, not this time. 
 
Not ever again, if she could keep her promises to herself.
 
The look in his eyes made that a hard promise to keep. Especially when they were this close and she picked up in his scent—like oak, freshly polished, a distant hint of pine to it.
 
Her breath came heavily now too, and she closed her eyes so she could focus. “Those brothers and sisters were fighting the wrong enemy. We have no choice but to unite going forward.”
 
When he pulled his hand away, she looked up at him again and was surprised to see defiance in his eyes. It was an emotion she’d rarely seen from him.
 
“We’ll take down the assholes who run this town, defend ourselves from Valerie’s brother, but after that… I can’t make any promises.”
 
“You step out of line, it’ll be Valerie you answer to—not me.”
 
He bit his lip, a moment of insecurity in his otherwise hard persona. Cammie decided to leap on it.
 
“You think she’ll let you walk away from here? Or turn on her kind?”
 
“If she makes a wrong move during the fight….”
 
Cammie slapped him, and the power of that strike twisted his head around, hard. He turned back to her with his defiance magnified, so she hit him again, this time with a closed fist that sent him to the floor.
 
Eyes flashed yellow and he moved to pull his clothes off for a transformation, but she was on him in an instant, pinning his thick arms down to the floor, clawed finger in his face. He might’ve been twice the size of her, but she was faster and damn strong—especially considering the fact that she was one of very few they knew that could partially transform at will.
 
“You ever say anything like that again,” her voice hissed in fury, “and I will tear your fucking head from your fucking body, you understand me?” Her hand was shaking, claws growing longer so that the tips pierced the skin just under his jaw. A trickle of blood came out and she shook her head. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”
 
“It’s like the good ol’ days,” he said, voice dripping half with malice, half with unhidden lust. “You want to keep me in check, violence isn’t the only answer.”
 
“In those days, I’d like to ask who controlled whom.” She pushed herself up and noticed a vampire in at the end of the hallway.
 
“I was just….” The vampire turned and walked off.
 
“Think he heard anything?” Jared asked. “Suspects us?”
 
“First, there’s no us. Get that through your thick skull. Second, there’s nothing to suspect. Whatever stupid thought you had back there was just that—a stupid thought, fleeting, gone. And my threat stands.”
 
She turned to follow the vampire.
 
“What did you want?” Jared called after her.
 
Before entering the hall of vampires, she paused and turned to look at him over her shoulder. “Someone to walk in here with me so I’d feel safe, you prick. But since I apparently can’t even trust you, I’d rather go alone.”
 
She turned back to enter and found herself face to face with Royland, the vampire father of the Forsaken clan that had been wiped out. He was tall and slender and presently looking down at her with narrow eyes over his hooked nose.
 
“Isn’t it we who should have concern?” he asked, his right eyebrow raised in question.
 
Cammie opened her mouth, closed it and then shrugged. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. But you have to admit, some thirty or so vampires in one place….”
 
“Since the one place happens to be your hideout, where you know the ins and outs and have access to the weapons, along with Valerie on your side,” he snorted, “I’d say you have nothing to fear.”
 
“And if that weren’t the case?” Jared interrupted, stepping up behind Cammie.
 
Royland turned his eyes on the male Were and looked him up and down. “If we were on the streets, set against each other through predicaments that neither of us set up? Forced by circumstance to fight to the death?” Royland chuckled, his mirth quite dry. “Well, I’d hate to see that day, for both our sakes.”
 
Jared furrowed his brow, but Cammie waved him off. “Go on to your post, Jared.”  Jared glared, but with a quick nod of his head, he went back to his post.  Cammie’s mouth was open for a moment in surprise before turning back to Royland.
 
“You two have a falling out?” Royland asked, observing the look she gave Jared as he walked off.
 
“More or less. But it’s his passion that intrigues me, when it isn’t close to getting us killed.”
 
Royland gaze softened as he nodded with understanding. “I could say the same about many of my vampire brothers and sisters.”
 
She smiled, doing her best to put the little interaction with Jared behind her. “Speaking of your brothers and sisters, I thought I’d check on them.”
 
“Then by all means.”
 
He stepped out of the way to give her room to enter, then smiled and waved her in.
 
With a mock curtsy, she walked past and entered the yellow-walled room. It must have once been a control area for the subway lines that were just on the other side of those walls, long ago put to bed. Like the Weres, many of the vampires were sleeping but had left a couple on guard.
 
“They’re looking up to fighting standards,” she admitted, glancing around.
 
“We don’t take long to heal after the blood has been replenished.” Royland walked past her to where a young female vampire slept, and stood over her, contemplative. “These vampires though, they’re mostly young. Many are only slightly better off than the Nosferatu, and could easily fall into their old ways.”
 
“You’ll have to see that they don’t,” she said.
 
“Me?” He turned, eyebrows raised in surprise.
 
“I’m putting you in charge of them. Separate them into squads, and take the groups that have rested into the old subway tunnels to test them, make sure they’re ready as they can be for the fight to come.”
 
“And if they’re not?” He knelt next to the sleeping vampire and brushed a lock of hair from her closed eyes. His expression was pained as he looked down at her. “If we’re marching off to our deaths tomorrow?”
 
“Valerie won’t let that happen.” Cammie smiled and then motioned him to follow her.
 
He cocked his head and stood back up, following. “Where are we going?”
 
She stepped back into the hallway and took just a handful of steps to stop in front of a door that led to the subway tunnels.  Shoving it open with her shoulder, it made a loud creaking noise that possibly woke some of the vampires. A scent like soggy rats came through.
 
Cammie looked him up and down, wondering what he was capable of. 
 
“Before you can test them, don’t you think it’s a good idea to test you?”
 
He smiled, confidently. “Test me?”
 
“Don’t hold back.” She jumped down off the ledge and moved to the center of the tracks.
 
“Oh, I won’t,” he said, and then he was gone, appearing a split-second behind her to deliver a knee to her kidney.
 
Only, she had anticipated the vampire trickery, and caught him with an elbow to the thigh. With both arms, she punched--one connecting with his stomach, the other to his forehead. He stumbled back, smiled, and then darted left for another attack.
 
Again she anticipated the attack and led with a sweeping block, which she meant to follow up with a punch. But it had been a feint and he'd switched direction or jumped over her, she couldn't be sure. He landed a damned painful kick to her butt that sent her sprawling across the subway tracks.
 
She quickly pushed herself up and turned, furious. Her claws were at the ready, teeth bared, but then she just smiled.
 
"I like your moves, vamp boy," she told him.
 
"That's not sticking," he said, voice gravy with annoyance. "You want to give me a nickname, go with something like King of Death or Mighty One."
 
She laughed. "Bring moves like that in the fight tonight, I'll call you whatever the hell you want."
 
After he took a few steps to his right, he jerked his head back in the direction they came from and asked, "Your boyfriend back there won't get jealous when I make you call me The Sexy Slayer?"
 
She rolled her eyes, "Okay, maybe not anything you want."
 
He raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to answer the rest of the question.
 
"My relationship status, equals… none of your damn business." She took a fighting stance, claws at the ready. "No holding back this time."
 
"We both heal, after all,” he agreed.
 
She smiled and charged. This time she knew what this guy was capable of, and knew she could throw more at him. They moved like a dance, punches and claws coming from all directions, and each blocking in turn. 
 
It felt great to hit something, and even better when she imagined Jared being the one she was hitting. She could hear the door opening multiple times during the dance she was having with Royland.
 
Both of them noticed the crowd that was forming, but that didn't stop them. 
 
At one point, as she circled the vampire, she yelled out, never taking her eyes off of Royland, "Watch and learn, pups and cubs, this is how you take down a vampire."
 
Royland simply smiled and began the dance again. 
 
She went in and scored a swipe of her claws across his ribs, but received a slam to her own side that tossed her across the room to crash into the wall. She bounced off it as the breath was blown from her chest.
 
A pair of red eyes gleamed in the darkness, and she smiled. They were both loving this, she knew, and was glad to find herself forgetting all about that ass, Jared.
 
Soon all of the Weres and vampires watching were cheering them on, not so much caring which side got a hit in or took a fall, but just sharing in the excitement.
 
 
***
 
 
Diego couldn't believe he was finally kissing Sandra. Since seeing her on that rooftop, and even before that, if he really thought about it, he'd been craving this moment. Her breath was hot on his neck as she moved to nibble his ear. The thumping of her heart told him she was just as into it as he was, and when his hands grabbed her by the ass and pulled her close, she moaned and pressed her mouth against his firmly. Her tongue teased his, and the way her fingers ran through his hair and across his chest was too much for him to handle.
 
He pulled back from her and tore off his shirt, then moved in to pull hers off too.
 
"Wait, wait," she whispered, resisting.
 
He breathed heavily, watching her lust-filled eyes move across his chest and abs, and then--no she looked away and turned, holding herself.
 
"What is it?" he asked, unsure what had just happened, and if he should even wrap her in his arms.
 
"It's just… a bit fast." She turned back to him, then pulled him close by the belt loop. "You really want to take me, here, like this?"
 
There wasn't much thought needed for that answer. "More than anything."
 
She kissed him, then rested her head against his chest. "I want this as badly as you, I mean it." Her hand moved across his abs, then came to a rest with her thumb tucked into his jeans by the hip bone. "But not like this."
 
"I don't understand. Tonight could be dangerous, and--"
 
"But that's exactly my point." She pulled back again, taking both of his hands in hers. "If we do this now, it's like we've resigned to death. To loss. But honestly, I will not accept that."
 
He leaned into her, forehead pressed against hers. "Waiting means there will be a tomorrow, right? And it means we'll both have something to look forward to,” he sighed, “I get it."
 
She lifted his head with a finger under his chin. "You do?" She kissed him passionately once again.
 
Cheering came from down the hall and they both perked up, looking in the same direction.
 
"Any idea what that could be?" she asked.
 
"Since we're not otherwise occupied, I'd say we better find out." He squeezed her hand and pulled her up, and then led her toward the noise. 
 
It was easy to find the location. Diego pushed on a door only to hear a slight exclamation of surprise come from the other side. “Sorry!” Diego called out, and opened the door more slowly this time.
 
A group of Weres and vampires were standing on the other side of a door, lined up along an old subway station platform. Just past them, one of the vampires and Cammie were going at it. At first, Diego smiled when the vampire landed a solid elbow to her jaw, knocking her so that she stumbled backwards. After what she'd put Diego through when they'd taken him to the bar and beat him in the back room, he couldn't help but want to see her getting a bit of her own medicine.
 
"This has to stop," Sandra said in shock. "Valerie--"
 
"It's fine," a Were interrupted from her left. "They're just sparring, preparing for the night."
 
"That's just sparring?" Sandra asked, uncertainty plain on her face.
 
"Maybe they could take it a bit easier," Diego admitted. A loud cheer went up from the crowd, and Diego pulled Sandra closer to see what had happened.
 
Royland and Cammie had both landed what would have been killing blows, holding back barely. Sweat dripped from each of them, a slight red sheen to his, and they both looked crazed with wide eyes that stared at each other as if they were frozen.
 
Finally the two pushed back and held up each other's hands while the crowd cheered again. They separated and Royland stepped forward, motioning for silence. With a nod of approval from Cammie, he addressed the crowd.
 
"We move out at dusk, so that doesn't give us much time. Break up into groups and start training. I want every Were here to know what it's like to go up against a vampire, and every vampire to know what it's like to go up against a Were.”
 
 The sweat dripped off of his forehead, the sheen from the lights reflecting into the room.
 
"You heard him," Cammie called out, a little hoarse. "Get to work!"
 
The vampires and Weres agreed with another quick cheer, many of them jumping off the side to get into the middle of the room, and soon they too were paired up and sparring.
 
