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Chapter One
I had imp guts all over my leather half coat. The stuff smelled like beef stew gone to rot. But I guess that’s what you get for killing demons with an axe.
Three months ago I would have roasted that imp with a gout of magical flame. I’m a sorcerer after all, and manipulating the elements was a specialty of mine. But over the summer I’d had some difficulties and ended up cut off from at least half of my natural power. I didn’t know what my limits were anymore. So I tended to stay stingy with the magic.
Hence the bloody axe on the passenger seat of my car.
The old-school methods meant not collecting on as many bounties as I used to. (I’d been so good at demon hunting using my magic, the other hunters in Detroit had banded together to try and kill me when the Ministry had mistakenly placed a bounty on my own head.) But I didn’t know how else to make a living. Hunting the misbehaving creatures of the paranormal world was the only job I’d ever had.
When I pulled into the driveway of the suburban ranch-style house I shared with my mom, all I could think about was a hot shower and maybe a bottle of craft beer. Bells? Founders? Great Lakes Brewing? Whichever I chose, it would definitely be an IPA. I could taste it already.
I grabbed my axe and got out of the car—which, incidentally, was an ‘87 Plymouth Reliant I’d had to get because I’d flipped my old car into the air to crush a vampire under it. You could still see where the car had chewed up the front lawn during the confrontation. The wrecked sod had turned to mud from the rain earlier that day.
The chilly October night air smelled like dead, wet leaves. A shiver ran through me as I walked up the approach to the house. The motion sensor turned on the porch lights for me, illuminating the hovering mist. You never knew how the weather could go during a Michigan October. Some days carried the faint remains of spring. Others, you could taste the coming winter with every breath.
That night leaned toward the latter. Which made that hot shower I planned all the more appealing.
Of course, that’s when the vampires decided to slink out of the shadows and surround me.
Two stepped up onto the porch from opposite sides. They must have been shadow walking right behind the damn shrubs. They had their vamp faces on—corpse-gray skin and a red flash in their eyes. They peeled back their blood-red lips to make sure I could see their fangs. They were dressed a little weird, each of them in tailored charcoal two-piece suits, white dress shirts underneath, and bright red ties. Pin a corsage on their lapels and they’d look ready for the homecoming dance.
From the edges of my vision, I saw more shadows shift on either side of me and take vampire form. Dressed like the others.
A revving engine tore through the night silence from the street behind me.
I turned toward the sound as a black van squealed to a halt at the curb in front of the house.
For the gods’ sake, hadn’t I seen this before?
A similar van had pulled up to my house last July. That van had brought with it the crew of vampires who had helped nearly turn me into one of their kind. Now more vamps were at it again?
Seriously?
The side door to the van slid open and two more fanged friends all gussied up hopped out carrying fucking AK-47s. Vampires with full-autos. Never a good sign.
I spun back to the vampires on my porch, sensing the ones to either side of me closing in. I raised my hand and drew on my magical energy. Now was not the time to conserve. I focused on the air, bending it to my will, and exploded a hard gust toward the vampires standing between me and my front door. I forced enough velocity into the wind to knock both vampires back off the sides of the porch.
Their twin shocked cries sounded like a pair of strangled crows.
I ran for the door.
The two flanking vamps rushed me.
I swung my axe at the one on my right, a wild swing that had luck on its side. The blade embedded itself square in the middle of the vamp’s face. He staggered backward, growling, his fingers with their long, yellow nails scrabbling at the axe head.
That extra strength training I had started at the gym after getting branded was paying off.
The other vampire grabbed my left arm. But his grip slid loose on the imp blood slicking my leather sleeve.
The fumble bought me enough time to throw another blast of wind at my front door, blowing it off its hinges and clearing the way for me to dive inside just as the rifle-toting vampires opened fire. A spray of fully automatic hell chattered, pinged, and cracked behind me.
I used the air once more, this time altering it at the molecular level so it could gather tightly enough to form an invisible yet solid shield around me. Shards of brick and splinters from the doorframe sprayed the shield, but nothing with the force of a bullet seemed to hit it. Apparently, vampires had as much shooting prowess as a Star Wars Stormtrooper.
I scrambled out of line of the open doorway and flopped to my belly on the living room floor. The beige berber smelled like carpet freshener. Mom must have vacuumed that day. And here I was, army crawling across it and smearing imp gore into the nap.
Sorry, Mom.
The automatic gunfire continued rattling in the night air, punching holes through the front window until the glass crumbled, the falling pieces sparkling in the orange phosphorescent glow of the streetlight outside.
I kept my head down.
Eventually, their rifles would run dry, forcing them to reload. I didn’t have to worry about the vamps charging in because they couldn’t enter the house without an invite. While they reloaded, I would have a chance to rush deeper into the house and find Mom. She typically went to bed around 10:00 PM. It was half past. Poor Mom. What a wonderful way to get jerked out of sleep. But at least I knew I could find her in the back bedroom, which—thankfully—kept her away from the barrage at the front of the house.
Waiting out the capacity of their clips seemed to take forever, even though it couldn’t have been longer than a few seconds for each of them to run dry. Funny how time drags when someone is trying to kill you.
Finally the shooting stopped.
Three months ago I would have stood up and started tossing fireballs through the destroyed front window. I would have made walking wicks of those bastards. But I couldn’t risk draining my magic unless I absolutely had to. Like I said, I don’t know my limits anymore, except that they are a lot lower than they used to be.
Staying low, I charged down the hallway and into Mom’s room.
I found her crouched against the wall underneath her window. Only a faint bit of moonlight illuminated the room, but I could see the whites of her wide eyes. Strands of her long, gray hair hung in her face. She glanced at me and looked relieved to see me.
The curtains hanging on either side of her window fluttered in the icy and damp breeze coming through the shattered glass.
My heart jumped into my throat. I had assumed the attack had come strictly from the front of the house. All the gunfire had blended together, so I hadn’t realized more was coming from behind the house.
The vamps had us surrounded.



Chapter Two
Just as I realized they had us surrounded, the gunfire started up again.
I dove to the floor beside the bed.
Bullets tore holes in the ceiling. Chunks of drywall rained over me. With the bed between us, I couldn’t see Mom, which worried me. It shouldn’t have, though. After all, magic is kind of like wine. It gets better with age, and Mom was pushing one-hundred fifty. I felt the sudden surge in magical energy fill the room. It felt like a change in air pressure and an electric tingling across my skin. A moment later a pale green light chased the shadows into the corners. A pulsing hum competed with the chattering gunfire and the cacophony of its damage.
I dared a peek over the top of the bed.
Mom stood a few paces back from the window, arms outstretched. A wavering green glow surrounded her hands, while a matching translucent glow formed a screen across the window. Each round that hit the screen caused a bright green flash to ripple outward like a pond disturbed by a dropped stone.
I could hear some of the shots hit the side of the house above the window, but the brick facade kept any from coming through. I had to wonder why their aim was so high. Maybe the recoil from the assault rifles was kicking their barrels up.
Unlike me, Mom had full access to all her power. She probably could have held that shield all night, until the police or the sunlight chased the vampires away. I felt pretty lame hiding behind my mother’s shield like a toddler apprentice, but I wasn’t going to let machismo get between me and staying alive.
Once again, the shooting stopped.
I wondered how much ammo they had. Between the van and all the assault rifles, I had a feeling these vamps were well funded. Hell, they could have had enough rounds to turn the whole house to dust if they kept at it. I couldn’t see the point, though. They must have realized by now they couldn’t get to us.
Mom dropped her shield and peered out into the dark backyard. “Where’d they go?”
I rounded the bed and joined her at the window. There was enough moonlight so that I could see the iron patio set, the line where the concrete patio gave way to grass, and the white siding of the detached garage. A single maple a little taller than the house commanded the center of the yard and cast deep enough shadows under its boughs for the vamps to draw back and blend with them. A shadow walking vampire could take the smallest scrap of darkness and blend with it.
“Under the maple?” I said.
Mom brushed some strands of her hair out of her face and frowned. “Damn vampires.”
“Maybe they gave up. All this racket, the police can’t be far off. And shooting up the house didn’t do them much good.” I looked up at the ceiling with all the holes in it. “Their crappy aim didn’t help either.”
Mom bit down on her lip as the thought. Then she shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
She isn’t a psychic, but she could have claimed the power right then, because she had no sooner said that when I heard a strange whoosh come from the front of the house. A few moments later a smoky haze rolled in from the hallway carrying an acrid, burning scent. I was real familiar with the smell of fire and the various bouquets it emitted depending on what it burned. In this case, I guessed carpet. The particular chemical tinge in the smoke was what gave it away.
My stomach clenched as the whoosh pulsed several more times in a controlled pattern.
I sensed Mom come up behind me. “What is that?”
“It ain’t dragon breath.” I happened to have firsthand experience with dragon breath. I didn’t think they were using any kind of magic to conjure these flames. I hurried down the hall using a mere hint of power to form a breeze that cut a path through the thickening smoke.
I could feel the heat building as I neared the end of the hall. I peeled off my slimy coat and tossed it aside. Wavering orange light made the shadows across the floor and walls writhe. When I reached the living room, I found nearly the entire front stretch of the house from front door to the far end of the picture window in flames. Through the undulating fire around the doorless entryway, I spotted a vampire on the front law with a tank strapped to his back and a flamethrower in his grasp.
He triggered a pair of gouts in quick succession—whoosh, whoosh—while his wide eyes reflected the inferno around the red glow in his pupils. He had his jaw stretched wide, his lips peeled back, while he cackled as if having the best time of his unlife. The nice suit he wore made the image all the more deranged.
I stared, mesmerized by the growing blaze. The intensity of the heat made the hairs on my arms curl, and if I stood there much longer, my skin would start to blister. Yet I couldn’t draw myself away.
Mom’s hand on my shoulder startled me out of the trance.
“Why are they doing this?” she asked.
“Trying to smoke us out.”
“No. Why are they attacking us?”
Best I could figure, they wanted a repeat performance from the summer. That would explain their horrible aim. They didn’t want to kill me, just contain me until they could get their yellow claws on me, infect me, and make it stick this time.
But gods damn, this seemed a bit overkill, no?
And bold as hell. They didn’t appear the least bit concerned about attracting attention from the surrounding mortals or the inevitable arrival of mortal law enforcement. Not to mention the repercussions the Ministry would mete out when they caught wind of such flagrant disregard for their own laws governing the supernatural world.
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We need to get out of here before they burn the house down on top of us.”
I turned left and strode into the kitchen. Mom hung by my side. All the lights in the house were out, but the inferno in the living room poured plenty of light into the kitchen. I had stopped pushing around the air, so the smoke had a chance to close in around me. The taste of cinders filled my mouth, and my tongue felt like desert sandstone.
“If we run out the back,” I said, “can you shield us on the move?”
She furled her brow. “Why can’t you shield yourself?”
“Mom, we’ve had this discussion.” I had to raise my voice to speak over the increasing snap and growl of the fire. “The brand, remember?”
“The brand didn’t take all of your power. Quit being so bashful, for heaven’s sake.”
I didn’t really want to argue about this in the middle of a burning house. More and more smoke filled the air around us. We’d start choking on it before we came to an agreement on how carefully (or carelessly) I needed to dole out my magic. She had no idea how it felt to have her power halved—at least. No way to know when she might hit the wall and find out she had nothing left. I likened it to walking blindfolded with my hands tied behind my back in a room I had no idea the size or shape of. At any moment I could slam face first into a wall, but had no way to know when it might happen. Best to move as little as possible, and only when necessary.
Right?
Mom waved a hand through the air. Pale green light stretched from her hand like a comet tail. The smoke around us suddenly cleared. Breathing no longer felt like swallowing fiberglass insulation.
A twinge of envy touched me at how easily she threw out her magic. Even if I hadn’t been branded and had full access to my power, I didn’t have the level or ease of magic Mom did. Not by half. Her magic came raw but refined. For her, moving aside some smoke took as much effort as breathing.
So she should have saved her nagging until we got out of the damn house.
“I’ve already used some juice to get into the house without getting killed. I don’t know how long one of my air shields would last against a few AK-47s and maybe another damn flamethrower.”
“If I put something around you while we’re on the run, and you move too fast or fall behind, the energy will zap you to smithereens.”
“We won’t have to run,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder. The flames had advanced several feet along the carpet in our direction. The heat pushed its way through the archway into the kitchen, concentrating it like a furnace blast. “You can walk us out of here.”
“Sebastian, honey.” She took my arm. “If we walk, they follow. They follow until they figure out a way to break through my magic. I am not invincible.”
I opened my mouth to speak but words didn’t come out like they were supposed to. Growing up, I had imagined nothing could defeat my parents. They had always seemed so powerful to me. Some of that childhood belief had followed me into adulthood. Even now, despite the fact that something had beat my father’s magic and killed him. And that same something had erased all but the barest sign of life in Mom for three years and had left a scar over her memory of the event.
I am not invincible.
Mom smacked me across the face.
“What the hell was that for?”
“We don’t have time for you to freeze up. If you can’t cast your way out of this on your own, you’ll need a boost.” She grabbed my arm. “The basement.”
For a second I thought she had lost it. Hiding in the basement would only lead to getting crushed under the house when it caved in around us. But as she dragged me through the kitchen to the stairwell, I caught up with her train of thought.
Not all magical energy comes from within. Even sorcerers used tools, and the basement was chock full of them.
We scampered down the stairs so fast, if I had missed a step I would have sailed off my feet and tumbled down the rest of the way, taking Mom with me.
Thankfully, we came out of the stairwell on our feet.
The basement holds a massive collection of magical doodads, from spell and history books to artifacts of numerous shapes and sizes and all manner of cultural origins. My parents had worked as scholars for the Ministry, studying and cataloging the ancient magical items and practices of civilizations most of the normal world had never even heard about, let alone read so much as a footnote about in a history textbook. You could say Dad was like the Indiana Jones of the supernatural word. Which, I guess, would have made Mom Lara Croft. While most of what they gathered went to the Ministry coffers, they had amassed an impressive collection of their own.
And stored it in their basement like a pair of hoarders.
We stood in the middle of it all, a labyrinth of sagging wooden shelves, long tables, and stacked curios, all permeated with the scent of age. A scent that wouldn’t last much longer once the smoke and flames reached down here.
The growing inferno rumbled above us. We wouldn’t have much time to pick out what we needed. I hoped Mom knew her way around her mini-museum better than I did. There was no discernible system organizing all this stuff.
She rushed around a bookshelf to the right of the stairwell that acted as a makeshift wall blocking off the corner of the basement Dad had favored as a sort of workshop. It’s where I had found his enchanted pocket watch last summer, something he had carried at all times, except on the day he went to his death, as if he knew he wasn’t coming back and had left the watch for me to find.
I heard the rustle and clink of Mom rummaging on the other side of the shelf.
Another bout of muted automatic gunfire joined the sound of the crackling flames. It was obvious they were shooting blind. Probably still aiming high, just trying to panic us into rushing out into their trap. I almost wished they were trying to kill us. The idea that they wanted to turn me so badly that they would go through all this drama made my skin want to crawl off my bones.
Mom rushed out from behind the bookshelf carrying something in each hand. In one, a gnarled wooden staff that looked one step more refined than it had fresh off the tree it had been cut from. She tossed the staff at me.
I caught it and looked it over. A hot core of magical energy ran the entire length of the five-foot staff. My own energy seemed to synch with it the moment I grabbed it. I knew right away I could use it to make fire.
“Figured that suited your style,” Mom said.
I checked what she held in her other hand. It looked like one of those old Viking horns made from a hollowed-out tusk of some kind. Three ornate bronze rings wrapped the horn. Another bronze segment capped the narrow end of the horn like the mouthpiece to a trumpet.
“What’s that?”
“It’s Norse,” she said. “And it’s loud.”
I got the impression loud meant more than volume.
“You ready?” she asked.
I tested the heft of the staff. It felt good. And a nice answer to those damn vamps’ flamethrowers.
“So we’re shooting our way out of here?” I asked.
“You got a better idea?”