"We've already had our sparring," Sandra told Diego, biting her lip seductively.
 
"Stop it," he said. "You're killing me."
 
A voice called from beside the two of them, "Diego, is it?"
 
They turned to see Royland standing nearby. He nodded to Sandra politely and then said, "I'm going to rest up, but advise you get in there when you have a chance."
 
Diego glanced around at the fighting. "You know, I think the best thing for me right now would be some good rest too. I'm going to need it."
 
"Suit yourself.” Royland gave them a curt nod before heading off to the cots.
 
"Sweet dreams," Sandra said, and gave Diego a kiss on the cheek. "I'm going to watch for a minute and then catch some sleep next to Valerie."
 
He smiled and headed off to bed, feeling his eyes start to close before he'd even made it to the cots.  He tripped twice on holes in the floor he hadn’t noticed. Turning a corner, he spotted a cot, and practically fell onto it before conking out completely.
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Dead silence woke Valerie. The cheering, talking, and other noises she'd been vaguely aware of while sleeping let her rest, but when it was quiet, her eyes popped open and she sat with a start.
 
Sandra was sleeping beside her, the woman's hair all messed up like she'd either been rolling in her sleep, which didn't seem likely on that small cot, or she’d had Diego's fingers running through that hair. If Valerie had to bet, she'd put her money on the mess due to fingers.
 
She leaned in closer to Sandra’s hair and sniffed.  
 
Yup, Diego.
 
A quick walk around showed her that everyone was asleep, except for a few vampires and Weres chatting and having a good time in the old subway area.
 
"What's going on?" she asked as she watched from the side of the room. "Aren’t you supposed to be resting?"
 
"We were some of the first to rest," one of the Weres answered. "Then we joined in the sparring, and well, we’re still amped up from it. I didn't realize how cool these guys could be."
 
"Same goes for you," one of vamps agreed as he stood next to the guy.  He punched the Were in the arm with a laugh.  "I don't know if I'll ever figure out how to block that fake kick thing you did."
 
The others all grinned like school children, and Valerie just shook her head. Who knew that if you just let these groups spar, in a controlled environment, they could learn to respect each other. Maybe even become friends.
 
But then she thought about Diego and realized, yeah, that made a lot of sense. He'd definitely proven himself, and now she couldn't imagine going into a fight without him and Cammie at her back,
 
"Well, keep it up," she told them and turned around to pull open the door. "But I'm going to start waking everyone. It's about time for us to move out.” 
 
She walked down the passage and could still hear them cheering as the door closed behind her.
 
 
***
 
 
While others were loading clips and sharpening blades, Valerie found a relatively quiet spot to talk with the cops, Wallace and his partner, Sergeant Peterson. They’d drawn a crude map of the city, indicating the Enforcers main base of operations. That was where they’d attack, so she needed to know everything she could before they made a move.
 
They’d let the other two cops go, after Wallace assured her they weren’t a threat and making sure they couldn’t find their way back here.
 
“You’re sure some of those cops aren’t corrupt?” she asked, for what must have been at least the tenth time.
 
“When cops reach a certain point of respect in Commander Strake’s eyes, he always takes them in to be Enforcers.”
 
“Meaning when he knows they’ll be on his side,” Valerie said, realization hitting her hard.
 
Peterson nodded he was. “There’s a damn big chasm between the police and the Peace Enforcers, and I’d be surprised if every damn Enforcer wasn’t on the take.”
 
“They all answer to Commander Strake directly,” Wallace said. “And if what you say about him is true—”
 
“It has to be.” She leaned back so that she could see more of them. She wanted to check body language, not just expressions, trying to gauge their thoughts. “Unless someone else was giving them orders and lying about who he was.”
 
“No, if.” Wallace told her. “No one is going to fake the Strake.”
 
“Fake the Strake,” Valerie repeated with a laugh. But neither of the cops were smiling. Her laugher dying, she looked at both men, first Wallace and then Peterson, wondering what this attack on their own would mean for them. “You’re both super nervous, but Peterson, you especially.”
 
“He’s got a sister with the Enforcers,” Wallace admitted, earning him a glare from his partner.
 
“Don’t you think that’s information we should probably know about?” Valerie asked Peterson. 
 
He licked his lips, then stared at the table as he explained, “She left the family a long time ago.”
 
Valerie asked, “But if it comes to it, both of you with guns pointed at each other…?”
 
He simply shook his head in answer.
 
“I see.” Valerie assessed him, wondering if she had ever felt that way about her siblings. They weren’t her biological brothers, but you could say they were her blood-relatives, in a weird, vampire sort of way. 
 
Her transformation had torn so much from her, including most of her memory from before.  Now, she mostly remembered the pain with small glimpses to her past. She couldn’t remember if she’d had any siblings, so she chose to believe she had none. “Is there any chance you could persuade her?”
 
“Compared to letting her die?” He looked at Valerie like she was crazy. “Yeah, I think it’d be worth a try.”
 
“Good, I just wanted to make sure we aren’t bringing completely dead weight with us when we invade.”
 
“Wait, you want to invade Enforcer HQ and you want us to come with a bunch of vampires and Werewolves against, not only humans, but fellow enforcers of the law?”
 
“Trust me.” She winked at the two police officers and then stood. 
 
Taking another look at the map and attack plans to commit it to memory, she shouted loud enough for the whole hideout to hear her say…
 
“MOUNT UP!”
 
***
 
The night air was still warm from the day as they moved out in small groups so as to not attract attention. Some left by the main exit, while others, including Valerie, exited through various old, abandoned subway stations.
 
When it was her turn, she pushed up on a rotting piece of wood that shielded their exit in a sunken stairwell. Here there was another barrier of old, abandoned furniture and whatnot, which she shoved aside, then crept up to the edge of the darkened exit. It was on the outskirts of downtown, chosen to avoid drawing attention.
 
A signal came from the building across the way, a brief hand wave, and she knew it was clear.
 
“Sandra, I want you behind Diego,” she spoke in a heavy whisper, never looking back over her shoulder.
 
She’d chosen to go with her normal team—the two she trusted above all else. Cammie had managed to work her way into Valerie’s inner circle, in spite of their rocky start. But the Were had her own team to lead. Additionally, it made sense to spread some of the stronger members of the UnknownWorld among the groups.
 
“I can hold my own,” Sandra said, clinging tight to the sack slung over her shoulder—her disassembled sniper rifle and several more guns.
 
“We both saw that on the rooftop,” Valerie agreed. “But the fact is, both Diego and I can heal. You can’t.”
 
“With your blood—”
 
“Sandra.” Valerie’s voice was firm, but not fast enough.
 
“Wait, what?” Diego looked between the two of them, confused. “I didn’t know you two… wait... Sandra’s wrists, that’s you, isn’t it?” He was staring at Valerie with a mixture of disbelief and horror.
 
“We have a mission,” Valerie said, starting to move.
 
“You two feed off of each other?” He grabbed Valerie by the arm. “Like, what? Sandra’s your play thing that you suck dry every once in awhile and then replenish so that she’s healthy enough to keep around until you need to feed on her again?”
 
“That’s ridiculous,” Valerie said, pulling her arm free. But she could tell something about what he’d said had struck a nerve with Sandra, because she was now avoiding eye-contact and holding her left wrist with her right hand—the wrist Valerie tended to favor. “Have we fed on each other? Yes. Is it some twisted using each other relationship, or me using her or whatever? No.”
 
“But how—”
 
“NO!” Valerie said, grabbing Diego by the shirt and pulling him close enough to feel the heat radiating off her face. “Sandra’s my only friend. I love her as I’ve never loved another, and not like some pet or toy, so don’t you dare put ideas in her head.”
 
He stared back defiantly, then nodded.
 
“Sandra, you understand that, don’t you?” Valerie said as she released Diego and turned to her.
 
The woman smiled and nodded, then said, “Yeah, of course.”
 
Valerie felt her heart sink—that wasn’t a one hundred percent true answer. She knew Sandra too well to believe it, and that hurt.
 
“We’ll finish this conversation after,” Valerie said, trying her best to hide her irritation at Diego in her voice. “If we don’t move now, it could jeopardize the others.”
 
Diego nodded, though he did a crappy job of hiding his own irritation.
 
They darted across the street, then slowed to a leisurely stroll as they turned the corner and entered the streets running parallel to Capital Square. These streets weren’t crowded, but there were enough people walking about, even at night, that no cops or Enforcers would approach them unless they were doing something out of the ordinary.
 
“Stay calm,” Sandra said to Diego. “You’re walking like you’re ready to pounce.”
 
He wiped his face, “That’s because I am ready to pounce.” He adjusted the collar of his brown leather jacket, lowering the zipper, and made an attempt to walk normally.
 
“Now you look like a creepo,” Valerie commented, stifling a laugh.
 
“So, I fit in.” He frowned and kept walking with that strange saunter. “And I don’t want to hear it from someone who feeds on my girlfriend.”
 
“Girlfriend?” Valerie asked, and turned to see if Sandra was blushing. She couldn’t quite tell, because while vampires could basically see in the dark, colors were still somewhat muted.
 
“Yes, girlfriend,” Diego said, wrapping his arm around Sandra protectively.
 
“Stop,” Sandra said. “Not right now.”
 
“I was just—” he started to argue.
 
“Yeah, you’re amazing. We like each other, I get it. I’m just saying not now, and not like you’re rubbing it in her face.”
 
“Guys, we’re about to put our lives at risk to put down a corrupt police force and then some,” Valerie told them. “Being a third wheel or dealing with jealousy issues or whatever you think this is, well don’t worry, because right now that is the least of my concerns.”  
 
They spotted Cammie at the other end of a side street, and she gave the signal—a hand through the hair. Turn left here.
 
Soon all of the other groups were in their spots, and Valerie, Sandra, and Diego were climbing up to the top floor of a nearby building—largely abandoned, except for some squatters who gave them no trouble.
 
From here they could see the layout of the neighborhood, just as Wallace had drawn it. Wallace was at the corner of the square, which meant his partner was on the other side, and—there it was…
 
Enforcer HQ.
 
The building was the second tallest in the city, with a long blue stripe running up its side to match the blue stripe that ran up the enforcers’ black pant legs and were on each of their black sleeves. Other than that, it was your typical metal and glass building, gray with black patterns crisscrossing here and there.
 
Compared to the desolate nothingness that made up much of Old Manhattan, this building was gorgeous. Almost beautiful, if not for the evil Valerie knew was housed within.
 
“Sandra, that building there,” Valerie said, pointing to another building over, one that would have a better view of the windows and vantage point for sniping. “There’ll be a fallback team stationed near the entrance. I want you at the top, in case you see trouble.”
 
Valerie turned to Diego, half-expecting him to insist on staying as part of the fallback team.
 
But his eyes were on Enforcer HQ and he said, “Where do you want me, boss?”
 
“At my side. I might be fast, but I don’t have eyes in the back of my head and the last thing I need is to be sucker punched by a bear.” She was hit by an image of her brother’s men attacking her, and then Donovan himself kicking filthy water at her face and laughing while she lay there, bloody and battered. 
 
Not this time.
 
“Headshots?” Sandra asked.
 
“Only as a last resort. When Donovan arrives, I want as many of these Weres at my side as I can possibly accomplish. And… Generally I’d prefer to avoid death.”
 
That earned her an annoyed glance from Diego.
 
“What?” she asked, defensively.
 
“If it’s a matter of saving my life—”
 
She held up a hand. “I’ve already proven I was ready to take a life to save a life when I saved your ass last night. Don’t ever question that.”
 
He nodded and muttered an apology.
 
Valerie gave Sandra a hug and waited while the other two kissed and wished each other luck. She would’ve told them to get a room, but something about this time was special, and she almost felt guilty for having seen it.  Besides, the joke was turning stale.
 
She needed a new joke.
 
When Sandra turned to her, Valerie knew she wasn’t looking at a former servant, but looking at her friend who was about to do her damn best to help her keep them all alive.
 
“Make it count,” Sandra said, with a nod to Valerie.
 
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of loverboy here.”
 
“And loverboy will take care of you,” Sandra said, looking at him pointedly. “If either of you comes back with a scratch, the other will be receiving a firm tongue-lashing from me.”
 
“That could mean different things, depending on which of us you’re talking to,” Diego said with a goofy grin. Sandra huffed, “If you know what I—”
 
“Yes, we all know what you mean.” Valerie put an arm around Sandra, playfully. “And it could imply the same level of dirtiness with me. You don’t know.” She raised her eyebrows a couple of times suggestively.
 
Diego laughed, eyeing them in a curious way.
 
“Ewww, gross, both of you.” Sandra pushed Valerie away, playfully. Likely to hide the fact that she was blushing, and because they really did need to get down to business, she turned her attention to unzipping her bag and then assembling the sniper rifle. “Shouldn’t you both be a bit more focused at a time like this? I mean, at least not making jokes like you’re careless teens.”
 
Diego shrugged. “It’s a defense mechanism. We both know we could die in there. Hell, even with our unique talents, I’d say the chances are pretty damn good we don’t return at all. So that’s a lot of defense mechanisms that need exercising.”
 
“And don’t forget my brother and the fact that, if we don’t get enough of those Hounds in there on our side, I highly doubt we’ll have what it takes to win that fight.”
 
“Great pep talk,” Sandra said, and turned from them to look down the scope at the target.
 
Valerie checked the pistols holstered, one a cross draw under her arm on her left side and one on her left thigh—she kept the sword on the right, so it only made sense. Everything was ready.
 
Only one last bit… Cammie. And then there she was, walking up to Enforcer HQ, Sergeant Wallace joining her half way as if they’d arrived together.
 
“Come on,” Valerie said, moving without even seeing if Diego was following. 
 
It was time to rescue the rest of her army.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Enforcer HQ
 
Cammie walked with her head tall, ignoring the itchy sensation at the back of her head and the small voice that kept reminding her she really didn’t know this cop or have much of a reason for trusting him. Sure, Valerie vouched for him, but what did she know of people around her? The vampire was new to this city, after all.
 
“If you betray me,” she hissed from the corner of her mouth, “just know it’s you I’m taking out first.”
 
“I signed up to try to turn this city around,” he whispered back. “These bastards are taking the city in the opposite direction.” He looked up a moment and then back to the door.
 
“You ever seen Commander Strake?” She held the door open for him and glanced back to see the street filling with her Weres. Diego and Valerie would be moving in any minute now. “I mean, in person. You ever been up close?”
 
“Only the top brass interacts with him,” Wallace answered in a hushed voice.
 
Well then, she’d have to get to the top brass first.
 
The number of Weres she’d lost to this bastard Strake were too many to count. 
 
When the first three on that list were her Mom, Dad, and brother, there wasn’t much point in moving beyond that. She was ready to tear off his face, if she could get close enough. How odd, she thought, that it had taken an outsider like Valerie to finally bring her to this point. 
 
No more hiding.
 
Ever.
 
Wallace waved to the security detail at the metal detectors, and they nodded in return. Two cops, just like him, except for the fact that if they were working in this building, they were likely corrupt. That’s what Cammie figured anyway.
 
“She’ll need to go through,” one of the cops said with a nod to the metal detector.
 
“Yeah, of course.” Wallace gave her a nervous look, then glanced back at the doors.
 
Without hesitating, she walked up to the metal detector, started to pat herself down as if she were checking her pockets, and then took a step through.
 
No one heard the machine beeping, because everyone had turned at the sound of an explosion overhead.
 
“Now that is how you lead!” Cammie whispered to herself with a smile as she pulled out her kali fighting sticks and spun on the cops, dropping them with a series of chopping strikes to the temples and then the backs of their heads.
 
While they’d likely wake up with serious headaches, maybe some brain damage, they weren’t dead—she was pretty sure anyway.
 
“See?” she said, swapping the sticks for pistols. “I can be merciful, as promised.”
 
Wallace looked from the cops on the floor to her, then back at a trickle of blood from one of the men’s heads.
 
“Yeah….”
 
“It’s them or us, remember that.” She turned to continue the fight.
 
He appeared a moment later, pistol drawn, and nodded. “Spare the ones we’re not sure about, that’s all I’m asking.”
 
Her reply was quick, “I’m still not sure about you, so…?”
 
He chuckled, “Yes, sparing me would be at the top of the list.” He kicked open the door and she led, pistols at the ready. Seeing a number of guns turning on them, she had no choice but to start firing, while behind them the main doors burst open to allow Cammie’s army of Weres and their newfound vampire friends to storm the building.
 
When the room was clear, Cammie stood tall, watching as the flood of warriors entered, each ready to die for their cause, for freedom. But there was one face she didn't see there--Jared. It was only after the rest had ran past, taking out Enforcers left and right but doing their best to subdue the Weres, that she went back to the door and noticed a man in the shadows across the street. No, not a man--a Were. 
 
Jared. 
 
The coward had chosen to stay out of this, and then he turned to disappear into the shadows. Her yellow eyes narrowed when she noticed at least three more Weres with him.
 
“Dammit!” She didn't have time to hunt them down right now, but she would when this was all over. He hadn't turned on Valerie as she'd worried he might, but abandoning them at this moment was still going to be punished by death.
 
“Cammie, you with us?” Wallace called out from the stairs. The others were ready, just waiting on her.
 
She walked back through the group to the next door, “Bring the pain,” she told them.
 
Then, she led the next phase of the charge.
 
***
 
Two people ran across the street.  One, the female, threw a hand sized rock hard at a second story window. Then both followed the rock, which had cracked the window, but not broken it as they jumped off a parked pod up to the second story.
 
Valerie and Diego crashed through the second story window and into an open floored office, where a group of enforcers had jumped up in surprise before leaping for cover. They must have noticed the grenade Diego casually dropped at his feet.
 
With Valerie’s vampire speed, she pulled the two of them from the room and around a corner before the grenade exploded with a deafening KA-BOOM!
 
“That ought to get their attention!” Diego shouted, his ears ringing.
 
Valerie found it funny how Diego’s Were hearing made him more susceptible to loud noises. At least his healing would repair any damage if it came to that. 
 
At the moment, what mattered was the next phase of the plan, so she motioned him forward, away from the noise. Others would be coming to see what happened, and by that point she wanted to be half-way up to Commander Strake’s office.
 
They made for the stairs, exactly where Wallace had said they would be, even though he hadn’t been completely certain. 
 
Gun shots sounded from below, hopefully Cammie taking ownership of the situation and not the other way around.
 
Diego and Valerie were half-way up the next flight of stairs when a door opened behind them. A team of three Enforcers and a Were ran through. They were about to head down the stairs, likely to intercept Cammie’s group, but all turned at the sound of Valerie and Diego.
 
They didn’t have long to process this though, because Valerie jumped and kicked off of the stairwell railing, sword out to take them down before they knew what hit them. She landed with a swipe that ended the nearest two Enforcers and then a kick to send the last Enforcer over the railing. His screams ended suddenly when he landed hard two flights of stairs below. She turned to see the Were transform and put up her hand.
 
“Stop,” she told it, lowering her sword to show she didn’t want to harm him. “Our fight’s not with you. We—”
 
He charged her, teeth gnashing, and fell against the wall, where it’s brain splattered first as Diego shot it once in the head. Not happy about it, Valerie finished the job with a crouching thrust and then a swipe that sent the head to follow his buddies, while the body stayed right there.
 
“At least you tried,” Diego said.
 
“Shut up,” she told him, her tone sad. 
 
“Backup, we need backup now!” a voice said from the radio on one of the bodies. Her eyes radiated anger.
 
Valerie picked it up and clicked the button, then growled into the radio. “Run while you still can. Any Weres will be spared, if you lay down your arms.”
 
In response she got static, followed by shouts and swearing.
 
“Think that means they listened?” Diego asked.
 
“We’ll find out when we’re done with Strake.” She looked up and grimaced at the many flights of stairs they had left to go, then sunk down next to a body and drank of the blood. It filled her with vigor and she could think better with the extra energy. 
 
She wiped a sleeve across her mouth. She smirked as she lifted her sword, “I’ll try not to kill them all before you catch up,” she told him, and then bounded past him, leaping up the stairs three at a time.
 
She heard him pounding after her, but there was no way he would be able to keep up. That was fine, she thought, because she just had to reach Strake before he tried to flee.
 
*** 
 
In the chaos that was happening on the second floor, moving up, Wallace searched for his partner, Peterson. The idea was that he and the other cops would reconnect, and follow the Weres and Vampires to set up in the lobby, in case backup arrived from the various Enforcer stations throughout the city. 
 
Enforcers were falling left and right, and it was getting bad—there wasn’t much worrying about keeping them alive at this point. But Wallace only cared about finding Peterson, because he’d done his part. He worked his way to the stairs, but paused to put two bullets in a Were that was moving up on one of the Vampires. He hoped he’d shot the right side, and was glad to get a nod of appreciation and confirmation from the vampire. 
 
A new wave of attack from the side of the Enforcer and a few of their Weres came from a side room, and Wallace used this opportunity to duck into the stairwell. He used the door for cover and popped three more shots off before turning and running down the two flights to the lobby. 
 
He burst through the doors to find three cops turn on him, pistols aimed, and then relax when they saw it was him. 
 
“Tell me you’ve seen Peterson,” he demanded. 
 
One of them pointed to the front door, where Peterson had just stood up to say, “Fall back!” as the door burst open and a group of Enforcers rushed in. 
 
“Shit!” Wallace called out as he prepared to shoot, but then he stalled, seeing the name tage on one of them. Peterson, it read…. And even under the riot mask—blacked out but with the tech to see color and even locate opponents through walls—he knew this was Ella Peterson. 
 
The Enforcers had their rifles at the ready, the cops pistols. This wasn’t looking good. 
 
“You don’t know what you’re doing, Ella!” Sergeant Peterson stepped forward, pistol aimed at his own sister.
 
Two of the Enforcers turned their rifles on him, but Ella held up a hand and lifted her face guard.
 
“You all are ordered to evacuate the premises!” she commanded, voice booming. “You too, brother. We’ll deal with you later.” 
 
Peterson glanced over at Wallace, then back to his sister with a hardened expression. “Sorry sis, ain’t gonna happen.” 
 
She hung her head, then lifted her rifle and said, “LEAVE!”
 
“Not going to happen!” Peterson said, voice shaking. 
 
“He’s right,” Wallace said, stepping forward, pistol held at his side, non-threatening. “This isn’t a simple coup, this is bigger than that. You have to trust us.” 
 
She glared at him, until one of her Enforcers stepped up beside her and said, “Enough of this bullshit,” and started to pull the trigger. In one swift movement, she’d knocked the rifle out of his hands, swept out his feet, and spun to shoot the other three Enforcers. She turned to the fourth, and shot him too, then stood there, chest heaving. 
 
For a long moment, everyone stood there, and stared in complete shock. 
 
Ella looked up at Peterson, then Wallace, and said, “You two better damn well know what you’re doing.” And with that, she walked over to Wallace, kissed him on the lips, and said, “I fucking missed you.” 
 
Peterson looked like he was about to shoot the two of them now, but Wallace held up his hands and said, “We’ll explain later, sorry.” 
 
When Peterson didn’t reply and all the only sound was gun shots and more upstairs, Ella gestured to the doors where more Enforcers could be seen arriving and added, “Seems we have more important issues to deal with right now.” 
 