Her stance, feet apart, shoulders back, spoke of untold strength. Even barefoot and in her cotton nightgown. She might not have been invincible, but my childhood self hadn’t got it wrong—Judith Light was one powerful sorceress.
I knocked the base of my staff twice on the concrete floor. “Let’s do this thang.”



Chapter Three
The back door was directly aligned to the staircase, so it was a straight shot up and then out. Before we reached the top step, Mom waved an arm and tossed a comet of green energy at the door, blowing it off its hinges like I had with the front door.
Like mother like son.
I gripped my staff more tightly, clenched my teeth, and followed my mom out onto the patio. The sudden cold air shocked the breath out of me. My eyes watered, still stinging from all the smoke inside. The smell of the burning house still dominated.
We had no sooner cleared the door when three vampires stepped out of the shadows under the maple as I had expected. Two males and one female. All three toted AKs. And all three wore the same kind of tailored suits as the ones out front. Were these freakin’ uniforms? The vamps who had attacked me over the summer hadn’t dressed this way. Could this be a different crew?
A question I would have to save for later.
The three vampires trained their rifles on us, and they sure as hell looked like they meant to pull the triggers. That whole keeping-us-alive idea could have been a miscalculation.
Mom didn’t give us the chance to learn the hard way. She pressed the horn to her lips and blew.
It did not make a sound like any horn I’d ever heard. Nothing remotely close to a honk. A thousand screams poured out of the horn’s end, as if a mass slaughter had been trapped inside.
My eardrums quivered in response. A cold tingle ran up the nape of my neck.
Mom bore down on the horn, blowing until her face went red and a vein by her temple bulged. The screams not only grew louder, the quality of their agony increased.
The vamps facing us off had no idea how to react to this strange confrontation. They gaped at Mom with their fanged mouths hanging open, the rifles in their hands all but forgotten.
For a second I thought the sound of the horn had put them in some kind of trance, and that was the horn’s magic.
Uh…nope.
Ten seconds after Mom started blowing the horn, at the peak of the chorus’s shrieking, a shockwave of brilliant blue burst forth from Mom in a conical shape. When the wave struck the vampires, all three of them flew off their feet. The shockwave carried them through the air until they slammed against the neighbor’s garage, cracking the siding. All three had their weapons kicked from their hands on impact. They tumbled to the ground in a tangled pile.
Mom hadn’t been joking. That horn was loud.
Mom lowered it from her lips. She glanced over her shoulder at me and waggled her eyebrows.
I smirked.
But the sound of the agonized screams still echoed in my ears, and the smirk faded from my lips. I wasn’t sure I would ever forget the noise that horn made. I shuddered to think who had originally possessed it, or how they had managed the enchantment. Screams didn’t come from nowhere.
Mom must have had a similar thought. Her expression sobered.
The vampires in the neighbors’ yard had started to recover and were grasping at their rifles. Only a chain link fence separated the yards, so they would have no trouble cutting us down from there.
I strode forward and raised my staff. I gripped it in both hands and pointed its end at the vamps. They were so busy getting themselves untangled and re-armed, they didn’t see what was coming.
I connected with the fiery energy in the staff and willed it into action.
A torrent of fire shot from the staff’s end. The steady blast lit all three vampires from head to toe. Their suits quickly fused to their skin in tattering flaps. Their hair burned down to their scalps. As they thrashed about in pain, they collided with one another. Then, one-by-one, they fell to the ground and rolled in the grass, which shriveled and blackened around them. Their metallic screams sounded like music compared to what had come from the horn.
I let up on the staff. The fire went out. A wisp of smoke curled away from the staff’s end.
An orange glow rose into the night sky from behind me. I turned around toward its source.
The flames had taken over the roof of the house. Leaves of black ash danced and fluttered in the air. The smoke formed a dark pillar that blended into the night above. A section of the roof caved in, spitting up embers from the crumbling shingles.
A soft moan slipped from between Mom’s lips.
I took her hand. “We need to go before the ones in front come around to check on their friends.”
She set her jaw and nodded.
Together, we ran across the yard to the back fence that split our yard from the neighbors behind us. We could cut through their yard and out to the street on the other side of the block. From there…? I guessed we would pick a direction and keep running.
Mom clenched her horn in one hand and raised her opposite in a fist as if she meant to slug someone on the way by. An orb of green energy materialized around her hand. Without stopping, she swung her fist and the orb streaked ahead and turned the metal fence to slag.
We booked it through the opening and made a beeline through the adjoining yard. Halfway to the street, and potential freedom, another fucking black van roared up and screeched to a halt in front of us. They must have been parked at the corner, anticipating our escape out this way. They sure had covered their bases.
The van door rolled open (déjà vu much?) and two vampires hopped down to the street. Same fancy suits as all the others. Both females this time. One with ratty blonde hair that, despite her snazzy attire, made her look like she had just rolled out of her coffin. The other had sleek black hair in a ponytail that hung clear to her waist.
Mom and I came to a halt at the point where the sidewalk crossed the driveway. That put about fifteen feet between us and the vampires.
Despite my habit of holding back on my magic, instinct set me in motion. I pulled the air tightly around us in a shield before I realized what I was doing.
Mom sensed it and glanced my way. Hard to tell with the shadows across her face where the streetlight didn’t reach, but I thought I saw a hint of a smile.
I bore down, pushing more energy into the shield. Might as well commit, right? Besides, I had no clue how long my shield would hold against their automatic gunfire at such close range. Every muscle in my body was tensed to such an extreme, I felt like they might snap.
The lady vamps kept their weapons trained on us. I kept waiting for them to start shooting. The anticipation drew sweat across my brow. A drop of it rolled down my temple and tickled my ear.
Come on, shoot already!
But they didn’t.
They just stood there.
The vampire behind the wheel of the van peered out at us. He didn’t look all that excited about the situation, as if this was just another day in his mundane existence. He had a suit on like all the rest.
“What are you waiting for?” I shouted.
They closed their mouths and said nothing.
“They want us alive,” Mom said.
“Or they’re worried about wasting ammo because they know they can’t get through my shield.”
I hope.
The vampire with the black ponytail curled up one side of her mouth. Apparently, she was amused.
“Enough of this,” Mom said. She put that horn to her lips again.
My skin seemed to shrink in anticipation of the horrible sound it would make. I clenched my teeth, still holding my shield in place. Just in case the vamps changed their minds and started unloading on us.
Mom’s face turned red the moment she exhaled into the horn’s mouthpiece, as if putting all the breath she had into it. The screams started nearly at the peak they had reached before. I could almost pick out individual voices in the blended cries. I heard a woman’s voice pleading not to die. I heard a squalling baby. I heard too damn much.
The blue shockwave came quicker this time. It shot out in a luminous blur and hit the vamps within a blink’s time. It shoved them straight back through the van’s door with force enough to rock the van up on two wheels about a foot before it dropped back down, shimmying on its shocks.
The vamp behind the wheel threw open his door.
I dropped my shield and aimed the fire staff at him. He only had one foot on the ground when I roasted him.
He didn’t scream like the ones back at the house. He slid out of the van and shambled toward us.
Mom raised her hand, palm out, and her green energy shot from her palm in a bright beam, striking the flaming vampire in the chest.
He staggered backward, bumped off the van, then dropped to his knees. The fire had burned through his suit by now. His flesh puckered and bubbled. The flames ringed his neck. He glared at my mother through them.
She hit him again with another beam. He twisted on his knees and finally dropped to the pavement, curled in a fetal position and burning like a Yule log. He still didn’t emit any kind of noise. Not so much as a grunt. A tough bastard. I suspected he had some years on the rest of his companions. Something worth noting, because all the other vamps seemed freshly undead. Ten to twenty years past their turn at most. Whoever gave them their orders must have thought they were expendable enough to risk attacking two sorcerers in one go.
Shouts from behind me drew my attention. I turned. Our burning home lit the night sky, the flames reaching high enough to see over the house between us. In that brief moment, I also noticed several of the surrounding neighbors out on their front porches. Some had wandered out into the street, many of them in pajamas and robes. Families gathered tight, eyes wide and worried.
A few started stealing glances in our direction. The confusion and horror on their faces was unmistakable. All they could see was a person on the ground blackened like an overdone roast, an old woman barefoot in a cotton nightgown, and some dude holding a really big stick. They didn’t know the backstory. They didn’t know the roast was a vampire, and that two more vampires lay inside the van, knocked unconscious by a magical blast from a Norse horn. Without that knowledge, the tableau must have looked deranged.
More shouting came from the direction of our house. Our vampire friends were getting wise.
Sirens whined in the distance.
“We need to bust a move.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “The van.”
Mom nodded, then reached both hands toward the van as if she meant to grasp something, only there was nothing in the ten feet or so between her and the van. Green tendrils of light wrapped around her arms and curled between her spread fingers. She clutched her hands into fists and jerked her arms back as if performing that trick where you whip a table cloth off a table but leave all the place settings undisturbed.
In synch with her motion, the pair of female vampires in the van came flying out. They flopped limply to the ground on either side of Mom.
One of them groaned, but that hit from the horn had clobbered them good, and neither of them stirred.
I heard a collective gasp and a few outcries from the people around us.
I ignored them as I stepped over the lump of charred vamp and climbed behind the van’s wheel. As Mom ran around to the passenger side, I gazed back at our burning home. I had grown up in that house. Much of what I knew about magic, about the hidden miracles of the world, and about not only how to be a good sorcerer, but a good person, had all been learned inside that house. And a gods damned crew of vampires in two-piece suits had destroyed it…just like that.
A gentle pressure touched my shoulder. Mom’s hand. She sat in the passenger seat. I hadn’t heard her get in or pull the door shut. Some light from the nearest streetlight poured through the windshield and across her face. Her eyes glistened in its cast. “We need to go.”
The van’s engine was still running. I threw it in gear and squealed the tires as I pulled a U-turn. I took us out of the subdivision via the nearest main road, moving my gaze back and forth between the road ahead and the rearview mirror. A trio of police cars and a fire engine blew past us in the opposite direction. I drove aimlessly for a while, focusing on putting distance between us and the clusterfuck we’d narrowly escaped. Neither of us spoke until I stopped making random turns and chose a deliberate path.
Mom must have sensed the change.
“Where are we going?”
“The only other place besides home I want to be right now.”



Chapter Four
Fiona answered the door with bleary eyes, her shoulder-length blonde hair matted down on one side. She wore cotton pajama pants with cartoon tigers on them, and a purple tank top. Her eyebrows drew together at the sight of me and Mom standing in the hall outside her apartment. Her gaze went from the staff in my hand to the horn in Mom’s, then down the length of Mom to her bare feet sticking out just below the hem of her nightgown.
“Sebastian?” she asked, voice full of sleep.
“Hi, Kitty,” I said, using the nickname I had come up with that she despised. I thought getting a rise out of her might shake her awake a little more quickly.
She frowned. Clarity came to her eyes. “I told you not to call me that.”
I nodded down at her pj pants. “Would you prefer Tiger? That’s what Mary Jane calls Spiderman.”
She rolled her eyes. She was good at that. I bet she had made a great teenager, driving her mother nuts with that practiced eye roll.
Normally, now would be the time Fiona slugged me in the arm before shutting me up with a kiss. Instead, she returned her gaze to Mom. Fiona’s lips parted as if she’d meant to say something and forgot what.
Mom looked like, well, like she had survived a house fire. Her white nightgown had turned gray with soot. Her eyes were red from the smoke. Her feet had their own dusting of soot, along with dried mud from trouncing through the wet grass.
I doubted I looked much better, except that I had shoes and normal clothes on. My v-neck t-shirt was already gray, but streaks of soot crossed my chest like painted shadows. The skin on my arms looked crab red, and my face probably matched.
Plus, both my mom and I smelled like a backyard barbeque gone horribly wrong.
“What the hell happened?” Fiona asked.
Mom cleared her throat. “Can we come in?”
Fiona shook herself as if splashed with cold water. “Of course.” She stood aside to let us in, then closed the door and slid the chain back in place.
I guided Mom toward the leather sofa in the living room. We’d ditched the van in a drugstore parking lot a couple of blocks over. Walking those blocks without shoes had left her feet raw and irritated, so she winced with each step. I tried to take her arm, but she wouldn’t let me. Once she was seated, she set the horn on the coffee table and all but melted into the sofa.
I drew back to the other side of the small room and propped my staff in the corner. I could sense I had milked all the power out of it, so until someone with the skill to recharge magical items attended to it, the staff wasn’t any more useful than a walking stick.
I took up a position opposite the sofa, standing in front of where most people would have arranged their TV. Fiona didn’t have a TV. Instead, a bookshelf stretched the length of the wall. Mostly paperbacks, with a smattering of hardcovers, by bestselling authors from across the popular spectrum filled the shelf from end to end. Intermingled were a few leather-bound classics, some recipe books, and at least three or four books on magical herbalism. Fiona’s mom used to dabble before she died of a nasty kind of cancer not even the advanced constitution of a shifter could fight off.
I’d never heard of such a thing, but Fiona’s recounting had brought tears to my eyes. At the time she had shared the story with me, I felt a little guilty I was lucky enough to still have my mom. I’d had a taste of being without her. Worst three years of my life. And I was still struggling to accept the loss of Dad.
Fiona joined us in the living room, moving her gaze back and forth between me and Mom as if uncertain who needed her attention more. She finally settled, rightly, on my mom. “Judith, what on earth?”
Mom’s shoulders sagged as she exhaled. “I…I can’t. Let Sebastian tell you.”
Fiona turned to me. “Well?”
A swirl of dizziness hit me. I steadied myself against the bookshelf. The smell of smoke permeated me and turned my stomach. I pushed back the urge to vomit, then I told her what had happened. As I described the night’s events, my voice sounded strange to me, disconnected or stuffy, as if I were talking with a pillow stuffed against my face. The massive dose of adrenaline that had helped me get through the vampire attack had seeped out of my system, leaving me with bleary side effects.
I didn’t realize I had finished speaking until I registered the silence in the room. Fiona picked at a thumbnail while she stared at me, expression strained, a dimple between her drawn together eyebrows.
The refrigerator in the kitchenette buzzed for a moment, then went quiet with a pop.
“It’s happening again,” Fiona said. The quiver in her voice pinched my heart. The events of last summer had put Fiona in the crosshairs of a hunter hell-bent on putting me down, and who had almost put Fiona down in the process.
I shook my head. “It’s not the same.” Not exactly a lie, though it tasted like one. And ended up pointless, because Mom dropped the truth right after.
“No,” she said. “It’s worse.”
“You weren’t even there for it,” I snapped. Then cringed at my pathetic defensiveness.
“Our house hadn’t burned down then,” she shot right back. “It’s worse.”
I covered my face with my hands. They smelled like ash. The smell wound its way into my mouth and gave me a taste of ash as well. I wanted to say something reassuring. But what? Mom was right. This was worse. And I was no closer to knowing who or what was behind it all. Vampires in suits. Not much to go on.
“I need some time to think this through.”
“You’re welcome to stay here,” Fiona said. “You obviously can’t go back to the house.”
As tempting as the offer sounded, I didn’t want to put Fiona in danger again. Our mere presence probably put her at risk.
Then why did you come here, idiot?
“No,” I said. “We’ll check into a hotel somewhere. I don’t want to put you out.”
Fiona side-stepped as if she meant to bar us from leaving. “To hell with that noise. You two are staying. You are not putting me out.”
I looked to Mom for her thoughts.
She had sagged sideways on the couch, head rested on the arm, eyes closed. She snored softly.
I sighed. “I guess we’re staying.”
“Help me get her into my bed.”
Together we roused Mom enough to get her down the hall and into Fiona’s bed. Fiona pulled a quilt over Mom and tucked it gently around her shoulders. As Fiona bent over her, she stroked Mom’s forehead. Fiona had always taken good care of my mom as an orderly at the nursing home when Mom had been trapped in her three-year fugue. That’s how Fiona and I had met. I had admired her commitment to keeping mom comfortable and showing genuine affection. She had treated Mom far beyond the requirements of her job.
A beautiful, strong, and caring woman all rolled up into one.
It was no wonder I had fallen for her.
Fiona straightened and caught me staring at her.