As they moved back into position, Peterson cast Wallace a sideways glance and said, “At least it wasn’t one of the other guys.” 
 
And then the Enforcers charged in, and all they cared about was surviving. 
 
***
 
It was a simple plan—get in there with enough distractions to give Valerie a chance to reach Strake and either convince him to change his ways, or put her sword through his chest.
 
But when she burst through the top floor door where she hoped to find him, she found two things she hadn’t expected. 
 
The first, an emergency doorway to the rooftop open. The second was when she’d gone up through the doorway and spotted several pods fleeing, most certainly carrying Commander Strake as he fled.
 
“You black hearted COWARD!” She screamed at her quickly disappearing prey.
 
A small army of Enforcers and Weres sprang from cover on the rooftop where they had lain in wait, ready to ambush whoever came up.
 
Only, she wasn’t looking at them… but past them. 
 
“Oh. My. God.” She stepped forward, sword dipping just a bit, her eyes in open alarm. The would be attackers stared at her in confusion, then turned to see what had drawn her attention. Past the snarling wolves and two Werebears, above the ocean and to the east, was an army of airships. They were held aloft by their blimps and propelled by anti gravity tech, just like the one she had come to America in. There had to be at least a dozen or more of them.
 
Diego burst onto the rooftop and found Valerie staring out at a group of airships. Half the Weres had turned to look now too, and one of the Enforcers voiced everyone’s question, “What is it?”
 
“An invasion,” Valerie told him. She sheathed her sword and held up her hands, being careful to keep her eyes on the Enforcers. “It’s not my invasion. I’m not the enemy here,” she pointed at the ships in the distance, “but the man leading those ships means to take over this city and kill all in his path. Every one of you knows the power of the UnknownWorld, but you also understand the importance of keeping it unknown. Not him—he’ll kill everyone he sees as a threat, put himself in power, and use each of you to enslave those he’s left alive.”
 
“He must have, what,” one of the Enforcers asked, not lowering his rifle, but not looking so keen on firing it right now either, “six-hundred men on those ships?”
 
“Not men. Vampires, both the elites that he keeps at his side, and Nosferatu, his cannon fodder—mindless killing machines.”
 
One of the Enforcers looked at the ships, the first one touching down as they watched, and then turned with wild eyes back to Valerie. 
 
“Screw this,” he said, and let out a three-shot burst that nearly hit her.
 
Valerie had expected this, so was already rolling out of the way before the shots went off. Still energized from the blood she’d had in the stairwell, she moved forward in a flash and push-kicked the man so his legs went out from under him. Mid-fall, she spun and roundhouse kicked him in the head so that he went flying off the side of the roof.
 
A second Enforcer was behind her and she heard his finger move on the trigger before she realized he was there—and then CRACK! The sniper shot from across the way sent the men sprawling in his blood on the roof. 
 
“As I said!” She had pulled out her two pistols, now aiming them at the others nearby, not wanting this to escalate further, but ready in case it did. She yelled out, hoping to change a few minds, “We have to work together. I am not your enemy.”
 
“If we don’t all work together,” Diego added, concern in every syllable as he stepped up beside her, “everything you know will be changed.”
 
“We’ve faced Vampires before,” an especially mean looking Were said. “Nosferatu or not, we can hold our own.”
 
Valerie nodded, “I don’t doubt that, at least, against the Vampires you’ve faced here. But my brother isn’t of the same blood. Both he and I were made by a man known as ‘the Duke’ in France. Our father is more powerful than anything you’ve ever seen… and we’re not far behind.”
 
“That so?” The mean Were smiled, began to undress, and said, “Prove it. You take me down, we’ll follow you—”
 
BAM! She was on him, pinning him to the floor even as he transformed into an albino wolf. He snarled and tried to bite her, but she just held him there with one hand as she drew her sword and placed the blade against his throat.
 
“You were saying?” She smirked, her eyes glowing red as she moved aside and let him transform back.
 
“Alright, point to you, but it wasn’t exactly fair.” He stood and turned from her to dress, then turned and leaped at her, transforming in mid-air.
 
She was too fast, and with a side-step and smack of the flat of her sword against his rear, she sent him sliding into a rooftop door, where he slammed into it with a thud.
 
“Might want to concede, Brant,” a Were with thick eyebrows and piercing, almost black eyes, said. “She beat you.”
 
The Were, Brant, bowed its head, and said, “Yes, Rico.”
 
Rico turned to Valerie, eyes narrowed as he considered her. “If your brother’s as tough as you, we’ll be at your side fighting him.”
 
“And when it’s over?” she asked. “This Commander Strake?”
 
Rico glared at the last few Enforcers on the roof, who looked at each other nervously as he approached. “We could be persuaded to find new allegiances. As for Strake, these little rat-asses will sell him out, for the right price.” He snatched one by the shoulder and shoved him toward Valerie. “Go ahead, ask away.”
 
A radio sound came from another, who’d turned and was speaking into his radio. “Backup, get the hell up here, now!”
 
Valerie was about to dart over there and chop off first the man’s hands for using the radio, and then his head, but a voice sounded over the radio, one she was happy to hear.
 
“Confirm that,” came Cammie’s voice, “we’re just about….” The roof door opened, banging the mean-looking Were in the back and causing him to jump out of the way. Out strolled Cammie. “…there. Oh, looks like we made it, but, sorry, we’re gonna go ahead and back the other side.”
 
She smiled wickedly at the Enforcer, then tossed him the radio she’d been using.
 
“The Weres downstairs?” Valerie asked.
 
“Either dead or on our side, but….” She glanced around at the other Weres, a look of regret on her face. “Sorry to say it, the number’s probably an even split.”
 
Rico nodded. “We all knew which side was paying us, and that there’d be a clash within the UnknownWorld eventually. Point is, we got a fight to get to, am I right?”
 
Valerie’s answer was to grab the Enforcer who stood nearby. She walked him, struggling and beating her arm, over to the edge of the roof. “We don’t have time to play around here.” She stared at him, firmly. “Where’d Strake go?”
 
The Enforcer looked about to swear at her, but when her grip loosened he said, “The three amigos, that’s what we call ‘em anyway. They got connections, they have a safe house or something, but I swear I don’t know where.”
 
“The three amigos?” Valerie asked. “What kinda stupid name is that?”
 
“Just… something we call the three head honchos, you know? The CEOs of the corporations.”
 
She looked back at the Were for help. “Now’d be a good time to fill me in, Rico.”
 
“Three corporations run Old Manhattan,” Rico said. “Rumor has it, our paychecks came from one of them. The Weres who were here because they were forced, through blackmail or other means, were rumored to be handled by one of the others. And the third, nobody really knows much about him.”
 
Considering this, she brought the Enforcer back onto the rooftop, took his weapon, and let him go.
 
“After the fight, will you be on my side or theirs?” She checked the rifle and put a round in the chamber, then made eye contact with Rico and waited for a response.
 
He stared for a long moment, and then said, “That all depends on how you handle yourself in the fight. Me, I was never here for the money or anything else other than the fact that it was the winning side. My loyalties are shallow, but if you prove to be someone worthy of an alliance, so be it. The others will follow.”
 
One glance around showed that he was right—the others looked at him like a loyal dog to its master.
 
“We came here to recruit an army,” Valerie said, ignoring the light pitter-patter of rain that had begun. “I’d hoped there would be less bloodshed, but we take what we can get, and it had to be done. For now, we have to leave Strake for another day.”
 
She walked over to Rico, held out her hand, and smiled.
 
“Let’s go kill my brother.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Enforcer HQ
 
The Were named Rico led them first to a detainment room, where he insisted the Enforcers be locked up.
 
“Can’t trust ‘em,” he said as they left the men behind and headed for the pod chamber.
 
Soon he opened a door to reveal a line of anti-gravity pods and a far wall that opened up like an airplane hangar.
 
But before stepping in, he turned to look Valerie in the eyes, his stare deep and intense.
 
“You’re the one then, the vampire everyone’s talking about?” He looked uncomfortable as he said this last part. “The Dark Messiah?”
 
“The Da… What? No!” She looked at Cammie and asked, “The one you told me about?”
 
Cammie stepped over and folded her arms across her chest nodding at Valerie, “Thing is, this one was only arriving in America from France when rumors of the Dark Messiah started, Rico. So, the unfortunate news for us is that there could be another very powerful vampire out there.”
 
“More powerful than me and my brother?” Valerie asked, looking between the two of them.
 
“There hasn’t been enough comparison to go off of,” Cammie shrugged her shoulders in acknowledgement.
 
“And it’s not possible this rumored one is your brother?” Rico asked.
 
“Not his style,” Valerie said. “He’d never go solo. Always has to have his bastard henchmen with him.”
 
“Well then, let’s just hope this other vampire prefers to avoid the big city.” Rico opened the hanger doors with a swipe of his card, and they entered. “Or if he does show up, that he doesn’t fight for the wrong side.”
 
The idea that there could be an even stronger vampire than herself out there certainly worried Valerie, but part of her said that it was impossible. Her father, the man who created her, he was the most powerful vampire she knew of aside from the legendary Yuko and Akio—but rumor had it they hadn’t left Asia in a long time.
 
If one of them did happen to be here, from what Valerie had heard about their no nonsense way of dealing with situations, she’d have to remember to be extremely polite.
 
Right now, all that mattered was stopping Donovan. Ensuring that devil in a dog's body never set foot inside of Old Manhattan and, if possible, that he never breathed another breath after this night.
 
They continued into the hangar and Valerie entered a pod with Cammie in the back and Rico driving. A couple of others were preparing, and at the doorway, just before taking off, Valerie saw Sandra come running in and clutch Diego tight in an embrace.
 
“I’d ask which way,” Rico said as they drove out into the rain filled sky and then rounded the building to see that several airships had landed and, judging by the sound of gunfire and smoke rising into the sky, the assault had begun.
 
“But that would be ridiculous,” he finished.
 
 
Old Manhattan, Eastern Edge
 
 
The sight as they crossed over the city walls and came upon the first wave of Nosferatu was discomforting. Some of the men and women from the ghettos were making a stand, even the drugged up ones, but they were quickly being taken down. Many were simply fleeing. Gusts of wind brought sheets of rain against the pod’s windows, making it hard to see a clear picture.
 
From what they could tell, there was a wall of police formed with riot gear. On one side of the street they were holding the Nosferatu off, but on the other side they were being overrun.
 
“Take us down there,” Valerie said, pointing to the side where the police were losing.
 
“And if they take us for part of the onslaught and shoot?” Cammie asked.
 
She had a good point, and if blood rage took over, Valerie didn’t want to accidentally kill any of the good guys.
 
“Fine, land close enough to where we can break off the attackers from the rest of my brother’s group. The cops should be able to handle that.” She watched the chaos as they descended. A realization hit her—they had to move fast, because this enemy wasn’t human. There’d be no blood to restore her should she need it. Well, unless she turned on her own side, and that wasn’t about to happen.
 
A glance back showed other pods following, and soon they were all descending into the chaos.
 
But Valerie couldn’t wait. When they were about twenty feet from the ground, she opened the door and leaped out, sword in one hand, rifle in the other, and began tearing a hole into the rear of the Nosferatu onslaught.
 
“Save some for us!” Cammie said, transforming as she leaped down to join Valerie.
 
“Just stay out of my way.” Valerie shot a three-round burst into three Nosferatu, two head shots and the third taking out a kneecap. She rolled toward them and came up with her sword to block an attack. She spun and took off two heads at once, then thrust to split the third’s head in two.
 
Already other Vampires and Weres were joining in the fight, new and old, and she motioned them onward toward the airships.
 
Royland leaped from the shadows, his Vampires behind him, and they swept through a group of Nosferatu in a swarm of darkness.
 