“What?”
I smiled. “Nothing.”
We turned off the bedside lamp and snuck out of the bedroom. Fiona left the door cracked a couple of inches, then we went back out to the living room.
As I eased onto the couch, my lower back twinged for a second. I relaxed, relieving the tightness not only in my back, but my arms, legs, neck. All the aches I’d been ignoring eased a little. I knew sitting still for too long would tighten everything up again when I tried to move. I didn’t care. In that moment, I never wanted to leave the couch.
Fiona sat beside me and put her cool hand on the back of my neck.
I winced and sucked a quick breath through my teeth. Her touch stung as if I had a sunburn.
If I allowed myself to draw some of my magic, I could have healed the burns and aches. But for all I knew, another cadre of well-dressed, gun-toting vamps would burst through the door at any moment. No point wasting energy for short term comfort at the risk of long term death. Besides, I felt like I deserved a little pain.
“You want me to mix up some of my mom’s world famous poultice?”
“Unless you can fill your bathtub with the stuff, there isn’t much point. I hurt all over.”
She moved her hand to my chest and pressed gently. She didn’t seem to mind the soot getting on her.
I could feel the thump of my heartbeat under the pressure of her touch. I slid both of my hands over the top of hers.
“It’s still beating,” she said.
“Good to know something’s working.” I closed my eyes for a moment. The room seemed to tilt. “Thank you for taking us in.”
She leaned close and sniffed. “You smell funny.”
I laughed. “You make me feel so sexy. What’s the matter? Don’t like my smoky musk?”
“It’s not the smoke.” She grimaced. “What is that?”
Sometimes I forget Fiona’s a shifter. She’s a weretiger, not a bloodhound, but she still has a keener sense of smell than regular humans. I realized what scent she must have caught. “Does it smell like week-old stew?”
“I was thinking dog barf, but I like yours better.”
“Imp guts,” I said. “I’d just come home from a messy job when the vampire party started.”
She snuggled in against me. My touchy skin and achy muscles fired up, but I bore it for the sake of having Fiona closer to me.
“Then I hope you appreciate that I’m staying on the couch with you despite your stinkiness.”
“Now that’s love,” I said without thinking. It was just an expression. She knew that. She wouldn’t take it any other way.
She gently pressed two fingers against my chin to turn my head toward her. “Maybe it is.” She kissed my chapped lips.
A soft kiss, but I felt it right down to my bones.
When we parted, Fiona snuggled back in against me.
“Have you figured out your next move?”
I had relegated that problem to my subconscious, hoping it would do a better job of chewing on it than letting my conscious mind worry it into oblivion. Chilling on the couch with Fiona had gone a long way to keeping my mind off things. I let the question rise to my conscious attention again.
What next?
And there it was. An idea. Not one I particularly liked. One that could cause more trouble than it was worth, except protecting Mom was worth everything to me.
“It takes a vamp to know a vamp,” I said. “I guess I need to go see Toft.”



Chapter Five
At some point, Fiona and I fell asleep in each other’s arms on the couch. When the scream tore me awake, I nearly bucked Fiona to the floor.
Fiona scrambled to her feet. I stood as well. Too fast. My joints had stiffened like I knew they would. My legs almost gave out on me. I got light-headed on top of it and had to lean on the couch for support.
Another scream cut through the wall between the bedroom and living room as if the wall were hardly there.
Fiona and I met gazes.
“Mom,” I said.
Fiona hurried toward the hallway.
I bit the bullet and willed my magic through my body. The hasty move probably wasted more energy than necessary, but I needed to heal now, damn it. Within fifteen seconds, I was fixed enough to run after Fiona into the hall.
Before I made it I felt the distinct buzz of magical energy gathering in the air. I came around the corner in time to see Fiona rush out of the bedroom and juke to her right. A second later, a green bolt of light streaked out the door and blasted a hole in the wall.
I jerked back.
What the hell?
“I can’t,” Mom shouted, her voice twisted with agony. “I just can’t.”
I looked to Fiona standing on the opposite side of the doorway from me. “What’s going on?”
“She was standing in the middle of the room when I went in,” she said. “I think she’s sleepwalking.”
Sleepwalking? Mom had never done that before. Even weirder—I had never heard of anyone casting spells in their sleep. Talk about a recipe for disaster.
I stepped into the doorway and looked into the bedroom.
Mom’s silhouette stood out against the lightening sky visible through the window behind her. I could make out her wide-eyed stare, directed at something in the room that only she could see. She held her arms out at her sides as if in surrender to an unseen crowd surrounding her. Her hands trembled. The ozone smell of spent magic hung in the air.
“I won’t do it,” she said.
“Mom.”
She didn’t turn toward my voice, showed no sign she’d heard me at all. She reached one hand out to what- or whoever she thought she saw before her. The tremors in her hands made their way up her arms and spread through her body until she shivered as if standing, dressed like she was in only a nightgown, in the midst of a February snow storm. Her hair dropped like a gray curtain over one side of her face.
“Gods forgive me,” she said and raised her hands over her head, palms facing inward. She closed her eyes. A pale green, luminous cloud gathered between her hands. The cloud swirled as if stirred by a steady breeze. More and more wisps of the glowing cloud gathered, gaining density and brightness. She screwed up her face like a little girl wishing hard on a star. But she wasn’t wishing. She was conjuring from the deepest well of her soul.
The gaslike cloud of green light now formed a smooth sphere. It took on a glassy sheen, like a charlatan fortuneteller’s crystal ball.
A hum filled the room and caused a vibration I could feel in my teeth.
If she let all that power loose, she might take down the entire apartment complex. Whoever she thought she faced, she meant to kill them, and must have believed she needed the full weight of her magic to do so.
“Mom,” I shouted. I took position in the place where her dream enemy seemed to stand. If I wanted to stop her from committing mass murder in her sleep, I would have to take on the role of her target. “Mom, you’ve got to wake up.”
I wanted to try shaking her, but I didn’t dare. Startling her might cause her to launch the spell even if I did manage to wake her.
Fiona came up beside me.
“Get out of here,” I said. “If you’re near the blast, you’ll be killed.”
“And you won’t?” She stepped forward without waiting for a reply. “Judith,” she said calmly. I recognized her tone. She had used it countless times with Mom at the nursing home whenever Mom refused to eat. Fiona always managed to get through to her in the end. I hoped like hell she could now.
Mom’s eyes snapped open. Her gaze homed in on me. Or it seemed to. I had no inkling who she thought she was looking at. I shuddered to guess.
“Judith,” Fiona repeated with impossible patience. “Time to come back.”
Each swell of the light grew brighter than the last. The shadows across the ceiling danced away and rushed back. Away and back. Away. Back.
“Judith.” Fiona took another step closer. It took all of my will to keep from reaching out and pulling her away. “Judith!”
I hadn’t expected the sudden shout. Mom and I flinched at the same time. I tensed against what might happen in the next second. I wondered how it would feel to be obliterated by my own mother’s magic.
The beating orb of light winked out with a hiss, leaving behind a single, sparkling tendril that quickly faded as easily as a cold breath. Mom slowly lowered her arms, her face lined with confusion.
“What happened?”
I released a shaky breath.
Fiona took Mom by the arm. “You were dreaming.”
Mom looked down at her feet. “I’m standing.”
“You were sleepwalking,” I said.
Mom’s gaze roved around the room as if she expected to find something hidden in the corners. When her gaze reached the doorway, she spotted the hole in the wall beyond. Her lips parted, brow furrowed.
“And sleep casting,” I said.
“Well, I never…” She sounded both awed and disturbed at once. She frowned at me. “Did I hurt anyone?”
“No,” I said and left it at that. She didn’t need to know the frightening details.
“So strange.” She wandered toward the bed. Fiona, still holding Mom by the arm, followed her, and they both sat down on the edge of the mattress.
“Do you remember what you were dreaming about?” I asked. I couldn’t wait to hear who she had so desperately wanted to destroy.
Mom blinked a few times, shook her head. “Impressions, maybe. I think…I think Walter was there.”
Dad?
“Anything else?”
Her mouth fell open. She stared at the floor, but her eyes had a glazed over look like someone caught in a daydream. “I think it was the day…” Her eyes refocused, and she looked up at me. “That day.”
An eel rolled lazily in my belly. A cold prickle ran up my spine. I didn’t need to ask which day she meant. Was the person she was about to cast her mega spell at the one who had killed Dad? Were we on the cusp of finally getting an answer to that day?
That day.
“Who else was there?” I asked in a rush, half my voice made of breath.
Fiona shot me a warning look. She wanted me to give Mom a minute, not pressure her. I wanted the same, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t hold back. “Mom, tell me.”
“I don’t know.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t remember.”
No. Not good enough. She had just been dreaming about it a minute before. How could she not remember? I rushed to her and knelt in front of her. Took her hands in mine. “Look at me.”
Mom opened her eyes.
“You nearly blew up the apartment,” I said, forgetting that I didn’t want to lay that on her. “You saw someone, in your dream. Someone you meant to blow off the face of the Earth. Who was it?”
Her nostrils flared. Her lips peeled back from her clenched teeth. “I. Don’t. Remember.”
Her anger manifested in a kinetic aura around her, forcing me to shrink back.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I just hoped—”
“I’m not angry with you, Sebastian.” She made a fist and pressed it against her forehead. “It’s my damned head. It’s me I can’t stand.”
“Mom, don’t.”
She shot to her feet, stalked across the bedroom to Fiona’s dresser. The dresser had an oval mirror attached. Mom stared at her reflection.
“Somebody took my husband from me.” She pointed a finger at the mirror. “And this fool was there, but can’t even remember how her husband died.”
“You were attacked, too. You can’t blame yourself.”
“Don’t try to comfort me. I don’t want comfort. I want to remember.”
“We’re trying,” I said. “Your treatments with Sly—”
“Have done nothing!” She clenched her hands into fists and shook herself. “There has to be something else.”
I didn’t know what. That wasn’t my area of expertise. A long time family friend, Sly Petrie, was an alchemist. He mixed some of the best potions in the Motor City. In fact, he had cooked up the elixir that had finally pulled Mom out of her fugue. I had hoped he could come up with something else that would heal Mom’s memory as well. He’d been trying on a nearly daily basis for the last three months without any success. I knew for a fact that he spent a good amount of his waking hours researching and mixing new brews. Neither one of us wanted to give up on trying to make Mom whole again—or as whole as she could be after losing Dad.
“You need to take me to Sylvester. First thing.”
I hesitated before agreeing. Going out into the open with all those vamps out to get us unnerved me. And local law enforcement, I was sure, would want to talk to us about the whole house burning down thing. But going out during daylight hours mitigated the vampire worries to some extent. And I doubted the police had put out an APB on us. I couldn’t go to see Toft until after sundown anyway. We had nothing else to do.
“Okay,” I said. “We can see if he’s got anything new to try.”
Mom turned away from the mirror. “He’d better.”



Chapter Six
In the back room of Sly’s Smoke Shop, Mom sat in a faux leather recliner Sly had brought in just for her. She looked strange with her feet propped up as if she were watching ESPN on a big screen TV, instead of sitting among stacks of cardboard boxes that lined the walls like bricks. Each box had a label written in black marker with Sly’s unique scrawl that made plain old English letters look like brushed characters from an ancient language. How he got to the boxes at the bottoms of the stacks was a trick he had never shared, but he (almost) always seemed to have the ingredients he needed to mix his various potions at the workbench in the center of the room.
The workbench carried vials and bottles filled with liquids of various color and viscosity, along with a centrifuge and a Bunsen burner. Much of the materials of his trade looked like a scattered mess across the table’s surface, but I had seen Sly work with the speed and confidence of a contestant on Top Chef.
That morning, before we headed out, I’d made a run to the department store to buy us fresh clothes. I found Mom a casual yellow blouse and tan slacks, along with a pair of matching flats. Nothing too conservative, but still an odd image, considering she held a water bong from which she steadily took hits as prescribed by her alchemist.
The bong’s gurgle sounded like a giggling river troll. She let most of the smoke roll out her nostrils. Her glassy eyes stared between her propped feet without any obvious focus. Despite the appearance, the bong didn’t have a single leaf of marijuana in it. I don’t know what combination of herbs Sly had loaded in there, but it smelled like a rotten cedar log with a hint of rosemary. What the smoke really reminded me of was last night’s house fire. Every plume of smoke I encountered, no matter how it smelled, would probably carry that memory from now on.
Good thing I was axing demons more than roasting them these days.
On my shopping trip, I had picked up a pair of jeans and a cotton button-up for myself. I’d also grabbed a new leather half coat, when I should have settled for a hoodie. But I was still pissed about the imp guts, and more pissed that the coat was likely no more than ash now. So I’d splurged.
While Mom toked her medicine, I filled Sly in on what had happened. His jaw fell open wider and wider as I described the attack, then nearly came loose when I got to the part about Mom almost blowing up Fiona’s apartment complex.
He tucked his hands in his stone washed jeans, which he kept pegged above his Nike high tops. Someone had cruelly forgotten to tell him the ‘80s were over. “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”
“Me neither. But it has to have happened before, right? If someone can sleepwalk, what’s to keep them from tossing off a few spells?”
“Focusing that kind of will in your sleep? Maybe hexing the alarm clock into permanent snooze. But not conjuring the level of power you’re talking about.”
Mom started coughing. Smoke burst from her mouth in a jerky torrent.
Sly went over to her side and pulled the lever to let the footrest down. “I got this,” he said, taking the bong from her.
Her bleary eyes watched Sly set the bong onto his workbench. He scanned some glass bottles on what looked like a metal spice rack. He reached for one bottle, hesitated, then grabbed a different one. A dark blue fluid filled the bottle about a quarter of the way.
On his way back to Mom, he uncorked the bottle, and I caught a whiff of the stuff even through the bong smoke. It smelled like blueberry syrup. I was so used to his stuff reeking like wet dog or goose shit—or whatever putrid thing I could compare it to—the syrupy smell took me by surprise.
Despite the potion’s sweet scent, Mom scrunched up her face when he offered it to her.
“Just a sip,” Sly coaxed.
“It won’t amount to anything,” she said. “None of this is doing any good, Sylvester. And you damn well know it.”
Sly sighed and plugged the cork back in the bottle.
“Mom, you’re not being fair.”
Sly raised his hand to quiet me. “She’s right,” he said. “I’ve reached my limit. I’m only guessing now.”
“You went through the same thing when we were trying to get her out of the fugue,” I said. “But you found a solution eventually.”
Mom’s gaze roved to me. “I don’t have time for eventually.”
The pain in her voice made my chest tighten. “I know it’s hard—”
“No. You don’t. You don’t.” Then, once more in a whisper, “You don’t.”
She hung her head and kneaded her hands in her lap.
This time, I looked to Sly for guidance. His attention was on Mom, so he didn’t see me. He absently shook the bottle in one hand, making the blue liquid roll around inside, coating the glass up to the bottle neck. He kept working his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but kept stopping himself.
Mom craned her neck to look up at him “What are you holding back?”
Sly shuffled back a step. He passed his bottle back and forth between his hands like a pitcher warming up to throw a fastball. He realized what he was doing and clamped down on the bottle with both hands.
Nobody said anything.
Mom stared at Sly. I stared at Sly. And Sly stared at the bottle in his hands as if wondering how it got there.
After a second, he turned around, went back to his workbench, and set the potion in its place on the rack. He brushed his hands together, then wiped them on his jeans. Then he looked at me across the bench. “You aren’t going to like it.”
Mom scooted to the edge of her seat and leaned forward. “He doesn’t have to like it. This is my life we’re dealing with.”
Sly kept his eyes on me. I got the impression he wanted permission from me to go on. But how could I permit something I knew nothing about? Besides, Mom was right. Whatever Sly had in mind, it was up to her to decide if she wanted to go through with it. Not me.
I gave him a shrug. I didn’t know what other sign to give him.
He seemed to accept it as good enough. “I think it’s time Judith worked with someone else on getting her memories back.”
A hot prickle collared my neck. Sure enough, I didn’t like his suggestion. “We’ve known you a long time, Sly. I don’t think we need to trust someone else when we have you.”