“Good of you to come,” Cammie called out, transforming back to human form long enough to give him a high-five between kills. Without breaking stride, she was a wolf again and was tearing out the throat of a Nosferatu who had nearly snuck up on Royland. 
 
Valerie had noticed the wink too, obviously meant just for him, as she took down another two at once with a leaping attack that brought her sword down through both of them. She looked back up to see Royland at wolf-Cammie’s side, the two fighting Nosferatu like it was a rehearsed dance.
 
Dammit! “It’s raining relationships,” she muttered to herself as she grabbed an arm that was reaching for her, ripping it off the body and then slicing off the head. For a moment she thought it’d be a good idea to beat one of the Nosferatu with the arm, but the morbidity of that made her gag slightly, so she simply threw it to knock an oncoming Nosferatu upside the head. That distracted the mindless vampire, and Valerie took advantage of the moment to try a new move she’d been thinking over. She swiped off the head with her sword, spun, and jump kicked the head so that it flew into another group about to attack Cammie and Royland.
 
“Thanks!” Royland said as Cammie moved in for the attack. He joined in a moment later, leaving Valerie to smirk at what she’d done. Okay, maybe a bit of morbidity could be fun.
 
A shadow darted from behind, causing her to startle and spin with sword at the ready.
 
Diego came running out from a side-street, three Nosferatu at his rear. He saw her and the sword, tilted his head in a question, and then jumped, turning around in mid-flight to take down his pursuers with a rain of bullets.
 
“Where’s Sandra?” Valerie asked as he landed his jump and joined her.
 
He motioned back up to one of the pods, still floating above. Sandra gave a wave from the front seat, where she was perched with her sniper rifle. Then she aimed and took out a Nosferatu.
 
“We just need to reach the—” Valerie started, but ducked as something flew through the air overhead and hit the pod with a massive explosion. “Merde!”
 
The pod was coming down, and the sniper rifle hit the ground beside them with a clang. 
 
Only seconds to act.
 
“Get ready!” Valerie yelled to Diego and watched as the pod, door open, was slipping in the air. She ran hard, keeping the pod in her sights and jumped on a wall, using it to jump one more time with everything she had—she was in the pod now, Sandra cursing as she was holding on to the seats in the slow spin. Valerie grabbed her friend and pulled her close. Gauging the distance, she jumped toward a grassy area, landing on two feet before swinging around to keep Sandra on top of her as the ground slammed into her back, hard. Behind them, the pod crashed into the street and went plowing into several of the Nosferatu.
 
BOOM! The pod exploded, flames reaching out to coat a few Nosferatu, their cries from the flames heard over continued minor explosions coming from the pod.
 
Valerie held Sandra tight, but a moment later Diego was there, helping the two to their feet and then pulling them to the side of a nearby building for cover.
 
More explosions, and more of the pods were coming down around them.
 
Valerie pushed herself off of the wall she’d been leaning on for support, and stumbled. That little feat had taken more out of her than she’d expected.
 
“We have to get to the ships, stop Donovan,” she said. “It’s the only way.”
 
“He’d still be on the ships?” Diego asked.
 
“That’s his way. Send in the Nosferatu first to do the dirty work, clear the way, then he moves in for the kill.”
 
“In that case, I don’t advise we wait him out.” Diego said, looking up at the ships in the night.
 
“You need energy,” Sandra said, stepping forward and holding out her wrist for Valerie. “Quick!”
 
Valerie looked from the wrist to Diego and hesitated. For some reason, around him it felt… wrong.
 
Diego nodded toward Sandra’s wrist. “You’re our only chance of stopping your brother. We can’t have you going up against him in this state.”
 
She breathed deep, gave Sandra an appreciative smile, and then clamped onto the wrist with her fangs. The blood was warm, pulsing, giving her life. It tasted sweet, like buttered yams, yet tangy, like rhubarb pie. 
 
A yelp from Sandra told her she’d had her fill, too much even, judging by the paleness of the woman’s face.
 
“Get her to safety,” Valerie told Diego. This time she took a step and felt her strength surging through every muscle, as if she could do anything she wanted. “I can’t be out there fighting to my fullest if I think she’s at risk.”
 
He was about to argue, but instead took Sandra in his arms and eyed Valerie, “Give him hell.”
 
“I certainly will,” Valerie said, and then grabbed her sword and was off, running past Nosferatu and cops, dead bodies of the druggies and others who had attempted to fight, and then to the ships. The rain pounded the ground around her, but she didn’t care—she even kind of liked it. She imagined the rain to be a million little minions, there to give her energy and help push her in this fight.
 
She thought she saw the silhouette of someone watching from the top of a nearby building, but when she looked again, the silhouette was gone. 
 
Probably just one of her brother’s scouts, she told herself.
 
The best route to the ships seemed to be a leap from a building, so she climbed. With each step she moved faster, until soon she was leaping from one ledge to the next, jumping on a fire escape, and then shimmying up a drain pipe. It was as if nothing could stop her, and then she was on the top of a building, and she ran... and jumped.
 
For what seemed like minutes, but was more likely a second at most, she was airborne. The wind pushed back her hair and purple jacket, and then she was landing, rolling across the deck of a ship.
 
“Is that my little sister I see?” a voice called from another ship, two over. “Welcome to the party, too bad you can’t stay.”
 
KA-BOOM! The larger ship had fired on this one, and hit dead on. The ship quaked and then was falling, so Valerie had to run and use more of her energy than she’d wanted to by this point.
 
With a giant leap she was off the ship, airborne and coming onto the next one—only, she was too high and landed on the blimp. It gave slightly beneath her, and then she was falling, sliding off of its edge. Her fingernails grew to claws and she scrambled across the slick balloon, each handhold giving way slightly as her claws made small holes and air escaped.
 
It was collapsing around her, but again she leaped. 
 
But it wasn’t high enough—the lack of air in the blimp had given her an uneven surface to jump from, so she missed her mark and was falling past the ship she’d seen her brother on.
 
The ground was coming up fast, cement riddled with potholes.
 
“This is going to hurt!” She cringed as she prepared for impact—but noticed something flash by… rope? She hit another rope, then realized what was happening and reached out and grabbed the next one, pulling herself out of the fall in spite of the burning of the flesh on her hands.
 
She was lucky Vampires healed, because if her hand still been burnt from when she’d arrived and it had been in the daylight, there would have been no way she could have held onto this rope.
 
The rope swayed, she was riding it and realized this must be one of the ropes the Vampires had used to climb down and command the wave of Nosferatu. And if they’d used them to climb down, she could use them to climb up. 
 
And so she did, with pain throbbing and burning from torn flesh, she climbed hand-over-hand. The ropes were slick from the rain, but she was strong and her grip fierce. Soon, she was at the ship’s edge, where she threw herself over the railing to land with a thump on the deck.
 
“Stepping foot on a ship without the captain’s permission?” Donovan asked, stepping over her. His best warriors stood at his side, some snarling in hatred, others leering at her, probably thinking how stupid of a move this was on her part.
 
At the moment, lying there very winded, with hands so hurt she was sure squeezing a trigger or even gripping her sword would be excruciating, she had to agree. 
 
This was not her brightest moment.
 
“You can’t do this,” she told Donovan. The rain began to fall at a forty-five-degree angle, hitting Donovan and his warriors in the backs but spraying her in the face. She sat to talk, but Donovan kicked her, sending her back to the floor, groaning in pain.
 
“Remember your place, sis.” He said, leaning over her. “It’s on your back, in the water, about to die. Let’s go ahead and help facilitate that last part.” He stood straight and smiled, then turned around, calling over his shoulder as he stepped away, “Help yourselves, boys.”
 
The Vampires surged in on her with kicks and punches. She rolled into a ball and wanted to scream as each blow sent new shockwaves of pain through her. One stomped on her already injured hand, then another landed a punch on her unprotected face.
 
She was back at that French city, destroyed by her brother, sewage water and all… and she almost thought it would end that way.
 
She remembered how Sandra had come for her, risking her own life to save Valerie. And now there were others—Diego, Royland, Cammie, everyone who was relying on her. They were out there doing their parts to rid the city of Donovan and his murderous Vampires, but if she failed right here, so would they…
 
FUCK. THAT.
 
She screamed and caught hold of the next leg that came her way, tearing at it with her claws, and then pulling so that she could lunge and throw her weight into the vampire’s knee cap. He fell, screaming, but she wasn’t done. As she rolled across him and out of the barrage of attacks, she landed an elbow to his throat and groin simultaneously.
 
One of the Vampires had recovered from shock and came after Valerie with a stomp—Valerie rolled aside and let the stomp connect with the other Vampires sternum. A loud crack meant something was broken. 
 
One vampire out of the way.
 
But the others had turned now too, and several were pulling knives, others guns—and one motherfucker even had Valerie’s own sword.
 
Hell no.
 
She gnashed her teeth and glared through the red glow that was coming from her eyes. Her fangs were growing longer than she’d ever felt, adrenaline coursing throughout her body.
 
But that didn’t stop the gunshots as she charged, or the sword aimed at her chest—no, she knew it before she even made contact… this was the moment she would die.
 
And then the rain seemed to stop, everything was silent, and everyone seemed frozen in space as a black shadow appeared with a flash of darkness so fast Valerie could barely tell what was happening. She was out of harm’s way and at least two of the Vampires were down, heads removed from their torsos.
 
“What the hell?” the one holding her sword yelled as the rain returned.
 
Out of the corner of her eyes, Valerie saw another flash of darkness, and then the sword was flying through the air, back into Valerie’s hands—though it stung like a bitch to catch it—and the vampire was a bloody mess on the deck of the ship.
 
“ENOUGH!” Donovan shouted. He’d been walking away, but now stood at the helm of the ship, rain drenched, and staring through his own red, glowing eyes in the direction just past Valerie’s left shoulder.
 
She turned, slowly, and then saw the shadow—or rather, a man in a black trenchcoat, shaved head bowed, hand clenching and unclenching as if he was ready for more blood. When he slowly raised his head to look up at them, his red eyes piercing the night there was no question in Valerie’s mind.
 
“The Dark Messiah,” she whispered.
 
The newcomer turned his gaze at her, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully and nodded. “That’s not distasteful. You may call me that.” He looked back up at Donovan,
 
“… though most call me Michael.” His cold voice chilled Valerie, and she wasn’t the one he was looking at.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Donovan took a step back. 
 
One of the Vampires remaining didn’t wait to see what would happen next, but simply ran and flung himself from the ship.
 
“There...” Donovan looked around in concern, then whispered with eyes wide, “there is no Michael. If you’re the Michael, that Michael, you’ve been gone for…?”
 
Michael raised an eyebrow, “Much too long... yes?” he smiled, though it wasn’t a smile that reached his eyes. 
 
No, it was only a smile wide enough to reveal his fangs. “And at long last,” he opened his arms wide, his eyes 
red. “Your Savior has returned.”
 
“This isn’t your fight!” Donovan screamed, his hand moved toward the pistol at his waist, but before he could even touch it, Michael had him lifted up in the air, feet kicking. Michael’s hand clamped around the younger vampire’s throat.
 
Michael’s hand choked Donovan, who was struggling futilely to loosen the claws in his neck, “Then do not make me decide its outcome with your stupidity!” Michael snarled. He released with a shove and Donovan stumbled back, grasping his throat and coughing. 
 
Michael walked to the side before turning back around. Gesturing to Valerie, “This is not my fight I think. Rather, I believe,” he looked first to Donovan, then to Valerie, “that justice is calling for this fight to occur. Who am I to take justice away from those who need it? This fight is between the two of you. But I’ve been watching… Valerie, is it?” He asked, the voice demanding yet gentle when he spoke to her.
 