“Who do you have in mind?” Mom asked as if I hadn’t spoken at all.
“There isn’t an alchemist anywhere near Detroit who can do what you can,” I said. “I have every faith in your skills.”
“It’s not about skills, brother. It’s about knowledge. I’ve exhausted mine.”
“Sylvester,” Mom snapped. “Who is this other alchemist?”
He studied something on his workbench, but as far as I could see from my angle, there was nothing there but the table’s surface. “They’re not alchemists,” he said.
I didn’t miss the plural form he’d used. Not someone else, but several someones. I wasn’t sure why, but that worried me even more.
“Stop being coy,” Mom said. She planted her hands on the recliner’s armrests and pushed up to her feet. She wavered a moment but quickly steadied. “Tell me.”
After a moment, Sly inhaled deeply, pulled his shoulders back, and pivoted to Mom. He had decided to cut me out of the conversation.
“Judith, I want you to consider this carefully,” he said. “I’m more than happy to keep working with you. Don’t think I’m trying to pass you off.”
“I know that,” Mom said. I could hear the impatience in her voice. She didn’t push, though.
“But I really want you to think about what I’m going to suggest. It may—”
“Just spit it the fuck out,” I shouted.
Sly nodded, took one more second, then said, “I believe the Maidens of Shadow have the best chance of restoring your memories.”
A cold and oily sensation rose from low in my abdomen, up the back of my throat, and filled my mouth with a swampy taste. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”
The Maidens of Shadow held the distinct honor as the most powerful black witch coven in the entire Midwest. Key word: black. As in black magic. Dark stuff. The kind of juju that requires animal sacrifices and twenty-four hour orgies with whips and chains. That kind of stuff.
Sending me to a vampire like Toft Kitchens to help keep me from turning had been one thing. A dubious suggestion, but the best we’d had at the time. Sending my mother to a coven of black witches? This was a new, desperate low.
I was happy to see a look of distress on Mom’s face, too. “That’s…” She raised her eyebrows. “Extreme.”
“I know,” Sly said. “But I’ve been doing some research—”
“Shut up,” I said. “Just shut the hell up. Mom’s already said she doesn’t want to do it.”
“I didn’t say that at all.”
I gaped at her and stammered. It wasn’t nice to call your mother names like loony, or daft, or flat out idiotic. I loved my mom too much to insult her like that. So I made incoherent noises instead.
Mom approached Sly behind the workbench, her tan flats scuffing against the tile floor. She put a hand on his arm and looked into his eyes. He stood six inches taller than her, so she had to tilt her head back. “Do you realize what you’re suggesting?”
“I do. And I wouldn’t have brought it up if I didn’t think it could work.”
“What can they do that any other practitioner can’t?” I asked, my voice nearly cracking at the tail of my question.
“I don’t know details,” he said. “But they seemed confident they could help.”
My eyes about popped out of their sockets. “You’ve already spoken to them? Before you checked with us?”
“Like I said, I did not want to bring it up if I didn’t think it a viable approach.”
I ran my hands through my hair. My pomade felt sticky between my fingers. “You cannot be serious.”
“I want to do it,” Mom said. “I’ll go alone if I have to.”
Ugh. She had to throw in a guilt trip. This situation wasn’t torturous enough already. I clenched my teeth, trying to hold back the litany of curses I wanted to spew. I took a few deep breaths through my nose.
Mom and Sly both waited patiently for me to get a grip.
“This is a terrible idea,” I said. “A terrible, terrible idea.”
Mom nodded. “Yes.”
“But you still want to do it?”
The tears pooled in her eyes ran loose down her cheeks. “Yes.”
What could I say? I had tried my best to talk her out of this. I knew any more objections wouldn’t change a thing. That left me with only one other option. I crossed the room, put my arms around her.
“You don’t have to go alone.”



Chapter Seven
We spent the rest of the day laying low at Fiona’s. Fiona took time off work to hang with us. We killed time with some books off Fiona’s shelf, a few games of three-handed euchre at the kitchen table, and Mom’s stories about her adventures with Dad before I was born. She seemed in better spirits than she had in a while ever since we left Sly’s shop with his promise to contact the Maidens of Shadow to set up a meeting with them.
Not usually the kind of thing that cheered a person up, but I’d take it. Mom deserved a shred of hope, no matter where it came from.
After sundown, I reluctantly left Mom at Fiona’s while I made my trek downtown to the Black Rose jazz club on Park Avenue. The club belongs to Toft Kitchens, a four-hundred year-old vampire who had been turned at a young enough age that he didn’t look a day older than thirteen.
The club wasn’t open yet, but I had called ahead, so Toft was expecting me.
His bouncer/bodyguard, Mortimer, greeted me at the door. Mortimer was a troll with a fairly good glamour that passed him off as a squat human almost as wide as he was tall. Despite the high quality glamour, I could still tell from the blackness in his eyes that he wasn’t human. He didn’t say much, but he didn’t need to. Another of his features involved some kind of psychic link between him and Toft, so that Toft could see through the troll’s eyes and give him necessary instructions based on what he saw.
A neat trick, and I had no idea how Toft made work.
I thought Mortimer would lead me back to Toft’s office, but instead he deposited me at the U-shaped booth Toft favored beside the stage.
A couple minutes later Toft appeared in the booth with me. The lights in the club were dim enough to allow him to shadow walk right into the booth without me seeing him.
I started at his sudden appearance, but kept my face stiff to keep from showing it.
As usual, the little boy had his dirty blond hair oiled back and parted neatly on one side. He wore a dark suit and blood red bowtie.
He smiled. His lips matched the color of his bowtie. I wondered if he had fed recently. Tame vamps typically had “willing” donors, humans who offered themselves as food because of some pleasurable high the process supposedly gave them. On the other hand, I hadn’t experienced a single hint of pleasure when I got bit. Maybe the willingness made the difference. But I also happened to know older vamps could use their thrall to compel mortals to heed their will. So, while the blood offerings might have appeared voluntary, the truth was anybody’s guess.
Upon first meeting Toft, I had encountered a pair of his thralls. A middle-aged couple he had set up to look like his parents. Smart. And super creepy.
“All the world’s troubles,” Toft said.
“Say what?”
“You look as though you’re shouldering them.” He slid along the booth toward me, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Ease up, friend.”
He seemed awfully chipper for a vampire.
“I’m glad you decided to come by,” he said. “Your timing is perfect.”
“I need your help.”
“Of course you do. I didn’t expect we’d chat over cosmos.” His smile spread wider. Thankfully, he had his fangs drawn in. He still projected a chilling eeriness, though. Four centuries of experience filled his eyes in stark contrast to his young appearance.
“I was attacked last night,” I started.
“And I want to hear all about it…after.” He was so buoyant, I thought he might float out of the booth.
“After what?”
He leaned toward me and spoke in a low voice. “It’s time, Mr. Light.”
A cold stone dropped in my gut. I knew what he meant. “Look, Toft. This is not a good time.”
His fangs slowly slid down, elongating and sharpening his canines. His little boy grin stayed lodged on his face. It was like Norman Rockwell meets H.R. Giger.
A cold shudder ran through me.
“It’s never a good time,” he said, voice like a slither. “But you swore by your blood, and I’ll have you do as you promised…now.”
I opened my mouth to object and only emitted a wet grunt. Toft had invoked the oath, which meant I could not deny him. The power of that oath physically restricted me from even arguing.
Toft’s smile broke all the wider. He clapped me on the shoulder again. His cheer turned my stomach. Nothing good could come from something that made the undead feel so alive.
He looked out into the shadowed club. Black cloths covered the round tables and each had unlit red candles in black ceramic candleholders shaped like roses. The air was dry and warm. A comfortable contrast to the wet October chill outside. At that moment, I’d take whatever comfort I could get.
“I can still see you,” Toft said into the quiet and, seemingly, empty club. But then I caught movement in a far shadow and soon made out the silhouette of a person.
The person stepped forward into the cast of a shaded lamp hanging above one of the tables nearest him. He looked about eighteen with tangled red hair and a clueless look on his face. He wore a flannel shirt, unbuttoned over a black Nirvana t-shirt, although he probably hadn’t been born yet when Kurt Cobain committed suicide. He had on a pair of jeans with holes ripped in the knees and cuffed over a pair of steel-toed shit kickers.
Since when did grunge make a comeback?
“Good effort, my boy,” Toft said. “But you mustn’t hide in the shadows. You need to become the shadows.”
The teen ducked his head and hunched his shoulders. “Yeah, okay.”
Toft turned his fanged grin at me. “They’re so cute when they’re young.”
The line created a dizzy disconnect in my mind—the twelve year-old tickled by the eighteen year-old’s youthful antics. Vampires sure were good for a head-trip, and Toft had delivered nicely.
Toft waved the kid over. The kid wound his way through the tables and to our booth, slouching the whole way. When he reached us, he kept his gaze down.
“You’ll have to excuse him,” Toft said. “He’s been turned for only six months. He’s a bit self-conscious of his change.”
Damn. Six months a vamp. Interestingly enough, I hadn’t run into many that fresh. I always got the impression the vampires kept their new turns heavily sheltered like virgin nuns. I had little idea about what was involved in training (or raising, or whatever they called it) a vampire outside of the texts I’d read when I was younger. Typically, their maker took on the role as mentor. Did that mean Toft had turned this kid?
I didn’t know. I didn’t care.
“This is great. But what the hell has this got to do with me?”
Toft held his hand out to the kid. “Odi Crossman, meet Sebastian Light.” Then he pivoted to me.
“Sebastian, meet your new apprentice.”



Chapter Eight
The vampire kid, Odi, stared at me as if I’d stepped off an alien aircraft in the middle of Ford Field. To be fair, I probably stared at him the same way. I was trying to parse Toft’s last sentence and not having much luck. What the hell did he mean by apprentice?
Toft seemed to revel in our shared confusion. His giggle sounded like what you’d expect from a little boy who had played a prank on his parents. He still had his fangs out, so he looked positively horrifying as he yukked it up.
Odi was the first of us to speak. “You’re really him?” he asked, daring to lift his gaze. “Him, him?”
“Uuuuuh,” I said with my mouth hanging open.
For the third time that evening, Toft slapped me on the back. “If only you could witness your expression. Priceless.”
Odi shifted his weight from foot to foot. His eyes were wide, and he had this dopey smirk. “Dude,” he said. “You are him.”
Toft reigned in his laughter. “Yes, Odi. You stand before the legend himself, the Unturned.”
I jerked at his use of the moniker and glowered at him. “Do not call me that.”
“It’s a title of some distinction among my people, Sebastian. Although, it’s more likely infamous than famous.”
“I think it’s pretty sweet,” Odi said. His spiky red tangles glistened in the light coming from behind him. He had a lot of product in there. “I mean, you’re supposed to be a vampire, but you’re totally not a vampire. I wish…” He trailed off. His awed expression crumbled, and he looked to the floor again.
I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say, and I had to admit my heart went out to the kid. Despite what all the cheesy, bullshit books and movies sometimes portrayed, not everybody wanted to be a vampire.
Toft didn’t seem to appreciate the sentiment. “Quit feeling so sorry for yourself.” He drew in his fangs, and the frown on his youthful face made him look all pouty, as if his mom wanted him to eat his broccoli in order to have dessert. He folded his arms. “You’ve been given the gift of immortality. You should learn to appreciate it.”
He had all his attention on Odi as he spoke, yet I felt some of his disappointment directed my way. Older vamps like Toft had spent so long undead, I doubted any of them could remember what life had been like as a mortal, or that frightening moment when they had discovered their mortality irrevocably stolen. Then again, Toft could have been one of those who had willingly embraced vampirism. Though I found it hard to imagine any thirteen year-old boy gung ho about the idea. Especially four hundred years before the literary advent of sparkling vampires.
Odi nodded his head like a chastened student. “Yes, sir.”
I twisted in my seat to face Toft. “What is this all about? What did you mean he’s my apprentice?”
Toft gestured toward the empty space in the booth on his other side. “Sit with us, boy.”
Odi wasted no time sliding in next to Toft, the three of us now lined up like a trio of drinking buddies waiting for the next jazz act to take the darkened stage. Toft leaned back so we could all see each other without having to look around him.
“Odi has a fascinating history.”
I thumped a fist on the table. “I don’t have time for—”
Toft held up a hand, and I gave up arguing. No point. Toft would give me his history lesson whether I wanted it or not.
Odi sat quietly, alternately chewing on his lip and scratching behind his ear. If Toft hadn’t said anything, I would have never pegged the kid as a vampire. The undead weren’t prone to nervous fidgeting.
I felt a little more sorry for him. But I tried to tamp the pity down. No matter how pathetic, a vamp was a vamp. I had little doubt Toft would raise his newborn into a fine and capable bloodsucker. I only hoped Toft would raise him tame, too.
“I can tell from the look in your eye,” Toft said to me, “that you believe I turned Odi. You are mistaken.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Really.” I had no reason to doubt him, because he had no reason to lie about it. Natural instinct kept me wary, though.
“Indeed.” He reached to his side and gave Odi’s arm a squeeze. The fatherly gesture looked so bizarre because of their reversed ages. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it. “I found the boy abandoned by his maker. On the streets of Detroit, starving because no one had guided him through his first feed. A newly turned vampire can carry some…baggage over from their mortal lives. It’s sometimes difficult to get over a bit of squeamishness.”
The personal trials of a baby vamp. Details I didn’t want to know. Especially since I had come so close to suffering through them myself.
While Toft spoke, Odi hunched lower and lower in his seat as if he wanted to drop straight through the floor. He clearly had self-esteem issues. I wondered if those came from before joining the undead or after his vampire daddy or mommy orphaned him.
“I really need you to get to the point, Toft.”
He sighed. (Vampires can breathe, they just don’t need to.) “You’re spoiling this for me, you know?”
“I’ll shed a tear for you later.”
He pouted again—still no dessert for little Tofty. Then he took Odi’s wrist and pulled the kid’s hand onto the table. Odi let Toft stretch his arm across without protest.
“I want you to do me a favor,” Toft said. “Take the boy’s hand.”
I wrinkled my brow. “Why?”
“Will you please trust me?”
“Nope.”
Toft tugged Odi’s hand toward me a few more inches, forcing Odi to lean against Toft. Odi glanced at me, then quickly redirected his gaze.
“If you don’t trust me,” Toft said, “then you’ll want to touch him all the more.”
I looked down at the kid’s hand. He wore a silver band around his thumb and another ring around his middle finger that looked like pewter, with Celtic knots carved in a row all around the outside. Otherwise, it looked like a perfectly normal hand to me.
“For the devil’s sake, Sebastian. Why must you be so difficult?” He grabbed my own wrist with his free hand.
I tried to yank loose, but his grip might as well have been an iron shackle. He easily straightened my straining arm until he pinned my hand to the table beside Odi’s. I clenched my hand into a fist in lame protest.
“Stop struggling before I accidentally break your wrist.”
An involuntary wave of power flowed into my clenched hand. I could feel warmth coalesce around my fist and slowly increase. If I pushed a little more will behind the energy, I could light up my hand like a torch.
Toft cocked his head at me with a warning look.
I consciously relaxed, and the power dissipated into the air. A complete waste of magical energy. Not that it amounted to much. But my new miserly ways took note of every expenditure, no matter how slight. I couldn’t help it.
Toft released our wrists, lifting his hands away with a magician’s flourish.
“Now be friendly, Sebastian,” Toft said, “And shake your apprentice’s hand.”
There was that word again. I was about to wonder, for the tenth time, what the hell he meant by it, but when I opened my fist, before I even touched the kid, I felt it. The familiar hum of magical energy. Not the kind I felt from a pending spell, or from a spell’s after effects. This was dormant power. Natural power. Raw and uncontrolled. But still contained. In other words, the energy flowed through Odi the same way his blood rolled through his undead veins. It was a part of him.
When Odi took my hand, the resonance of his power struck me even harder. The kid had juice. Serious juice. But to look at him, I didn’t think he had any idea how much.
Still grasping Odi’s hand, I turned my gaze on Toft. “He’s a sorcerer.”
Toft smiled.
Odi, on the other hand, drew his eyebrows together. “I’m a what?”
As Odi’s confusion and anxiety rose, I could feel his energy grow in tandem. I found myself relieved he was so shy and unassuming. A kid at his age, with this amount of magic coursing unchecked through his system, could cause a lot of damage if he had a temper.
All the tumblers fell in place. Toft’s use of the word apprentice made perfect and uneasy sense.
I pulled my hand loose. The break in our physical connection cut off the intensity with which I felt his power. But now that I was conscious of it, I continued to sense it surrounding him. “Who are your parents?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I dunno. I’ve been an orphan as long as I can remember. In and out of, like, a zillion foster homes.”
“Two times an orphan,” Toft said. He sounded honestly sympathetic.
Didn’t know his parents? An orphan? Raised by strangers who had no idea of the power within him? Which meant not even the kid himself knew he was a sorcerer. Which also meant he grew up without a lick of training in the magical arts. Eighteen years old. The most formative years in a child’s education a decade behind him. At this point, it was probably better he didn’t know about his mystical lineage. It was too late for him.
Meet your apprentice.
I propped my elbows on the table and hung my head in my hands. I could feel the start of a headache behind my left eye. A bitter taste filled my mouth.
“Please, don’t,” I said.
“The boy needs direction, Sebastian. Someone devoted. Someone who won’t abandon him like so many others have.”
I checked on Odi to see his reaction to all this talk about him as if he weren’t in the booth with us. He ducked his head and scratched behind his ear. One corner of his mouth twitched as if he wanted to speak up but was too afraid.
“You don’t understand,” I said. “Sorcerers start learning to be sorcerers almost the second after they’re born. This shit isn’t like wizardry. You don’t apprentice a sorcerer. You raise them.”
“Be that as it may…” He straightened, turned his head to face Odi, then turned back to me. “As you swore by blood, I must insist you take Odi Crossman under your wing, and teach him how to use his magic to the very best of his ability.”
My chest tightened. My spine turned to a stiff, icy rod. In my head, I told Toft to go to hell. Aloud, I said, “Agreed.”



Chapter Nine
“So what am I?” Odi asked, finally getting the nerve to speak. “A vampire or a sorcerer?”
“You are both,” Toft answered. “A truly rare thing. Almost as rare as the Unturned.”
I clenched my teeth. “Stop calling me that.”
Toft lifted one shoulder. “I need a martini. Let me slip out and the two of you can get acquainted.”
Odi’s jaw dropped. “Vampires can drink stuff?”
Instead of letting him out, I stayed put. “I don’t have time for this, Toft. You’ve had your show. Now I need some answers.”
He ignored me to answer Odi. “We drink blood, do we not?”
“Can we get drunk?”
“Whatever taints the blood taints us.”
Odi fell silent, contemplating Toft’s response.
Toft cleared his throat to get my attention. “May I?”
I slid out of the booth.
Toft stood and tugged on the cuffs of his suit to straighten the sleeves. He had all his suits personally tailored, but to me he still looked like a little kid playing dress up in his dad’s clothes.
“So, like, we can get AIDS, too?” Odi blurted.
Toft smiled without a hint of impatience at the kid’s questions. Maybe he would make a good vampire daddy after all.
Yeah, right.
“We can suffer from some mortal diseases,” Toft said. “But we also have uncanny healing ability. And, really, it’s quite simple to dilute diseased blood with a healthy supply. Getting sick is not a serious concern for the undead.”
“Whoa,” Odi said. “I was kinda bummed when I got bit. But this could turn out pretty cool.”
Oh, brother. I rubbed my temples as my headache started to spread. I couldn’t tell if this kid was naive in the extreme or downright stupid. He reminded me of one of those overly sheltered kids on their first day at college, faced with more freedom and choices than they’d ever dreamed, one kegger away from a total loss of innocence.
Toft excused himself and made his way to the bar. Mortimer came in through a door behind the bar and started putting together Toft’s drink without a word between them.
“So,” Odi said, “you’re a big time sorcerer, right? And, like, half vampire?”
I still stood after letting Toft out. I decided to stay on my feet so the kid had to look up at me, establish my sense of authority from the get go. It didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest. He stared up at me with a cock-eyed grin and puppy dog eyes, his excitement momentarily curing his bashfulness.
“I am a sorcerer,” I said. “I am not even the smallest fraction of vampire. I’m infected, but have found a way to keep myself from turning.”
“That brand thing, right?” Odi pointed at me. “Mr. Kitchens told me about that. So crazy.”
“I’d rather not talk about it.”
He drew his shoulders up toward his ears and dropped his gaze. “Sorry.”
I hadn’t a clue how I would go about training this kid to use his magic, but the first thing I knew I had to do was give him a dose of reality.
“He’s using you,” I said.
“What do you mean?”
“Toft isn’t your dad, your foster parent, or your friend. I’m not sure how he came to find you, but you ought to know right off the bat, the only reason he’s taken you in is because, if you can learn to use your magic, you will make a hell of an asset to him.”
He made a face while staring at the black rose candle holder in the middle of the table. “No. Mr. Kitchens saved my life, dude. He’s cool.”
“First of all, you don’t have a life to save. You’re undead, which is just another version of dead. However Toft wants to gussy it up, the fact is, you are now a demon who drinks blood. And the majority of vampires are, at the least, distrusted, and in most cases, reviled.”
“Jeeze, man. You don’t have to be so mean about it.”
Before I could say anything else, Toft rejoined us carrying two martinis. He set one down in front of Odi. “It will take a good deal more than one martini to give you a buzz, but at least you can experience what it is like to enjoy mortal delights as a vampire.”
Odi gazed into the martini glass as if it were filled with precious jewels. “But I’m not old enough to drink.” He looked up at Toft. “Won’t you get in trouble for serving me?”
Toft exploded with boyish laughter. “We live by our own rules, son. You’re a vampire now. You are not the one who must worry about trouble.”
I snorted. “Aren’t you overstating your case a bit? Kid’s gonna have to learn about the Ministry. And about what they hire guys like me for when you vampires get too cocky for your own good.”
Odi looked confused. I accepted that I’d have to get used to that look.
“I’m a sorcerer by birth,” I explained. “But I’m a demon hunter by trade.”
The kid’s sharp Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Is he serious?”
Toft arched an eyebrow. “Don’t let Sebastian spoil things for us. He’s a notorious killjoy.” He raised his martini glass. “To a glorious future.”
Odi eyed his own glass doubtfully, but screwed up his courage, picked up the drink, and swigged it like cheap beer. His whole face puckered, and for a second I thought he might spray the drink all over the table. He gulped it down, though. Followed it up with a gag.
Toft laughed. “It’s horrible, isn’t it?”
“Then why do you drink this stuff?” Odi put a fist to his mouth and coughed into it.
“It’s one of the more dignified ways to catch a buzz. Tequila shots are tacky. Screwdrivers are gauche.” He shrugged. “If martinis are good enough for James Bond, they’ll do fine for me.”
“Dude, you are so weird.”
I smirked. “Kid’s not completely clueless after all.”
Toft sipped his drink. “What have you come to me for, Sebastian?”
He’d had me so wrapped up in all this crap about Odi, I’d almost forgotten I had come to him for my own reasons.
“Last night a large and heavily armed group of vampires attacked my house.”
He nearly choked on his martini. “Again?”
“We’re talking a whole nother level. AK-47s and flamethrowers.”
“Flamethrowers? They couldn’t have been vampires. They wouldn’t dare play with fire like that.”
“Trust me, they were vamps.”
Odi plucked out the olive speared on a plastic sword from his martini and tossed it onto the table. Vampires could imbibe, but their dead insides had no way to digest solid food. Which made me wonder why he had Mortimer bother with the olive. Probably for appearances. Toft was big on appearances.
“I find it insulting,” he said while staring into his glass, “that you assume I know the dealings of other vampires simply because I am one myself.”
“These aren’t any old vampires,” I said. “Every one of them was dressed in a suit and tie, even the females.”
His eyebrows drew together. He set his glass on the table next to where the olive had landed. He still had plenty left in the glass, but once he set it down, he seemed to forget all about it.
I noticed Odi staring at us from his seat in the booth. He had shoved his own martini an arm’s length away. When he saw me looking at him, he returned to his default ducked head and hunched shoulders posture. The kid was a vampire and a sorcerer—exactly the kind of thing the vamps had wanted to make me last summer. What was he so afraid of?
“Flamethrowers and suits,” Toft said slowly as if the words had a mildly pleasant flavor.
“They also drove black vans that looked awful similar to the one my abductors drove the first time they visited me.”
“But no suits then?”
I shook my head.
He laced his fingers together and pressed them to his chest. He paced toward the stage, then he turned again to face me. “I haven’t a clue.”
I clenched my fists. “Are you kidding me?”
“Don’t get angry with me. As an abider of Ministry law, I seldom mix with the majority of my undead brothers and sisters. Certainly not those wielding flamethrowers.” He shuddered at that last word.
“I’m sure all your vampire friends are perfect gentlemen.”
“And ladies.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Toft. You have to know something about a group like this. They made a hell of an impression.”
“They did indeed. But as far as I know, it was merely the first.”
I strode toward him. All the rage and fear I had tamped down last night to stay strong for Mom welled up inside of me and chose Toft as its target. Not that I could hurt him. I didn’t have a stake to jam through his heart, or a chain of silver to garrote him with, and probably not enough power to burn down a vampire as old as him, little kid body or not.
None of that stopped me from marching right up to him and grabbing him by the lapels of his ridiculous little suit.
“They burned down my house!”
I held on for all of a second. Then something hit me in the chest, and I was sailing up off my feet. I landed on one of the freestanding tables. The single stem connecting the tabletop to its base bent on impact, the tilted table dumping me to the red carpeted floor. The table’s ceramic black rose tumbled down and shattered a foot from my head.
I stayed on the floor and took an inventory of my aches and pains. Nothing seemed broken. I poked at a sore spot in the corner of my mouth and tasted blood, so I had cut my lip on something. At least I had all my teeth. Based on the dull pain across my ribs on my right side, I would have a pretty purple bruise there soon.
Toft remained by the stage. None of the stage lights were on yet, but one of the hanging lamps spotlighted him, giving his slick blond hair a high gloss, and making his red lips stand out against his pale face. His expression was unreadable.
Odi had abandoned the booth and gaped down at me, his hands held out as if he meant to offer me a lift up. He wasn’t standing close enough, though, and he showed no sign of approaching, or moving at all for that matter. He did look genuinely worried for me. Which was sweet of him.
I guess.
“Never,” Toft said, “lay hands on me.”
He didn’t sound angry. He did sound deadly.
I pushed myself up to a sitting position. A sharp pain bit me in the lower back. By the time I got to my feet, Mortimer had arrived from somewhere carrying a round table like the one I had broken. He held it out in front of him like a dinner platter, showing no visible strain from the effort. He set it beside its fallen brother, then lifted the damaged table and carried it away as easily as he had brought in the new one.
“Dude,” Odi said.
Toft watched me expectantly.
I gulped down my pride. “I’m sorry.”
“Any other time, you would have tossed a ball of fire my way, would you not?”
I shrugged, real casual, while my insides quivered. “I need your help. You’re no good to me crispy.”
“Oh, I’m sure.” He tilted his head down and looked at me from under his brow. “But that isn’t what I meant.”
“Don’t test me, Toft. I’m crabby enough as it is.” I braced my hands against my lower back and arched my spine until I felt a pop. Some of the aching eased. “You’re telling the truth? You don’t know anything about these vamps in suits or the purpose of their attack?”
“I can guess their purpose, as I’m sure you already have. The Unturned is an affront to many of my kind. I would assume they either want to kill you or turn you.” He frowned. “I’m sorry about your home, by the way. They tried to burn it down with you inside?”
“They were smoking us out. Literally. Their aim was high, the flamethrower was at the front, and when we cleared the house, none of them tried to shoot us down.”
“When you say ‘us,’ who do you mean?”
I didn’t want to talk about Mom with Toft. A protective instinct, even though he knew who she was, might have known her before I had been born, by reputation at least. I doubt they had met. Still, the only reason Toft had agreed to see me the first time I came to him was because of my last name. The Lights had a long and respected lineage.
“Look, if you can’t help me, I need to go. I’ll have to figure out some other way to get answers.”
“Why can’t you use a spell?” Odi asked.
I had almost forgotten he was there.
“From the mouths of babes,” Toft said. “Yes. Why not use a spell?”
A fair question, but if it had been that easy, I wouldn’t have come to Toft in the first place. “Two reasons,” I said. “First, I’d need some materials I don’t have.”
Toft shrugged. “I’m sure I could acquire whatever items you need. I do, after all, have a mage on retainer. You remember Navroz Danesh, don’t you?”
I’d never heard his name, but I didn’t have to ask who he meant—he was talking about the mage who had branded me.
“Getting the stuff is the easy part,” I said. “But you’re not gonna like one of the ingredients.”
Toft raised an eyebrow.
“Holy water.”
His other eyebrow rose to join its twin. “That will be…awkward. But not insurmountable.”
“Like I said. That’s the easy part. But if I want to learn anything about these vamps, I’ll need some of their remains. No way I’ll be able to waltz over to my house and scoop up some vamp dust without getting held up by police with a whole lot of uncomfortable questions.”
“Odi desperately needs to practice his shadow walking. He can retrieve the remains you need.”
“Yeah,” Odi exclaimed. “I could totally help you.”
Based on his weak attempt at shadow walking I had witnessed earlier, I didn’t have much faith. I also didn’t have a lot of options. And since I was stuck with him, I might as well put him to good use.
Odi was beaming. He had his fists clenched with excitement, like a little kid waiting to open his birthday presents.
“All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”
“Sweet.”
On our way out, Mortimer passed us with a broom and dust pan, angling toward the broken candle holder on the floor.
“Sebastian,” Toft called before we reached the exit.
I turned.
“Don’t forget to bring Odi home before sunrise. He has a coffin here at the club.”
Aw, how cute. Toft had a bed for his pet. I assumed he fed the kid, too. I didn’t want to think about the who or how behind that.
“Don’t worry. I’ll have him back in time for curfew.” I took Odi by the elbow. “Let’s get out of here before he asks for a hug goodbye.”



Chapter Ten
Thankfully, Fiona had lent me her two-door Chevy Malibu since my car was still stuck at the house. Unfortunately, her car was white, which made it stick out even in the shadows. Our neighborhood was full of busybodies, not the least of whom was the neighbor my dad had nicknamed Mrs. Snoopis. It wouldn’t shock me if one of them reported an unfamiliar vehicle parked in the street, especially after all the excitement with the fire.
Nonetheless, I risked a drive by the house. Couldn’t help it. I needed to see the destruction, make it real, and use it to motivate me to find the bastards who had ruined my home.
The darkness obscured the worst of it, but I could make out enough details in the streetlight to create a full picture. Blackened beams stuck out from the mess like charred bones. Only rough chunks of the brick facade remained standing. The cement block porch was the only thing demarking where the front door had been. Beyond the ruined front, I could see the deeper shadows of the basement through the collapsed floor. No sign of any of the priceless artifacts beneath the debris, though.
I had the window cracked so I could smell the lingering smoke and ash. My stomach lurched as I inhaled.
It looked like the fire department had managed to contain the fire and keep it from spreading to the neighboring houses. As much as Mrs. Snoopis annoyed me, I didn’t want to see her home or anyone else’sdamaged.
Satisfied I had seen all I could, I crept back up to the twenty-five MPH speed limit and nearly drove by without noticing the police cruiser parked at the corner facing my house.
I keep my eyes forward while my heart kicked out a few extra beats. I held my breath until I had rounded the block.
Odi had stayed respectfully quiet the whole while. Once I parked under a willow tree and cut the engine, I turned to him, grabbed the box of plastic sandwich bags I’d picked up at a dollar store on the way, and tossed it into Odi’s lap.