She nodded, her chest thumping and head swimming. Was the Michael really addressing her?
 
“I find you to be honorable,” Michael said before turning to look Donovan up and down. “You, who’d stand behind, while your minions attack her? You are dishonorable.”
 
“So what, you’re some sort of judge, is that it?” Donovan asked, spittle flying in his rage. “I won’t have it!”
 
“You’ll have whatever I tell you... boy.” Michael crossed his arms over his chest, weighing each of them with a calculating gaze. “You will fight, fair. To the winner go the spoils.”
 
“Whoever wins, whatever the case, you accept the outcome?” Donovan jumped at this opening. “You won’t kill me if I—”
 
Michael shook his head, the movement causing water drops to fly off of his head. “I never promised that. But I won’t kill you now. After it’s over, if you’re still alive? Then we will talk.”
 
Donovan turned to Valerie with a smirk and reached for his pistol a second time. 
 
“If you dare use that,” Michael told him conversationally, Donovan stopping in mid pull, “I will cut off the arm myself and you will then be down to one arm in this fight. That was your only warning. Toss it over the side.” 
 
Michael walked around and reached out to grab one of the Vampires watching, who was holding a pistol behind his back. He lifted the Vampire up into the air, the vampire kicking, struggling to break Michael’s hold.
 
“The fight will be fair,” Michael told them all as they watched him hold the struggling one. “No weapons, simply brother,” he nodded to Donovan, “to sister,” he nodded to Valerie. Michael turned to speak to the Vampire he was holding, “You apparently don’t believe in fair?” Michael shrugged and casually tossed the now screaming Vampire over the side.
 
“May we begin?” Valerie asked, doing her best to keep her voice steady.
 
She turned her sword over and drove it into the deck, knowing Michael wouldn’t allow her to use it. There was no point in prolonging this, and she’d been itching for the opportunity to go one-on-one with Donovan for a lot longer than she’d realized.
 
Michael lifted one hand in the air, gave them each a look, and brought it down, “Begin!”
The other Vampires who had survived quickly moved to the edge of the ship and out of the way, sneaking glances at Michael as they did this. Apparently, they didn’t trust that his apparent focus on the fighters meant he didn’t know what they were doing. 
 
Donovan and Valerie charged each other. There was no circling, sizing the other up—they’d had plenty of years to do that. No, this was a clash of titans, and when the two met in the middle, rain pouring down on them and Michael’s judging glare ensuring no foul play entered the fight, there was no doubt to those watching this would be one of the greatest fights they had ever witnessed.
 
The two moved like a blur, so fast that even the rain could barely touch them. Coats billowed out behind them, twisting and cracking with their moves.
 
Valerie dodged under a strike and brought her fist into his ribs with a crack that meant she’d broken it. He snarled and brought down his elbow across her jaw, which sent a ringing in her ears like she’d yet to experience.
 
Then he came at her with another punch. She took it in the shoulder, rolled with it, and twisted the arm so that he had to jump and flip to avoid it breaking. He maneuvered out of the hold and brought his foot down on her knee, but she turned with it so that the strike, while it hurt like hell, didn’t break anything.
 
Water splashed on the deck as she rolled away, then stood to block a swipe of Donovan’s claws with an open palm. She cringed at the pain of that, wishing she’d had time to heal before having to fight for her life. But now wasn’t the time for wishing—it was the time for action. It was the time to bring everything she had, her response to all of the evil deeds Donovan had committed in his self-centered disturbing life-time.
 
His next strikes were like flashes of lighting, strong, penetrating her chest, causing such damage she spat up blood, but she didn’t lose focus, and in the split-second where he paused for what he thought would be a killing blow, she moved in.
 
Now it was her turn, and she showed no mercy. 
 
First was an uppercut to his groin, and then she went for the legs, taking him down so that she could dig her claws into his midsection and fling herself up to where she had him pinned down. This was no ground-and-pound though; this was a ground-and-claw-the-fuck-out-of-him. 
 
Her claws were burning with the resistance as with swipe after swipe she tore at his flesh. First in the face so that the blood was running into his eyes and he couldn’t see, and then at the chest as she alternated between slamming his head back into the deck and clawing.
 
He was screaming now, arms flailing as he tried to get at her, but she was too quick. She’d move an arm aside, claw, slam an elbow into his face, push the next attack off so it went inches by her face, and then do it again. Until, when she finally saw the opening she was looking for, her hand darted past his defenses and tore his throat out.
 
Blood was everywhere, and he was convulsing, still swinging for her. She knew this might not kill him, not one of his strength, but it was enough to get him damned close.
 
What she didn’t count on was the bloodrage combined with panic, and the extra strength and speed that would give him. Even as he clung to his open throat, he tossed her off and somehow managed to get behind her, his arms wrapped around her throat, squeezing.
 
She thought her head would pop off, and suddenly realized that with his strength, that could quickly become a reality.
 
Fighting to tuck her chin and gain a couple more seconds, she reached back and dug the claws of her thumbs into his eye sockets until she heard them pop. Warm blood was coursing down the back of her neck, matting in her hair, and she sure as hell hoped it was his. 
 
But he wasn’t releasing her!
 
He was screaming in pain, thrashing around, and she was seeing bright spots in the darkness. With the smallest amount of hope she looked to Michael, but he was still watching, judging.
 
And waiting.
 
Her mouth compressed, she wouldn’t let Sandra down. She wouldn’t let any of those below her, down.
 
Giving up trying to protect herself or her throat, she arched back, reached behind herself, and wrapped one arm up and under Donovan’s neck. With the other arm she reached over the top of Donovan, and then she used every ounce of her energy to throw herself and him forward, twisting as she did so.
 
His screams turned into a sudden gulp and then, as she twisted, a gasp of disbelief—he was flying through the air and before he had landed, she had snapped his neck. He fell to the deck and tried to move, but couldn’t.
 
In other circumstances she might have found it gruesome or disgusting, but now? 
 
It was pitiful.
 
She looked to Michael, feeling like she might collapse, but he simply motioned to Donovan’s twitching body and told her, “Justice has spoken.”
 
With a heavy nod, she stumbled forward, then stopped to look from her sword still stuck in the deck, then back to Michael.
 
“For this, the use of your sword is permitted,” he answered her question.
 
She pulled the sword out, not even caring that the act of holding this thing felt like gripping burning coals. In a way it was great—it reminded her she was still alive.
 
There was a moment, a brief moment, while she stood there with sword raised, where she wondered what life might have been like with a real brother. A brother that loved her, cared for her. 
 
Real parents… not some father who she called father simply because he had made her into a vampire.
 
The moment didn’t last long, because neither had the dream. She brought the sword down, swift, knowing that Sandra and the others were her family now. 
 
A family of made up of loyalty and love.
 
Donovan’s head rolled away from his body and came to a stop a few feet away.
 
It was over.
 
She dropped to her knees, weak.
 

The moments that followed Donovan’s death seemed an eternity. Valerie was vaguely aware of the rain slowing to a drizzle as it hit her back, then fading to nothing more than a light mist. Vampires who had fought for Donovan were fleeing the ship, and all the while Michael stood there, the Dark Messiah, watching her.
 
“What… now?” she asked, barely able to get the words out, the water dripping off her hair to the deck of the ship.
 
“You fought bravely, and acted with courage and Honor,” Michael told her. He approached her, and she felt a warmth go through her body at his touch. When he pulled her up, she stood without difficulty, the exhaustion seemed to vanish. But then she blinked and it was back—no, it hadn’t gone, she realized. It was only her amazement at being so close to a myth of her kind that provided her energy.
 
“I… I never wanted to kill like that,” she admitted.
 
“And yet, you will likely have to, for me.” He held out his wrist. “Drink.”
 
“What?” The action caught her so off-guard, she almost didn’t even comprehend the words coming out of his mouth.
 
“You will no longer have to fear the sun, Valerie.” He pulled her close, moving the bloodied hair away from her face in a gentle motion she would never have imagined was possible coming from him.
 
“I am a vampire, of course—”
 
“No, not just any vampire. From now on, you are my vampire.” He stared at her a moment longer, then asked, “Your father, the Duke. He won’t stop here, will he?”
 
“He—”
 
“Yes, as I suspected.” Michael nodded as if he understood something he hadn’t just seconds before.
 
It hit her, the realization that he could read minds, and again he smiled.
 
“You have a quick mind, you may learn to do this,” he touched the side of his head, “in time. Though the power I am about to give you manifests in many different ways. One thing it will change -- it will allow you to walk in the light, and that is necessary for you to continue your battle here in America.”
 
“Against the hunters?” She asked him, still trying to catch up to what was going on.
 
“Those yes. And now there are other Vampires, Donovan’s followers, who you will hunt down.”
 
“But you?” She shook her head, not understanding. “You’re here, or returned, now. Certainly you can do it?”
 
“I’ve been doing my part, because I didn’t know I’d have a worthy champion here to do it for me,” he told her. “But I’m needed in Europe. This Duke you speak of, or rather, think of, you can rest assured he’ll be getting a visit from me shortly. Then, it’s time I cleaned up the rest of Europe.”
 
“And what? I’ll be like... your enforcer, an enforcer for justice?” She asked, the question written plainly on her face.
 
His smile reached his eyes, “Yes, I like the sound of that. Use your police friend, yes, I’ve seen him too, and put this city back in order. Remove the Peace Enforcers, as they call themselves, and take on the title for yourself, so it means something true and honorable. You will be the first of my Justice Enforcers.” He looked down over the side of the ship. “Though you won’t be the last.”
 
She stared up at him, so amazed with everything that was happening right now. This was the vampire everyone spoke of, the father of Bethany Anne and the Vampires of old. Myth formed into reality. He was holding her in his arms, telling her to drink of his blood, so that she could walk in the daylight…. 
 
Walk in the daylight! 
 
She laughed—the thought of that had seemed like a children’s story, a myth, just minutes ago.
 
“Do you accept my charge, young Valerie?” he asked.
 
She nodded, and so he again held up his wrist. “Then by my blood, on your oath, you are the first of my Justice Enforcers, Valerie.” He nodded to his wrist. “Drink.”
 
It seemed almost sacrilegious, wrong on so many levels, but he said it was right, so she trusted him, on faith. 
 
She leaned in and pressed her lips to his skin, then felt an ecstasy as her fangs pierced his skin. 
 
And oh God, the way his blood felt as it filled her mouth. Her eyes rolled back as her limbs filled with warmth and her injuries healed. A moan escaped her lips and she pulled his arm to her mouth so she wouldn’t miss a drop.
 
Then he was pulling away, and as she watched it leave with longing, his skin healed.
 
“Come,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her to the edge of the ship before they looked down. “The rebuilding must start immediately.”
 
They looked out over the lights of the city, fires scattered about where the fighting had been going. All of Donovan’s fighters must have gotten word of his death and fled, because there was no sign of them, but her fighters, Weres, Vampires, and a couple policemen, were gathering below the ship, looking up at her with curiosity. That’s when she realized that she never would have been able to see their expressions this clearly before. 
 
Michael’s blood was working miracles.
 
She turned to him, his bald head reflecting the flames in the night. “Will I really be able to walk in the sunlight? Lie under it’s warm touch?”
 
“When the sun rises today, have faith.” He sighed and looked at her. “There’s a lot for you to learn about our kind, some now, some in days and years to come.”
 
“I’m ready,” Valerie whispered into the night.
 
“I know you think you are. And as the world rebuilds, you will help it along the way and when the time is right, I’ll tell you all I know. But for now, just realize that we are so much more than the stories would have you and humans believe. There’s a whole other side to this Vampire and Were existence.”
 
“You're talking about what, the origin of Vampires?”
 