“Get as much as you can. Doesn’t matter which one it comes from…” I checked myself, remembering the tough vamp that had needed a few extra hits to take down. Possibly older than the others. Possibly higher up in this group’s chain of command. “We killed a vamp on the other side of the block from our house.” Well, I hoped we had killed him. He had still been a burning lump last I saw of him, not yet crumbled to dust. “If his remains are there, he’s the one I want.”
Odi nodded. He fumbled with the box, tore it open, and pulled out a fist full of baggies. He stuffed them in the pocket of his black biker jacket that looked older than he was. “I got this.”
Wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince. Me, or himself?
He opened the passenger door and started to climb out. I grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. He looked over his shoulder at me.
“Don’t get caught,” I said. “If mortal law enforcement gets hold of you, there’s nothing Toft or I can do for you. Not before sunrise.”
I could see the shadow of worry cross his face, but he quickly covered it with a crooked grin. “No worries. Like I said, I got this.”
I watched as he strode off into the night. He stuck close to the houses, away from the cast of the nearest streetlight and its ominous orange glow. But I could easily see him. And still saw him as he made it across several front yards before reaching the end of the block and turning the corner.
I really hoped he hadn’t started shadow walking yet.
With nothing to do but wait, I pulled out my phone and dialed Fiona.
It rang five times before going to voicemail.
I hung up without leaving a message. She’d see my number next time she looked at her phone. I dialed Mom, but caught myself before sending the call through. The fire had claimed her phone.
After fifteen minutes, my nerves started to get the best of me. Shouldn’t Odi have collected the remains by now? Had the cops caught him skulking around and decided to take him in?
I’d give him five more minutes, then I’d chance another drive by.
I tried Fiona again. Again the call went to voicemail.
That didn’t help my nerves any. Plenty of explanations for her not getting to her phone. Who could blame me for a little paranoia, though? I thought I had earned it.
I decided to try a text.
Call me ASAP.
I set my phone on the dash and leaned back. I checked the collection of CDs Fiona had in a compartment in the center console. All stuff from the early 2000s. Destiny’s Child. Matchbox Twenty. And, oh yuck, Nickleback. All the CD cases were caked with dust, so I could only hope she hadn’t popped the Nickleback in anytime recently.
Unless she ripped it and has it on her iPod now.
No way. Not the sweet, beautiful, and smart Fiona I knew.
Please, no.
I slapped the console compartment closed, grinning to myself. I would definitely have to give her shit when I saw her later.
The grin melted away when I heard shouting.
I glanced up.
Odi was booking it down the street toward me. He waved an arm through the air. “Start the car. Start the car.”
A second later I saw the police cruiser come around the corner behind him.
“Shit.” I cranked the ignition. The Malibu’s little engine puttered to life.
Odi ran at a fair clip by mortal standards. But as a vamp, he should have had a lot more speed. His enhanced physical abilities must have lagged like his shadow walking.
The cruiser flashed its lights and whooped the siren once.
They weren’t flooring it by any means, but they still gained on him.
If he didn’t pick up the pace, they would follow him right to the car. Then we were looking at a potential car chase. Not one this Malibu could hope to win. Especially once the cops in this cruiser called for backup. Even if we somehow managed to lose them, they’d get our plate number and show up at Fiona’s door before you could say “Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo.” (Not a real conjuring word, by the way.)
Couldn’t risk it.
I put the car in reverse and slowly backed away from the corner until the cruiser was out of sight. I kept the headlights off as I made a lazy U-turn. Then I coasted to the next intersection as if I were just another neighborhood resident heading to the 7-Eleven to pick up some late night munchies.
I checked the rearview.
Odi hustled around the corner and came to a stop to watch me casually pull away and make a left at the intersection.
Don’t just stand there, you idiot. Run. Run like a fucking vampire!
I didn’t turn my headlights on until I reached the first major road, fighting the urge to floor the gas. As long as I stayed cool, I wouldn’t draw any suspicious attention. I felt a lot better once free of the side roads, and I could ramp it up to fifty.
I couldn’t, however, ease my grip on the wheel. My white knuckles stood out in the green glow of the dashboard’s display. My fingers cramped. I was so stiff, I felt like a plastic action figure in a toy car.
What a great mentor I had turned out to be. Abandoned my apprentice at the first sign of trouble. On the very first day.
It was the right call. Getting hung up with the cops wouldn’t have made you a hero, it would have made you stupid.
Funny how the only time you believed that little internal voice was when it said something negative. Right then, I didn’t buy a word of it.
But what was done was done. I had to trust that Odi would tap into his vampire abilities well enough to slip away. For the gods’ sake, the very least he could do was stay out of the middle of the street.
Then another worry squeezed my gut.
If he did get away, I hoped to hell he had the dust.



Chapter Eleven
I tried calling Fiona a couple more times without success. The tension from losing Odi grew into a toxic lump in my gut as I added the worry about Fiona and Mom. Maybe Fiona had taken Mom out?
At after eleven o’ clock at night?
When they knew vampires were after us?
Not likely.
By the time I reached Fiona’s door, I was gasping from my sprint through the parking lot. I could feel my face flushing. I was going to look like a crazed fool when I charged in and found Fiona and Mom perfectly unharmed. But then I noticed the gap between the jamb and the door itself. Only about an inch, but I could see the warmer light inside her apartment contrasting with the harsh glare of the domed light on the hallway ceiling.
The soft creak I heard behind me made me spin so fast I nearly swooned. My hand made a fist all on its own. Still, I held back my magic. I had effectively changed my habit from drawing on my power at the slightest provocation to keeping it in check until I absolutely knew I needed it. Neither extreme served me very well.
In this case, my restraint paid off. The neighbor across the hall had opened her door and was peeking out at me. I could only see one of her eyes, the opening in her door not much wider than Fiona’s. The hall light reflected off the single visible lens of her round glasses. The only reason I knew she was a woman was from the cakey red lipstick covering her lips. Judging from the lines around those lips, I pegged her as an older lady, though I’ve seen young woman with much worse wear from too many cigarettes and not enough personal hygiene.
I didn’t want to bother with the nosy woman, but she might have witnessed something—if there had even been anything to witness. I was jumping to a whole lot of conclusions without a whole lot of information.
“Did you see anything?”
What a brilliant question. You’ll make a fine detective someday, Sebastian.
The woman stared at me for a couple more seconds, then she slammed her door shut. I heard the snap of the deadbolt and jangle of the door chain.
Wasted time. Should have ignored her.
I whirled back to Fiona’s door. I tried to peer inside through the gap. I could see a fraction of the refrigerator in the kitchenette. Not much else. A moment like this made we wish I carried a gun. Sorcerers typically didn’t need them. Our projectiles were way more effective than bullets. But much like my axe, a conventional weapon like a handgun could have helped me keep my newly limited magic in reserve for the larger threats.
In this case, I had to work with what I had. So I focused my will, drew on my juice, and set my fist aflame.
Like a rogue cop in a bad action flick, I kicked the door open. Of course, I lost points on the badass scale since the door was not only unlocked, but already open. I put too much force into the kick, too. The door flung wide, bounced off its spring stopper, and swung right back at me.
I had already started in, so the door slammed against my shoulder. I hardly noticed. All my attention zeroed in on Fiona, laying sprawled on the living room floor, body limp, eyes closed, a bloody gash on her head.
My breath caught. The flames engulfing my hand flared up like a campfire in a gust of wind.
I fought my instinct to run to her and check if she was all right. Whoever had done this could still be in the apartment.
The heat of my own fire doesn’t burn me. It is magic after all. I could still feel its warmth, though. As my stress level rose, my fire’s heat increased. Sweat oozed in my clenched fist. The flame didn’t have much of a scent, since it wasn’t burning anything (not yet). Nonetheless, the air itself smelled like a hot furnace.
I regulated my breathing while scanning the living room. There weren’t many places to hide. The coffee table was glass. The bookshelves went straight to the corner. The only small section I couldn’t see from where I stood was behind the far end of the couch. All I needed to do to clear my view was a side-step onto the laminate tiles in the kitchenette. A couple yards was all it took.
No one behind the couch.
I crept out of the kitchenette and stepped around Fiona’s feet, glancing down on my way. Her chest rose and fell steadily. Breathing. Otherwise still.
“Fiona,” I called.
She didn’t stir.
I would have to find out for myself what might lurk down the hall.
The hallway was short. Just enough room for the single bedroom on the right, a linen closet on the left, and the bathroom at the end of the hall. The ceiling light was off. But the lamplight from the living room and my fire chased back most of the shadows.
The bathroom’s door at the end of the hall hung wide, revealing plenty of shadows within. Shadows deep enough for a vampire to draw the darkness around himself like a cloak. A good one, at least. Definitely not a baby like Odi.
I could make out my reflection in the mirror above the bathroom sink. The firelight cast across my face made the reflection waver like a mirage. My hair looked terrible, like I had bed-head, and not the stylish kind of bed-head.
I didn’t give a damn. Not only because my real concerns were more urgent, but because I was thankful to have any reflection at all. At the worst point during my infection, my reflection had started to fade. One of the weirdest experiences of my life. Imagine thinking you would never see yourself again. Yeah. Weird. And scary.
These thoughts took less than a second to cross my mind, and went on mostly in my subconscious.
The bulk of my concerns circled around my next move.
I hadn’t seen any sign of Mom yet. I was pretty good at imagining worst case scenarios. The question was, should I check the bathroom first so I could then head into the bedroom without worrying about someone coming at me from behind? Or should I go for Mom first, in case the attacker was with her?
The bedroom door was closed. It gave me a shred of (probably false) hope. The intruder hadn’t bothered closing the entrance door. Why close the bedroom?
It meant nothing, but I needed to tally up every detail to make a decision.
Fuck that. Mom came first. If a bathroom lurker tried to take me from behind, I’d grab them in the crotch and set their bits on fire.
I rushed to the bedroom door. I wasn’t feeling the action hero vibe, so I opened the door with the knob like a normal person.
The room was dark.
I held out my hand like a dungeon crawler holding out his torch to illuminate the dark cavern ahead.
The darkness peeled back some, quivering at the edge of the flickering light’s reach. I could see plenty.
Plenty of nothing.
The covers on the bed were rumpled, but Mom wasn’t lying under them. All the remaining furniture looked intact. The couple of perfume bottles, the hairbrush, and the jewelry box on the dresser undisturbed. Nothing knocked onto the floor. Not so much as a lampshade askew. In other words, no sign of a struggle.
But no sign of Mom either.
I backed out into the hallway again. The growing heat from my flame made my face sweaty. The heat wasn’t just coming from the flame, I realized. My whole body radiated. My shirt stuck to my back. A bead of moisture tickled my ear.
My nervousness had my power working overtime. I was reaching the point where keeping my flame up would outweigh the cost of casting it from scratch. I had never felt this way before. Never paid attention to the calculus behind my magic. I had cast when I needed to cast, and sometimes even when I didn’t.
Damn it, hold on a little longer. Check the bathroom.
I hurried down the hall, not concerned about stealth. If something was hiding in the bathroom, they had heard me by now. And I had a big ass fireball ready to melt off their face.
My reflection in the mirror grew as I approached. Between the sheen of sweat on my face and the wild look in my eyes, I kind of freaked myself out, as if that reflection might dive out of the mirror and try to throttle me.
I ignored the crazy guy in the mirror and charged into the bathroom.
The space wasn’t much bigger than a modest walk-in closet. Between the vanity, the toilet, and the tub, there wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver. And not a lot of space to hide—not even for a shadow walking vamp.
The shower curtain was drawn. I checked there first, yanking it aside, the metal rings it hung from scraping and jangling along the bar.
Nothing.
I shoved my hand into the cramped space, throwing aside the shadows to be sure.
Still nothing.
I turned around. Unless someone had climbed into the cabinet in the vanity, the only remaining place to hide was behind the open door. There wasn’t a lot of space back there, and when I grabbed the door to swing it closed, I already knew what I would find.
I was right.
A whole lot of nothing.
I tossed the door back open so hard the knob punctured the drywall and stuck hard.
“Damn it.” My voice buzzed in the bathroom’s close quarters.
I finally released my energy. The flame engulfing my hand went out with a soft poof. The heat I had felt coursing through my body cooled instantly. All the sweat covering me chilled me like stepping out of the gym after a heavy workout into winter air. A shiver shot through me as I marched down the hall and into the living room.
Fiona moaned, the corners of her closed eyes pinched.
I knelt beside her. “Fiona.”
Another moan. She raised a hand to her forehead and touched the gash. She hissed between her teeth and jerked her hand back as if touching a hot stove. Her fingertips came away with blood on them.
I gently touched her arm. “Fiona, are you with me?”
Her eyes fluttered open. She frowned up at me. “Sebastian? What happened?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. Mom’s gone.”
“Gone?” She put her hand to her head again, this time avoiding the gash. She groaned. “Someone…”
“Someone? Someone what? Who?” I knew she had only regained consciousness a mere minute ago, but I couldn’t hold back my questions. I needed to know where Mom was. I needed to know now.
She reached out for me. I took her hand, and she tried to pull herself up.
“Easy,” I said. “Lay there a sec. Just tell me what happened.”
“A man…at the door. Forced his way in. He had a gun. Hit me with it. Hard.” She refocused her gaze on me, her face twisted with pain. “That’s all I remember. He knocked me out.”
Shit. Shitshitshitshit.
“Where was Mom when this happened?”
She waved weakly behind her. “Couch.”
I glanced at the couch as if I might have missed her during my initial search. Nothing to see but the shiny leather. No sign of struggle either. In fact, the Norse horn sat right where she had left it on the coffee table.
I ran a hand through my hair, my thoughts buzzing at light speed. I needed to focus. Focus on the guy.
“Tell me about the attacker,” I said.
Fiona squeezed her eyes shut. Her lips formed a straight line and went white around the edges. “Happened so fast.”
I took her hand. “I know you’re hurting. But I need you to concentrate. Describe this guy to me.”
“Long hair,” she said. “Greasy.”
“Color?”
“Black.”
“Anything about his face, the way he dressed, identifiable features?”
She hunched up one shoulder. “I can’t—”
“You have to,” I snapped. I drew a calming breath—as calming as I could muster, at least—and concentrated on toning my voice down. Then I said what I had yet to admit to myself. “He took her. He took my mom.”
“I’m sorry.” She propped herself up on her elbows. Clarity returned to her eyes. I noticed the gash on her head had already clotted. Shifters were tough, healed fast. In twenty minutes or so, it would be like she’d never been hit. Speaking of fast, whoever had knocked her out must have done it quick enough that Fiona hadn’t had a chance to take on her tiger form.
The guy would have had serious regrets about breaking into a weretiger’s apartment.
How had he taken her by such surprise?
“Was he a vamp?” I asked, then waved a hand, dismissing the question right after asking. Couldn’t have been a vampire unless Fiona had invited him in. I couldn’t think of any other kind of nasty who could get the better of Fiona and want to kidnap my mother. So, despite the obvious answer, I asked again. “Was he? Did you invite him in?”
Her eyebrows drew together. Her nostrils flared. “Do you think I’m stupid?”
I stood and offered my arm so she could pull herself up. Her grip pinched tight, even through my coat’s leather sleeve. She lifted herself to her feet, rocked back on her heels, but steadied herself. She let go of me and explored her head wound with her fingers. She didn’t wince this time.
“He wasn’t a vampire.”
“How did he get at you before you shifted?”
“He took me by surprise, Sebastian. He had a gun. Do you think I let him in and asked for a good crack to the skull?’”
“Of course not. Sorry. But this…” I gestured at the general center of the living room as if it represented everything. “It doesn’t make any sense. Unless it was a vampire. Otherwise…”
I pressed the heels of my palms against my temples and growled.
Was there another player here? Because the vamps had been after me, right? Not Mom. At least, that’s what I had assumed.
It sure as shit wasn’t some random home invasion. The only thing the intruder had taken was Mom. Hadn’t broken anything. Hadn’t so much as left a dirty footprint on the carpet.
Which raised a whole other question.
“Why didn’t Mom put up a fight?”
Fiona picked at the edge of her thumb nail. Her hands trembled. I wanted to take her in my arms, console her, give her whatever support she needed. It must have been damn scary to get jumped like that in her own home.