“The origin, and the makeup of... yes.” He looked at her for a long moment, then turned to look up into the night sky. “What if I told you I was the first vampire, and it wasn’t by choice? That I entered a strange spacecraft somewhere after 600 A.D., thinking I was going to die inside it, I fought to get out. But when I emerged, I had become this,” he waved a hand up and down, pointing at himself, “A vampire, if you must.”
 
“What, like an alien craft?” She almost laughed. “You have got to be shitting me.”
 
“Watch your mouth,” he said, then smiled as if it was an inside joke. “Would aliens be any less fathomable than creatures of the night, being formed by, as legends would have it, Satan? Tell me, do you feel right now that you are connected to the embodiment of evil?” He assessed her, then shook his head. “I didn't think so. And that's because evil had nothing to do with your creation, or mine.”
 
He looked around the city, “We are no more evil than our decisions. Is there a Satan? I do not know, but our condition doesn't affect our morality any more than it would a normal man or woman walking the streets down below.”
 
She stared at him, then slowly let her eyes drift up to the heavens. 
 
The idea that there might have once been aliens, or still were, and that's what created Vampires… it was a little hard to believe.
 
After a moment of silence, he said, “Is there anything you want me to tell your father?”
 
She jerked her head back to him, “You’re going to him now? Leaving now?”
 
He nodded. “America has you, Europe needs me.”
 
She thought about his question, then shook her head. “I’ve seen his ways, and I know what you must do. Tell him to change, to join us. And if he doesn’t… or let’s be real, when he doesn’t. Well then, he’s not my father and I’ll not shed a tear when Justice comes calling for him.”
 
Michael nodded once, slowly. “You have my word.” He turned to go, and but stopped and told her, “One day, I’ll call on you. I hope that by then you have taken care of this hunting business. I can’t stand to see my children treated this way. Finally, I wanted to say,” he nodded his head toward the dead body of her brother, “I could sense the strength in each of you. There was never any possibility Donovan could have won.” He pursed his lips, as if a question was inside his mind and then answered it aloud, “Bethany Anne would approve of you.”
 
With that, Michael was gone.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Enforcer HQ – New York City State
 
“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” Royland asked as they all walked up the stairs. They’d returned to Enforcer HQ, and she’d briefed everyone on what had happened and what was going to happen next.
 
“As I said, he just kinda… vanished.” Valerie opened the doors to the rooftop and stepped out, Royland, Sandra, Diego, and Cammie behind her. Wallace and his new friend, Ella, along with Peterson, Rico, and the rest were downstairs, putting finishing touches on the wrap up of the night’s violence. 
 
The sky was going from black to dark blue, while purple touched the clouds in the distance and a sliver of red was just visible on the horizon, over the ocean.
 
“I didn’t know we could do that,” Royland said with a look of concentration, “just… vanish.”
 
“Maybe we can’t, not all of us,” Valerie explained. “But there’s something about energy, I feel it differently after he gave me his blood. Who knows…?”
 
“And this building, we’re really making it ours?” Sandra asked. “I mean, the word Enforcers holds so much negativity.”
 
Valerie looked out over the city. “Exactly why we’re going to keep it and make it our own.” Valerie held onto the railing and breathed in the fresh morning air, a hint of salt carried in from the water. “We can’t let our history or our fears dictate who we are or what we’re to become.”
 
The red light on the horizon grew into pink, and the sky turned red and then, slowly, yellow.
 
“I… better be going,” Royland said, walking back into the stairwell. “You’re sure about this?”
 
“I’m sure,” she said, and closed her eyes, eyes outstretched as she welcomed the warm sunlight which enveloped her in it’s caressing embrace. Sandra put out a hand to hold hers, and she knew Diego had an arm around Sandra.
 
Valerie opened her eyes to see the sun had indeed risen, and she was still alive. 
 
Unharmed.
 
Cammie was staring at her, wide-eyed with disbelief.
 
“Brief the others,” Valerie told them, a look of determination on her face. Dropping her arms and gripping her sword at her side, she turned to walk toward the stairs to descend into the building, “We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
 
 
 
FINIS
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Author Notes - Justin Sloan
 
Written December 1st, 2016
 
 
When I first thought of reaching out to Michael Anderle, I thought it made sense - he was writing military and vampires, I had been in the military and, while not a vampire, had also written about vampires (as well as ghosts, zombies, and werewolves). 
 
We were almost done with our first book that I told my buddy Michael-Scott Earle that it was partially because of him, since he'd planted the idea in my head, to which he replied "No, it's because you had the balls to ask him." 
 
I think that's when it hit me - my partnership with Michael Anderle was more than just another adventure in my publishing life, it was about to become something humongous. 
 
To give you a bit of background: I wrote at Telltale Games for two years, on such properties as Walking Dead: Michonne, Minecraft, Tales from the Borderlands, and Game of Thrones. I tell you this because, at the time, working on Game of Thrones was a dream come true. 
 
I'd started writing in the first place because I loved those books and wanted to attempt to write more like that - this led to my first book ever, which, after years of revision, became Land of Gods. 
 
But then my writing evolved. Actually, the series evolved as well, to the point that book three has something very similar to the paranormal genre going on, and the rumored book four (yes, I'm working on it) deals with time travel and ties into a planned urban fantasy. I wrote a screenplay about a werewolf turned superhero, and a short story about King Arthur as a vampire. 
 
So yeah, the paranormal blood was running deep at this point. And it wasn't like I just stumbled across it. My first love of vampires came from the movie Interview with a Vampire -- who can't love the dark sexiness of that story? Tom Cruise's best role, for sure. 
 
And then I started to see a trend in film and books, after watching John Wick. A lot of stories are trending away from the Indiana Jones style hero who fails over and over again in order to succeed, and instead are going for the character that keeps kicking butt in an awesome and enjoyable way. Of course John Wick was faced with challenges, and had his down moments, but overall there wasn't any doubt that he was going to kick butt and continue kicking butt until, at the end of the story, he came out victorious. 
 
I see this in Michael's creation with The Kurtherian Gambit Series and Bethany Anne. His readers love it, as you can tell by the hundreds of reviews each book receives. They say over and over that it's "enjoyable," and that they love the characters Michael has created. 
 
Who wouldn't jump at the opportunity to write for these amazing fans, and hopefully bring in some new ones? 
 
I'm loving it. Working with Michael has been the breath of fresh air that I have been looking for since I started as a writer. He's fun to work with, passionate about stories, and knows what his audience wants. I'm honored to jump on the ride. 
 
With all of that, I give you Valerie's story in Justice is Calling - a story about the vampires after the fall of the world, and how they must work to reclaim honor. This is a world where Bethany Anne and Michael, the legendary vampires from before the collapse, are long gone. Were they ever real to begin with? 
 
That's where this story started -- with the idea that there's one vampire who realizes the way they're doing things is wrong, and takes a stand. She'll see honor reclaimed, and, as you read at the end of the book, becomes Michael's Justice Enforcer. How cool, right? When Michael Anderle said we could bring his character Michael into the end of this story, I think I was ready to pee my pants in excitement. I certainly hope you enjoyed it as much as I did!
 
Don't worry, there's plenty more where that came from. We're already into book two, and book three and four won't be far behind. Keep reading, keep being awesome and supporting us indie authors, and we'll keep putting our hearts and souls into these books for you. 



Author Notes - Michael Anderle
 
Written December 3, 2016
 
 
As always, can I say with a HUGE amount of appreciation how much it means to me that you not only read this book, but you are reading these notes as well?  
 
About two to three months ago, Justin approached me on FB in chat and asked if I would be up to a collaboration?
 
Well, I’d been considering doing some collaborations because there is SO MUCH in the series and the timeline, the world, the characters that I can’t possibly get to in time that I had already been considering asking a handful to do jump on with me.
 
Now, this is obviously past when Paul C. Middleton and I first did our Boris Chronicles collaboration, and after Kat Lind suggested that I talk with J.L. Hendricks about possibly doing something in the Romance Genre with some of the characters.
 
All of these things and a couple of others were percolating in my mind, and he pops up.
 
I’ve known Justin for a handful of months, now.  He came into the 20BooksTo50k group, and I’d been a guest on his podcast with Kevin Tumlinson a couple of months back.
 
So, the relationship was there, the trust was there, and I had an itch I wanted to scratch.  
 
That itch? Hacking success for both of us.  
 
Marketing is hard.  Marketing for Indie Writers is DAMNED hard.  Justin already has out many books, in many genres (arguably why he is having a more difficult time, but that is probably a ‘too inside baseball’ discussion for these notes.)  Needless to say, would all of these hacking success ideas I’m wondering about work?  Would helping him, promoting him based on what I had learned working with Paul C. Middleton improve his sales and move him beyond due to learning anything from working with me?
 
I wanted to find out.
 
Now, I’m a rather non-pushy guy unless I think I KNOW something.  If I feel I know it, then I’m a lot more aggressive with my opinion.
 
But, do I know anything about this writing or am I just damned lucky?  If you look at my success, one could argue it was the result of the stars aligning exactly the right way, and it isn’t reproducible for anyone else.
 
Now, Justin has some serious street cred.  He has worked at some huge companies writing for games (on Game of Thrones, no less) and other well-known content.  Further, he has sold a movie script he has done with Sean Platt, and his Minecraft series he is doing with another couple of collaborators has been picked up in France (go Foreign Rights!).
 
Did I have anything in my way, this weird concoction of writing where I toss out some of the rules (or let’s be honest, break rules because I didn’t know they existed in the first place) that would help HIM do better?
 
In short, is my method of writing teachable and more importantly profitable for someone other than me?
 
Hmmmmm…. Seems like a challenge.  So, I agreed.
 
Then Justin and I talked…and talked…and discussed (and probably cussed, once or twice) as I explained the how and why I choose to write the way I do.  
 
Now, we are finished with the first book born of our collaboration.  I have a lot of editing in this book that I’m proud of, but more than that, I am excited by what Justin has written.  The characters he came up with, and where the many, many conversations we had went to create this story.
 
Will you, the fans like it?  Did we do well writing and editing the story so that it seems one voice?  Did you have a couple of moments (I did…sorry!) where there might have been a tear in the eye, a chuckle that escaped your lips?
 
I sure hope so!
 
I’m ready to see what Valerie and her team does next.  All I know for sure?
 
In Claimed By Honor (book 02), Valerie is going to kick some more ass.
 
Because look out, New York. You have a day-walking Vampire living among you.
 
THANK YOU ALL!
 
Michael Anderle




 
 
HOUNDS OF GOD: SAMPLE
 
You are the Hounds of God. Through your deeds, all sins will be corrected, all wrongs righted, and the evildoers of the world will cower in fear at your feet.
- The Way of Light, A Manifesto,
Page 259: Section C.
 
 
Katherine pulled her dusty leather jacket to fend off the cold wind’s bite, mind racing at the possibilities of what they’d find in these mountains. A cure? More clues? As long as it wasn’t simply another dead end, she’d accept anything. 
 
With each leap over rocks and along the mountain path, she became increasingly annoyed at the bounce of her ponytail. One of these days, she’d just shave it all off and be done with it. She liked to tell herself it didn’t matter what Danny would think if she did, but she often found herself taking the extra minute each morning to look her best, even if she knew they’d be searching freezing mountains for hidden caverns—as they were this day. 
 
Searching, and probably ending up disappointed—again. 
 
The years had been a mixture of hope and defeat. Nine years of looking for answers as to why she’d become a werewolf. Nine years of hoping to find a cure, but always coming up empty-handed. She had only two companions left at this point—Babur and Danny. During their search, they’d found myths of wolf spirits taking over one’s body, and of Native Americans who had called upon these spirits for help. So far, they’d dismissed the European stories of villagers transforming in the night to fight off the evil witches, or going into Hell to keep the demons at bay—they had to draw the line somewhere between plausible and ridiculous. 
 