I didn’t have time to comfort her, though.
I glanced at the round plastic clock hung on the wall. Almost one AM.
“He had a gun,” I said. “That’s all he had?”
“That’s all I saw.”
“Just one guy?”
“From what I saw.”
I gritted my teeth. What Fiona saw didn’t help a whole hell of a lot.
“Mom could have thrown a single guy right back out the door with a twitch of her hand. Hell, she put a hole in your wall in her sleep. Nearly nuked the fucking building.” I started to pace. “And you’re telling me one…one greasy-haired guy took her out of here without a single sign of struggle?”
“I don’t know what happened,” Fiona shouted. “Maybe he threatened to hurt me if she didn’t go along peacefully.”
Possible. Mom would have made sure nothing happened to Fiona. And yet…
“What about once they were out the door? She could have taken him out at any point once she had him away from you.”
“I don’t know!” Her face flushed. “But I do not appreciate you making it sound like it was my fault.”
“I never said…” I stopped pacing and pounded my fists against my thighs. I’d never said it, but she was right. I had implied it. Much as I wanted to, I couldn’t make myself apologize, because it wasn’t only my frustration talking—a part of me did blame her. I had brought Mom here to keep her safe.
That’s right. You brought her here, which means you’re as much to blame. More so, actually. You screwed up big time. Congratulations! You’ve won the Worst Son in the World Championship. What are you gonna do now?
I was going to get her back, that’s what. And I would burn through every guy with long, greasy black hair in Detroit if I had to.



Chapter Twelve
Before I had a chance to put together a thought about how to track down the grease ball, my phone trilled in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the number.
Toft.
I tapped the screen to answer, my already nervous stomach quivering. What the hell did he want now?
“Have you misplaced something?”
The question threw me. I ran through my memory of my visit with him earlier, couldn’t think of anything I might have left behind.
Toft sighed, somehow making it sound condescending.
“A little slow tonight, are we?” he asked. “Let me rephrase. Have you misplaced someone?”
“Odi,” I said through a sigh of my own, both because I felt like an idiot for not catching on to Toft’s sarcasm, and out of relief that the kid had slipped the cops.
“Master Crossman has a gift for you,” Toft said. His formal word choice sounded ridiculous in his little boy voice. Especially over the phone, without his wizened eyes looking back at me. “I think you need to come by the Black Rose to take it…and him.”
Hope buzzed through me like a static shock.
“He’s got the remains?”
“Indeed,” he said. “Now hurry, while there is plenty of night left for you to tutor your new student.”
He disconnected without another word.
Fiona must have sensed a change in me. She gave me a worried look. “Who was that?”
“Toft,” I said. “I might have a way to find Mom.”
Assuming it was the vampires who had her. I still couldn’t be sure there was any connection, though I couldn’t imagine how there wasn’t.
Fiona’s worried expression deepened. “With Toft Kitchens’s help? Again? I thought we wanted to avoid vampires.”
“Toft is different.” Kinda. “And right now he has the only available lead.”
I didn’t want to take the time to get too specific. I also wanted to hold off explaining my recently acquired responsibility. If consorting with Toft bothered her, Fiona might go tiger on me when she heard about Odi.
She narrowed her eyes, her worry turning to suspicion. She could tell I was holding back. After only three months together, the woman knew me better than most—right behind Sly and Mom.
“What’s this lead?”
“I’ll explain later. I have to get over to the Black Rose.”
“Let me grab my coat. You can explain on the way.” She started for the coat closet by the entrance.
“Whoa.” I stepped in her path. “Not even ten minutes ago you were unconscious on the floor.” I pointed at the spot where I had found her as if she didn’t know.
“Really?” She pulled her hair back from her forehead to show me the gash. Only it wasn’t a gash anymore. The wound had closed, leaving behind a crust of blood. When she washed that off, you’d never know she’d had the injury to begin with. “Shifter, remember?”
“Yeah, but…” I didn’t have a good excuse to leave her behind. She didn’t need my protection. Besides, chivalry didn’t work with her. She wouldn’t even let me open doors for her. Truth was, having her at my side made sense. Especially since I couldn’t go so heavy on the pyrotechnics like I used to.
Taking her, however, could complicate things with Odi. It would require more explanations, likely open up a debate, and the inevitable tension from Fiona’s disapproval would bog us down.
Fiona huffed impatiently and moved around me.
Then an idea struck me. A legitimate reason Fiona needed to stay here.
“Fiona, wait.”
She stopped.
“Someone needs to be here in case Mom comes back. Odds are high she can get away. Fucking with a century and a half year-old sorceress doesn’t typically end in your favor.”
I could tell by her frown she knew I was right. “You get to be my protector after all, huh?”
“It’s not like that.”
“Sure, sure.” She came at me like she meant to slap me. I almost pulled back, but when she got to me she placed her hands on either side of my face and pulled me into a kiss.
The soft touch of her lips sent its usual shiver through me. I planted my hands on her hips and drew her closer. The kiss didn’t last nearly long enough, and when she backed away, it almost hurt to let her go.
“Be careful,” she said.
“Of course.”
“Don’t say ‘of course.’ Promise me like you mean it.”
“You know I can’t promise.”
“You pick now to be honest with me?” She slugged me in the chest. “You’re an ass.”
“Of course,” I repeated, kissed her on the cheek, and took off for the Black Rose.
On the way, I found myself disturbed by my hope that the vamps had Mom. Because if they didn’t, the remains Odi had recovered wouldn’t do me a damn bit of good.



Chapter Thirteen
When I arrived at the Black Rose, Toft had everything I needed laid out on one of the tables in the middle of the club. Apparently, he’d decided to close early for the night. He had the tablecloth and centerpiece removed. Probably a good thing, since I was certain to make a mess. I didn’t have a lot of experience working the more subtle and focused spells like the one I had planned. I was bound to spill some things.
Odi came out of the back office, a huge grin on his pasty face. His red nest of hair looked nestier than when I last saw him. His stylishly torn jeans had grass stains on them. Apparently, his escape from the police hadn’t gone as easily as it should have. But he had taken it in stride and didn’t seem to hold a grudge over my leaving him behind.
“Dude,” he said, crossing over to me. “Dude.”
I smiled, his enthusiasm taking my mind off Mom’s abduction for a few seconds. But only a few.
Odi gestured at the table. “I totally got it.”
I looked down at the items before me. The plastic baggie held what looked like black sand, the vamp dust a little scorched. That fire staff Mom had given me had a hell of a kick. Too bad the fight at the house had drained it.
Next to the baggie was a pair of wire-framed glasses with thin lenses. Considering Toft had sent out for my materials, I suspected the golden frames had a few karats to them. A shame, since I was about to ruin them. Beside the glasses was an octagonal bottle about the same size as a shot glass. A rubber stopper kept the clear fluid contained, but I highly doubted Toft had handled this bottle himself. It also explained why I didn’t see any sign of him—even this small amount of holy water could do serious damage to a vampire’s complexion, or eat a hole straight through his skull.
Odi didn’t appear at all bothered by it.
Ah, the naiveté of youth.
The other items on the table were a mortar and pestle and a nail clipper.
I pulled out a chair and sat. Odi followed suit, then clapped his hands and rubbed them together, his eyes sparkling.
“Show me the ways of the Force, Obi Wan.”
I snorted. “Star Wars reference? You weren’t even alive when the original trilogy came out.”
He wrinkled his nose. “Oh, and like you were?”
“I was three when Jedi came out.”
“Pfft. Whatever. That barely counts.”
“My dad took me to see it in the theater. Not sure what he was thinking, but I remember nearly peeing my pants at the rancor scene.”
Odi laughed. “Yeah, that’s how I felt when I first saw Jar-Jar in the prequels,” he teased. Scary shit. What the fuck was Lucas thinking?”
Again, Odi’s youthful exuberance pulled me away from my worries. We didn’t have time for the distraction. At the same point, if I wanted to carry off this spell without blasting my eyes out of their sockets, I needed something to calm my nerves, and talking Star Wars was better in the long run than tequila shots.
“Jar-Jar Binks will forever be a blight on the Star Wars legacy. But we need to get serious now and cast some magic.”
Odi nodded, scooting his chair in.
“The type of work we’re doing here…” I waved my hands over the materials before me. “…is pretty universal in all magical practices. The difference comes from the source of the magical energy itself.”
“So anyone could do this?” He sounded disappointed.
“No, not anyone. Magic requires two basic things. Knowledge and power. First you have to know what the hell you’re doing. Next, you need the juice to make it happen. Sorcerers like us are born with a natural energy that comes from within us. It’s as natural as the blood that pumps through your heart…”
Oops. Bad analogy.
“Sorry.”
“What?” He furled his brow. Then it hit him. His eyes widened as he pressed his hand to his chest. “Oh.”
Damn. The kid was such a fresh vamp, he could forget his undeadness. A hollow ache bloomed in my chest. I hurried on with the lesson to keep him from dwelling on it.
“Anyway, you’ve got the power in you. It’s not an infinite store, but it expands with age. Much like vampires, the older the sorcerer, the more powerful they likely are. But none of that matters without the knowledge.”
“Gotcha.”
“Now, other practitioners can put together spells just fine, but they have to find their magic from outside. There are a million different ways to do that, so I’m not going to go into it now. But when we talk about the difference between say, a witch and a druid, much of it has to do with how they get their energy. Comprende?”
Odi nodded. He had replaced his dopey grin for a more sober expression, but his eyes still shone with obvious excitement and focus. I couldn’t believe I was thinking it, but the kid might make for a good student. He had the juice. I could reach out with my senses and feel it pouring off of him. If he committed himself to learning, I shuddered to think how powerful he could be five-hundred immortal years from now.
Or what his master would use him for.
I cleared my throat. “All right, one way to focus magic to get a desired effect involves symbolic materials. The stuff I have here represents what I need in order to tap into the memories of a dead vampire.”
I picked up the baggie of vamp dust. “Is this from the vampire on the other side of the block, like I asked?”
“Yep.”
“Good.” I unzipped the baggie and poured all of the dust into the mortar. Some of it plumed up in a miniature whirling storm cloud. “This is for the…target, for lack of a better word. You need a physical piece of someone when casting something as personal as reading memories or a tracking spell or—”
“A voodoo doll?”
“Yeah. Like that.” I picked up the nail clippers. “Since this is a type of joining spell, I’ll need a piece of myself as well. Back in the old days, everyone was obsessed with blood. Which is way overkill for something like this. No cutting my palm with a sacrificial knife necessary.”
I clipped a piece of my thumbnail over the mortar and let it drop in with the dust.
Odi chuckled. “Cool.”
“The last ingredient.” I picked up the bottle of holy water and peered through it at Odi, the glass and liquid distorting his image. “The weakness.”
I popped the stopper and dumped the water into the mortar. The vamp dust hissed upon contact. A putrid blend of sulfur and swamp water rose from the mixture.
Odi pressed a fist over his mouth and screwed up his face as if he were about to puke. I’d never seen a vampire vomit. I wasn’t sure they could, considering the only thing in their system was blood. Thankfully, Odi swallowed back his gorge before either of us could find out. That was a lesson I preferred he learn on Toft’s watch.
“You okay?” I asked.
He nodded. “Smell hit me funny.”
Probably because it was the smell of his own kind’s melting flesh. A lot of people have the same reaction smelling a fellow human’s meat cooking. Some primal trigger in the back of the mind that recognizes the stench for what it is and wishes desperately to reject it.
Odi pointed at the mortar, its contents still steaming. “That’s holy water, right?”
“Yep.”
“You called it ‘the weakness.’ What’s that for?”
I thought for a second how to explain. “I’m attempting to…invade the mind of another being. In order to do that, I need something specific to weaken them.”
“But he’s dead, dude.”
Again, I paused. Some of this stuff got a little too woo-woo even for me. “Okay, yeah. He’s dead. But metaphysically, a part of him remains in the universe.”
“Like a soul?”
“Vampires don’t have souls. Their bodies are hosts to demons.”
He sagged in his chair, slumping his shoulders forward. “Oh.”
“Nevertheless,” I went on, realizing the minefield of harsh realities surrounding vampirism I kept having to tip-toe through. Shouldn’t Toft have explained this stuff to him? Maybe he had, and the kid was still in the denial stage. Made me wonder how he got turned. Seemed pretty obvious he hadn’t volunteered. “All things with a self-aware consciousness, living or undead, leave behind this psychic residue. In the case of mortals, it is a soul. I think there’s another word for it for demons and the like, but I can’t remember right now.”
Odi’s gaze drifted to the table, though it looked like he saw something beyond the items for the spell.
“Let’s talk more about this later,” I said quickly. “I’m going to go ahead and do this.”
If I can do this.
I picked up the pestle and ground the ashes, holy water, and my nail clipping into a black paste. Odi pulled out of his blank stare and watched me work. As the paste thickened, it made a puckering and squishy sound. Odi made a face, but at least this time didn’t look like he was going to hurl.
Once I had the mixture to the desired consistency, I set aside the pestle. Globs of black goo from its end got on the table. See? I knew I was going to make a mess.
I could feel Odi’s intense attention on me while I scooped out a gob of the concoction with two of my fingers, picked up the glasses, and smeared one of the lenses until I had coated it entirely with the black stuff. I repeated the procedure for the other lens. I looked around, holding my messy fingers away from me, and realized I should have requested a rag of some kind. I did my best to scrape my fingers off on the table’s edge and made sure not to lean too close and get any on my shirt.
I held the glasses out in front of me. “You ready?”
I think I was asking myself more than Odi.
“Hell, yeah,” Odi said.
I put the glasses on. The black paste squished around the edges of my eyes and into my eyebrows. I did my best not to think too hard about what the gunk touching my face was made of. I still cringed at the cold feel of it, like a mud mask made from…you know.
I sat straight, took a deep breath through my nose, and drew on my power. I directed the energy up from my heart, through my face, and out toward the glasses, imagining the frames as conductive rods carrying my magic into the coated lenses.
The mixture was thick enough to blind me except for my peripheral vision. I kept the bulk of my focus on the darkness before me, pushing aside my awareness of the light leaking in around the edges. I continued to take regular, deep breaths, sinking into a meditative state.
My power hummed through the frames of the glasses, buzzing against the thin bones of my skull behind my face. I needed to direct just enough power into the lenses to create the visions. Just enough to…
A sudden rush went through my chest, like wind through a hollow reed. All at once my power gushed forth, so much that I trembled down to my bones. The wire frames heated up like toaster wires. I resisted the instinct to whip the glasses off my face. If I didn’t see this spell through, the magic I had already spent on it would taint the ingredients—I wouldn’t get a second chance at this.
From what sounded miles away, I heard Odi ask, “What’s wrong?”
I gritted my teeth, trying to regain control of my power’s flow. Yet the glasses kept feeding on me. I had screwed something up. Hadn’t applied my power with enough precision, or the wrong focus, or I don’t know what, because I didn’t know this kind of magic well enough. All I did know was that what should have been a small spell was now draining my energy faster than any I had cast before.
You should have paid more attention to your dad’s lessons on small magic, asshole.
I could hear him now.
Sebastian, there is no such thing as small magic. Someday, you’ll wish you believed that.
Like he had known this day would come. Well, he had, hadn’t he?
I believe it now, Dad.
I figured I had two choices. I could waste time trying to wrest back control over my power’s flow, or I could use it to complete the spell before the glasses permanently melded with my face.
“Sebastian, dude. You’re freaking me out,” Odi said. I knew he sat beside me, but he still sounded muffled and far away. The ringing in my ears didn’t help.
I returned to my steady breathing, doing my best to ignore—or, rather, accept; there was no ignoring—the torrent of magical energy coming out of me. A frightened voice at the back of my mind kept asking, How much do you have to give? Not as much as before. How long until you run out?
I breathed in.
I breathed out.
In.
Out.
Focused on the black paste blocking my vision.
Called on the vampire’s remains to let me inside, show me what I needed to see.
My ears popped with a static zap. For an instant, my vision went completely dark. The feel of my energy escaping disappeared. The feel of the chair under me vanished. In fact, all feeling went away as if the candle of my consciousness had been blown out.