In these days of the internet, there was no shortage of stories and theories. Yet, in all their searches, they hadn’t come across anything regarding the cure she longed for. The myths were their best bet, and they had led them to the mountains of Washington State. 
 
She slowed at a fallen tree she’d noted earlier as a marker, smiling to see Danny crouching nearby and inspecting the area. His tan leather jacket was covered with dust, and a layer of sweat shone from his forehead. 
 
When he turned to grin up at her, his white teeth gleamed in the dim light of dusk. 
 
“You found it?” he asked.
 
“I found something.” 
 
She motioned for him to keep up as she led him back to the small cave she had discovered. This could be it, she thought, as he knelt down and kicked at the clods of dirt that blocked the entrance. They broke apart to reveal stone steps leading down, chipped and worn. 
 
“You think it’s down there?” he asked. She could tell he was trying to keep the hope out of his voice. Like her, he’d been disappointed many times, too.
 
“There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
She tested the first step, gingerly putting her weight on it until she was sure it wouldn’t give way. The steps were sturdy, carved directly into the large rock surface below them. They each pulled flashlights from their packs, and she led the way as they descended.
 
At the bottom of the stairs, they found a large room. Shelves were carved into the walls, holding clay pots and dried herbs. 
 
“Nice work,” Danny said, looking up at a faded mural on the wall. 
 
Katherine came over, shining her light to better see the mural. It appeared to be a man cowering before a giant wolf. Her hands felt suddenly clammy, her heart thumping so loudly it seemed to echo off the walls. 
 
“Don’t get your hopes up,” Danny said with a glance her way. “You always do.”
 
“And one of these days, it’ll be for the right reason,” she said, her finger brushing the stone wall of the mural. “There’s got to be something here.”
 
The rest of the room held more stone walls and murals in a small circle. The familiar frustration of this being only one more dead end of many was rising, and she began wondering if she would ever find the answers she needed. 
 
Danny’s voice broke through her dismal thoughts. “Over here.”
 
He was kneeling next to one of the ledges. At its base, he had moved aside a large stone to reveal a tunnel just wide enough for a person to crawl through. 
 
“You’ve gotta be kidding,” Katherine said. “I’m not crawling through that.”
 
“Well, I’ll holler back when I’ve found the cure, then,” Danny said as he dropped to his belly. He pushed his pack ahead of him and scooted forward, soon disappearing into the tunnel. 
 
Katherine stood there, thinking how stupid she would have to be to follow him, but also how much she’d regret not going. With a silent curse, she dropped to her belly and scooted in after him. Darkness surrounded her, except for the dim light of his flashlight bobbing ahead. She held hers in front of her, and the sight of the stone tunnel so close around her was almost worse than the darkness. It reminded her of an MRI machine, or maybe a casket.
 
 She pushed that thought aside as quickly as possible. 
 
Darkness didn’t usually make her uneasy. When the sun set, she could see better than others, move faster, and have an advantage on any opponent out there—man or werewolf. Trapped in the dark of the tunnel, her memories came rushing back: horrible images flashing across her mind of that morning long ago when she’d found her parents dead. That had been her first transformation. She’d wanted to throw her life away, but then Danny had come along with the rest of Aldrick’s pack, and Aldrick had taught her that her curse could be a blessing. She had a duty, as they all did, to use their powers to stop evil in the world. 
 
And then a man they called “Hunter” had attacked Aldrick and shattered everything Katherine had begun to believe in. The house had caught fire during the fight, and Aldrick had died in the flames. Aldrick’s werewolves had parted ways that wet, cold morning, and she was glad Danny had sided with her instead of the traitor, Gregor, and his pack.
 
Danny’s light vanished ahead. 
 
“Danny?” she asked. 
 
“You’re almost there,” he said, his face appearing not far off, the light aimed at himself. “Come on, you got it.”
 
She reached him, and he helped her down the small drop-off. When she was back on her feet, she gathered her nerves and breathed deeply, reminding herself she wasn’t trapped, she was going to find the cure. She hoped. 
 
It appeared they were now in some sort of inner chamber. They walked its perimeter, the circle of wall reaching up to form a dome over their heads. Immense marble columns loomed at six points along the walls. 
 
Danny was at a large, crumbled rock that may have once been a throne. He dropped his pack and looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “It’s like the New Mexico caverns, the crypts of Louisiana….”
 
“Don’t say it,” she said, desperately searching for any sign that they were in the right place.
 
“It’s all dead ends, Kat.” He approached the center of the room, holding his light up to better see the dome above, and nearly tripped on something at his feet. 
 
“What’s that?” she asked, walking over to take a look. She knelt beside a low circle of rocks. It was shaped like a well, but the stone surface of its floor wasn’t far down. Curious, she traced it with her fingers, then noticed a layer of dust covering an engraving beneath. She brushed aside the dust with the palm of her hand, and her heart skipped a beat. “The star.” 
 
“It could be any star,” Danny said, but his voice betrayed his hope. 
 
“This time, it’s different.” 
 
He knelt next to her, putting a hand on hers. She felt a chill run up her arm. “And if it’s not?” 
 
“Let’s just see,” she said. 
 
She put her hand on the star in the center of the stone well, then pushed. It wasn’t solid, not completely. She knocked—hollow. 
 
Even Danny’s eyes were shining with excitement now. 
 
“Should we get back to Babur?” he asked. 
 
“Not until we know it’s actually something.” 
 
She stood and kicked at the star. It broke away, nearly taking her with it, but Danny caught her. They looked into the darkness below, hearing the rocks clatter at the bottom. 
 
“The rope,” Danny said, going to his pack. 
 
He secured the rope to one of the marble pillars, and they lowered themselves through the hole. Below, the hole expanded into a room of darkness that, when they shone their flashlights around, appeared to be a vast chamber.
 
“The natives worshiped here?” she said, thinking how horrible it would be to come down into this darkness more than once. 
 
Danny reached the bottom and held the rope steady for her to dismount, then turned with his light to take a look around. Something ahead glistened in its beam. As they approached, they saw a glow, rippling and reflecting on the cave ceiling. An underground pool of water. 
 
For a moment they stood, staring at the water. 
 
“So much for your cure,” Danny said. “Sometimes, you have to know when to quit.”
 
He turned to head back, but stopped. She glanced over her shoulder to see something moving in the darkness. She held up her light, and then froze at the sight.
 
Soldiers. 
 
They wore Special Forces gear, all black, with pistols strapped to their thighs and rifles in their hands. One stood before them on the ground, and two more were climbing down the rope. 
 
The closer soldier lunged for Katherine, but Danny kicked him off as the other two rushed forward to join in the struggle. His flashlight clanked against the rocks, casting bursts of light through the room as it was jostled about during the scuffle. 
 
“Go!” Danny shouted. 
 
Katherine hesitated, then ran and leaped for the rope. She pulled herself up as fast as she could, grateful for that aspect of Aldrick’s training, and was glad to see Danny following. 
 
She was up and out when Danny yelped, barely hanging onto the rope as one of the soldiers pulled at his leg. Danny kicked and was free, but his hand came off the rope, and for a moment he was hanging in open air. Moving almost on instinct, Katherine reached out and caught him. With a great heave, she had him up and in the chamber, then slammed her boot hard into the face of a soldier about to climb up after them. 
 
Danny was already pulling the rope free as he yelled, “Go!” 
 
Throwing herself forward, she made for the small passage they’d crawled through to get here. A shout from behind told her Danny had met more trouble, and a quick glance showed two soldiers, one putting him in a chokehold, the other coming towards her. 
 
She couldn’t leave Danny. 
 
Rage flared, fueling her with the strength needed to tackle the soldier and slam his head into one of the stone pillars. Without hesitation, she spun and kicked out the legs of the soldier holding Danny, freeing Danny to attack a third that had partially emerged from the well. 
 
A bullet shattered the stone wall beside Katherine’s head. She turned to see a soldier holding a pistol up, aimed at her. He shook his head in a don’t do it way. Whether he had missed her on purpose, or by accident, it was a mistake. 
 
Danny appeared behind him, knife at the man’s throat, and ended it. He picked up the pistol and aimed it at the one remaining soldier, motioning back to Katherine. 
 
“I said go!” he said. With a clunk, he pistol-whipped the soldier, knocking him out cold, and then was following her into the passage.
 
They shimmied through the darkness and then sprinted up the stairs, adrenaline rushing.
 
A bright light welcomed them as they burst into the woods, even though it was near dusk. Out here felt peaceful compared to the cramped chaos they’d just escaped from, but they weren’t yet in the clear. 
 
Danny held a finger to his mouth for silence, and the two ran at a crouch, eyes searching for signs of any more soldiers. The direction they had chosen led to a descent, allowing them to better stay out of sight. A river raged beside them, and Katherine was glad for it—whatever noise they might make would be drowned out. 
 
They ducked around a point where the rapids were especially wild, to hide behind the roots of an overturned tree.
 
With a quick glance back, Danny finally relaxed and squatted next to the river, washing his hands of the blood. 
 
“They found us,” he said as he looked her over for wounds. “So they might’ve found Babur.”
 
“He stays out of sight,” Katherine said. “And when they’re gone, we can continue searching, we—”
 
“Are you kidding me right now?” He ducked down into their hiding spot, drying his hands on his jeans. “Not with them on our trail.”
 
They stared at each other, a look of determination on his face that she wondered if she could push back against. She’d tried in the past, and almost always failed. Finally, she squatted down beside him and wrapped her arms around her knees. 
 
“They couldn’t have tracked us,” she said. “Not without Hunter.”
 
Danny shook his head. “No, he works alone. This... it’s the pack.” He spat in disgust. “Gregor’d be the type to send others to do his dirty work.”
 
“But he wouldn’t…?”
 
“Give them the curse?” Danny looked at her with wide, hopeless eyes. “I’ve wondered if he would do it… if he has it in him. Imagine, an army of werewolves.” 
 
“Aldrick’s Hounds of God.” She shuddered at the thought.
 
“They were just normal soldiers, back there,” Danny said, sounding like he was trying to convince himself. “No bite marks or anything.”
 
“That we saw,” she said. 
 
He considered her, and his eyes betrayed his doubt. With a jolt, he turned, then stood straight, eyes moving to tree branches that shook not far off. The two moved deeper into the shadows, but Katherine turned her attention to the setting sun past the waterfall. If Gregor was raising an army of werewolves, searching for a cure would be the least of her worries. For now. 
 
“Wait for me, right?” he said. “Back with Babur.”
 
“No, we stick together.”
 
He pulled her in close enough to make her blush, but his attention was on the distant trees. A moment, and then he had turned to the river and the trees beyond. The sun glistened on the water before disappearing past the hills, leaving behind a sky streaked in blood-red clouds. 
 
“Maybe you’re right,” Danny said, catching her off guard. “This ends now. Every dead end we find here tells me our answers might lie in Europe.”
 
“I thought you said those were pure myths,” she said. “Legends only the foolish give any credence to?” 
 
“I did,” he admitted. “But here we’re out of options. And getting away from the pack would be a nice bonus.” 
 
A nearby branch moved, and then a voice said, “Over here!” 
 
Danny put a hand on her shoulder, the other against her cheek. “Head to the town, find Babur, and tell him to get ready. I’ll get the supplies to the car.”
 
And with that he was gone, skipping across the stones in the river until he reached the other side. A gunshot blasted through the air, and Danny slipped. For a moment, Katherine thought they’d gotten him, but he recovered and made it to the far side, disappearing into the trees. 
 
She forced herself to breathe. He’d be okay. After a moment, she darted into the trees opposite the direction of the river. A glance back showed her that the soldiers were making their way into the river in pursuit of Danny…
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