Then I opened my eyes, though I didn’t remember closing them. What I saw sent a cold shock up my spine.
I saw myself, pointing a long wooden staff right at me.



Chapter Fourteen
A cold rush went through me, like ice water through my veins. Only they weren’t my veins. They belonged to the vampire whose remains I had smeared on the glasses I was wearing. But those glasses were gone. The whole Black Rose was gone. I hung half in the driver’s side of a black van, watching as a bloom of flame erupted from the staff aimed at me.
I was reliving the last moments of this vampire’s life.
Instinct twitched within the part of me that was still me, the passenger to a vampire’s memories. I tried to leap sideways, out of the fire’s trajectory. I couldn’t. I had no control here. The future was the past, already written.
The gout of fire came at me in slow motion. I was experiencing the effects of vampire adrenaline. I didn’t have a heartbeat, but that cold rush emanated from within my (his) chest. The vampire’s thoughts rattled through his undead mind too quickly for me to make sense of. It sounded like speed metal played on fast-forward, through headphones.
By this point in these stretched seconds, the fire blast had nearly reached me. I could feel its heat in contrast with the wet chill pumping through my system. I remembered how this had gone down. My shot from the staff had started him cooking, but Mom had had to finish him off.
I did not want to vicariously experience that pain on my memory ride along.
I couldn’t jump aside. I could, however, jump backward. In time.
Psychically wading into the vamp’s speed metal consciousness, I grabbed at the first available memory I could decipher. I didn’t care where it took me, so long as it carried me away from fiery agony.
At least, that’s what I thought.
Darkness snapped across my field of view for as long as it took to blink. On the other side of the blink, I found myself in a parking structure, seemingly below ground, only a few cars parked haphazardly nearby, without any regard for the flaking diagonal yellow lines painted on the concrete floor. In my vampire host’s periphery, I made out a few others close to me. But at that moment, the vampire’s attention was held by the pale-skinned teen girl in a blue tube top whom he held draped across his lap.
My host knelt on the concrete. He had his shirtsleeves rolled up, exposing ghost-white skin covered by thick black hair. I could feel the warmth in his belly, the tang of blood on his tongue, and the hunger stimulated by the ragged bite in the woman’s throat. A periodic stream of blood gushed out of the wound in time with her pulse. I could actually feel her heartbeat thrum through her and into my host’s body as if touching a subwoofer playing a heavy bass line.
Before I had a chance to gather my own thoughts, I got caught under a wave of his.
This is fucking beautiful. Never tasted such fresh blood. Where did he get these cows? Enough virgins for all of us. Best fucking day of my life.
Then he lifted the woman (his cow) and pressed his gaping mouth over the bleeding hole in her neck.
My stomach should have churned as I felt hot blood gush down my throat. I should have gagged on its iron taste. Maybe my own body, back in the Black Rose, had those reactions. Not here. Here I experienced the feeding with the physical zeal only a vampire could enjoy. The best correlation I could make—it was like rising toward an orgasm while slaking a two-day thirst and letting a piece of the finest gourmet chocolate melt on my tongue. The ecstasy of all senses.
For a moment, overwhelmed by the sensory explosion, my consciousness slipped deeper into the vampire. The sensation spooked me. Could I get trapped in the memories of a dead vampire forever?
I yanked my consciousness back and focused on catching a memory ride further into the vamp’s past.
While his thoughts still skittered haphazardly under the effect of his ecstasy, his subconscious—or the vampire equivalent—remained calm. Memories were fragile things, not unlike dreams. So many factors could warp them, break them, or obliterate them completely. This made hitching a ride on a valuable memory a difficult trick.
The time frame I was searching for, thankfully, didn’t sit too far into the past. In fact, from what I could gather from my host’s sense of things, this feeding had not taken place too much earlier than their attack. I wished he would look around, give me a better view of his surroundings. He was so consumed by his meal, the only other thing he noticed was the sound of his comrades around him also sucking at the open throats of their own victims.
The sound aroused him. I could feel the tightening below his belt same as he had in the moment.
Yeah, vamps could have sex. Did nothing for procreation. For them, sex was simply another gateway to pleasure. It could also make their prey more pliable, easier to feed on, and prone to coming back for more.
But the woman my host fed on would not make herself available again. She wouldn’t do anything again after that night, as the vamp had every intention of draining her.
I realized this was preparation, on par with eating your Wheaties before tackling the day ahead.
A collection of my own sensations broke through my host’s—clammy skin, sick stomach, searing heat against the sides of my face. I didn’t have long before those feelings became unbearable enough to break my spell. One more chance at finding the right memory. Then I would have to give up.
Didn’t have to go far back. Maybe only far enough to witness the delivery of the victims. How long was that? Thirty minutes? An hour?
I couldn’t get down-to-the-minute precision. Someone more skilled at this kind of magic probably could. I had to depend a little more on intuition than precision.
I focused on where I wanted to go in this vampire’s life. Since I had a sense of where he was now, and I wanted to stay in that place but only further back in time, it made it easier for me to imagine the moment I wanted to see.
I blinked.
All of the vampires stood in a row. My host graciously gave me a survey of his surroundings as he glanced to either side of him, sizing up the dozen vamps he stood with. They had lined up across the lane in the parking structure as if they meant to block any car that attempted to drive through. They all wore matching business suits with the red ties. My host as well. The knot in his tie felt like a stone against his throat. He hated having to wear the damn thing.
I also had a better view of the randomly parked cars off to the right. A silver Jag. A red (of course) Ferrari. A black Corvette, but an older model with a fringe of flaky rust along the body’s bottom edge. On the left, which I hadn’t been able to see in the last memory, a neat row of matching black vans.
My host couldn’t stop his stomach from churning, and it was pissing him off, because he had been expressly instructed not to feed before this meeting.
But who instructed you, damn it?
Sad thing about living through someone’s memories, they did not answer direct questions. I could see why the darker circles of the supernatural world preferred interrogating reanimated corpses. Of course, you couldn’t exactly reanimate a pile of dust. And my magic didn’t run black enough for that kind of shit.
Tripping through memories would have to do.
On top of his restless appetite, the smell of old exhaust and oil trapped in the underground parking structure sickened him. His unsettled stomach stemmed from more than hunger and bad smells, though. He was flat out frightened by the impending arrival of…
I don’t know if I was doing something wrong, or if this vamp was purposefully blocking out the identity of their coming visitor. It was almost as if my host worried even thinking the visitor’s name might insult him somehow.
I couldn’t think of anything that inspired that kind of fear in a vamp outside of religious artifacts and sunlight.
An engine rumbled from the top of the ramp leading to the next floor of the structure. My host turned toward the sound and watched the bright yellow Hummer roll down the ramp toward them. It came to a stop ten yards from the line of dressed-up vamps. Its windshield was tinted black, no way to see who sat inside.
More than ever, my host wanted to rip his tie loose. It pressed so hard against his neck it might as well have joined the knot in his throat.
I knew what was coming would probably be the best clue I could scrape out of this vamp’s memory. I put all my effort into holding my consciousness in place and blocking out the growing discomfort from my physical body.
Just a little longer, damn it.
The Hummer’s driver’s side door swung open.
I’m not sure what I expected. Maybe some vicious Nosferatu-like monster. But the anticipation in that last moment nearly knocked me out of the vision.
Then the driver swung the door shut to reveal himself.
A cold wash of fear and awe ran through my host.
Logan Goulet, he thought. It’s him. It is really him.
I had a name. I almost pulled out right there. The hot sting around my ears and the sides of my face belonged to me, not this vamp’s memories. I hung on, though, to take the measure of the man this vampire feared so much.
Logan Goulet stood about six feet, maybe a few inches taller. He had long, tightly curled brown hair tied back in a ponytail that hung nearly to his waist. He wore a gray three-piece suit, complete with a pocket watch tucked in his vest pocket, its chain neatly draped between pocket and buttonhole like gold garland.
It made me think of Dad’s old enchanted pocket watch which had saved my life last summer at the expense of losing its bestowed power. I still had the watch. I had tucked it safely inside the gun safe in my closet where I kept my personal assortment of magical curios. The gun safe that now, likely, sat among the collapsed debris in the basement.
Damn these bloodsucking demons and their fancy fucking suits.
I assumed this Goulet dude was the leader of the crew. He clearly liked to dress snappy. Had he instated a dress code for his lackeys?
Goulet tucked his hands in his pleated slacks, with his arms drawing his jacket open. Even through the vest and crisp white dress shirt underneath, I could see the guy probably had a six-pack. As he sauntered forward, his shiny loafers tocking on the concrete, I could sense the strength coiled inside him like a spring just waiting to break loose.
My host sensed it, too. The closer Goulet came, the stiffer my host’s body became. A liquid chill ran through him, a stark contrast to the heat he had felt within while feeding. And speaking of feeding, he had forgotten his hunger pangs.
Goulet’s gaze skated back and forth among the vamps aligned before him. He came to a stop only a couple yards away from the line, and directly in front of my host. He grinned as he stared into my (no, not mine, not really) eyes, opened his mouth, then let his fangs slowly lengthen until they came to about three inches.
My host and I came to the same quick conclusion. This vamp, no matter how hip he looked, was old. Toft Kitchens, despite looking like a kid, had about four centuries behind him. But relative to this guy? Toft actually looked his age.
“You are the elder here?” Goulet asked my host.
Vampires don’t shit, but old mortal sensations never die, and he sure as hell felt like he might ruin his boxer shorts right then.
“Yes, my…master.”
Goulet laughed. “I’m not your master. But I do appreciate your respect. I’m sure those I’ve gathered here for you will show you the same respect. So I leave it up to you to make sure my instructions are followed perfectly.”
“Yes…of course.”
My host’s panicked thoughts almost broke into another symphony of speed metal. Enough chaos that I couldn’t quite splice together what Goulet’s instructions were, only that my host didn’t feel confident he could pull it off.
Turned out, I didn’t need his stray thoughts. His memory worked fine on its own.
Goulet drew his fangs in and took a couple steps back to better address the whole line. “For those who don’t know,” he said. “I do not care about consequences, about law enforcement, about Ministry law. Nothing matters more than the task. Kill the boy sorcerer if you must, but bring me the old woman…unharmed.”
The vamps all down the row, including my host, nodded their understanding, though my host’s uncertainty remained.
“Now,” Goulet went on. “You should all have fasted. You will thank me for that requirement shortly.” He pivoted toward the black vans. “Bring the cows.” His voice echoed through the structure’s concrete corridor.
A second later, the back doors of two of the vans split open, and a group of young girls dressed for a night at the club were ushered out, one for each vampire in the line.



Chapter Fifteen
I’d seen (and heard, and smelled, and felt) enough. I had already suffered through the exasperating pleasure of a vampire feeding on a young virgin. I didn’t need to relive that memory again. And I didn’t have the strength to push any further back in my host’s timeline. The pain and trembling of my physical body had superimposed itself over the vampire’s senses. I was living two lives stitched together.
I had to unravel those stitches.
Like now.
I inhaled as deeply as I could and snatched my consciousness out of the vamp’s memories as if slipping through a closing elevator door at the last second. Vertigo spun me in my chair. I clutched the table in front of me as the floor seemed to tilt sideways. The black slop covering the glasses blocked my vision, so I couldn’t orient myself through my surroundings. Any second now, gravity would quit, and I’d fall to the ceiling.
A hand clutched my right arm, grip firm. The touch steadied me some.
Something in the air smelled like bacon frying. I no sooner registered the smell when I felt the straight lines of searing pain across both my temples, along my brow, and under each eye.
The glasses, still humming with excessive amounts of my magical energy.
I grabbed them. The wire frames burned my fingertips. With a stark cry, I threw the glasses off my face. As they sailed away from me, they glowed bright orange. When they landed on the floor, I expected the red carpet to catch flame. But once the glasses had left contact with me, the energy dispersed before they had finished their downward arc.
I felt hollowed out, an emptiness I recognized from the summer—that one tiny spell had drained my power to nothing.
I raised my hand, palm up, and tried to cast a small flame, just a wick’s worth. An itchy tingle crossed my palm, but my hand didn’t so much as warm up, let alone hold fire.
“Oh, fuck.”
“Dude, what’s going on?”
I started at the sound of Odi’s voice. I had forgotten he was there, and he still had his hand on my arm. A dreadful cold oozed from his touch. Kid didn’t realize a vamp’s contact didn’t offer much in the comfort department.
I tugged my arm away. “I messed up the spell.”
“It didn’t work?”
I stared at my empty palm. “It worked,” I said. “It just cost me too much.”
“I’m sorry, dude, but I have no idea what that means.”
I curled my fingers closed, my nails gouging my palm until they nearly broke the skin. My knuckles turned white. My hand trembled.
“You want me to get Mr. Kitchens?” Odi asked.
A mad laugh bubbled into my throat. I had to seal my lips shut to keep from cackling like a psychopath.
Odi scooted his chair back. “Yeah, let me go get him.”
I choked down my threatening psychopathic outburst. Nodded.
Relief washed over Odi’s face. He popped out of his chair and speed-walked to the back office.
While I waited, I gazed down at the glasses on the floor. Drops of vamp mud had flung off the lenses and left black plops on the carpet around the glasses. They looked so innocuous now, so stupid. Not like anything that could drain a sorcerer of all his power. And, in actuality, they hadn’t. The blame for my emptiness laid with me and my ignorance.
I had around ten minutes to mentally flagellate myself before Odi returned with Toft. Toft looked down at the glasses—lip curled, nose wrinkled—then looked at me. He kept his distance, obviously still worried about the presence of the holy water. He needn’t have. The spell would have nullified any blessings on the water.
“Well?” he asked.
“Who’s Logan Goulet?” My voice sounded like a toad stuck in a drain pipe.
Toft’s little boy eyes widened. His pale skin turned gray. He looked like a kid watching his first horror flick.
Meanwhile, Odi gaped at his master as if he didn’t recognize him. I got it. Toft looked weird to me, too. I had never seen him afraid.
“How do you know that name?” Normally, Toft managed to give his young voice a sophisticated weight that hinted at his true age. Right then he sounded exactly how he looked—like a scared kid.
“He’s the one behind my mother’s abduction,” I said. “He’s the vamp I need to get to.”
“Your mother is dead,” he said flatly.
“Wrong. He specifically wanted her alive and unharmed.”
“To what end?”
“I have no idea.” I still felt weak from my massive power discharge, feverish and shaky, as if my blood sugar had bottomed out. I used the table to push myself to my feet. “Who is he?”
Toft forced the fear out of his expression with a frown, but I could tell it took some effort. “He is untouchable.”
“Not very helpful,” I said. “Care to give me a little more?”
“I do not.” He took Odi by the arm. “Dawn is close enough. You can come back for your apprentice tomorrow at dusk.” Then he turned and drew Odi along with him.
Odi glanced over his shoulder at me and silently mouthed, “What the fuck?”
Good question. Not one I planned on leaving the Black Rose without an answer for.
“Hold on a damn minute,” I said. “You can’t brush me off like that.”
Toft stopped, but didn’t turn. “I am not your personal vampire Wikipedia. I owe you nothing.”
Odi said, “Mr. Kitchens, can’t you just—”
“Hush!”
The kid flinched. Then, like a good little vampire noob, he ducked his head and fell silent.
I shouldn’t have been so hard on the kid. After all, he had tried to question his elder’s authority on my behalf—though probably more out of ignorance than defiance.
“I expect you to leave now,” Toft said, keeping his back to me. “All future communication between us will strictly pertain to Odi’s tutelage. Nothing more.”
“He has my mom, gods damn it!”
“I cannot interfere with the Elder’s affairs.”
It drove me nuts that he not only wouldn’t tell me anything, but that he refused to even face me. “Fuck you, Toft. Here I thought a four-hundred year-old vamp would have more balls. Maybe you are just a little kid after all.”
Probably not the smartest thing to say. He had tossed me across the room once already. But I didn’t care.
Slowly, Toft turned. He had dropped his glamour. His gray skin stretched across his face tightly enough that I could easily make out the ridges around his eye sockets and down his jaw line. His eyes glowed a vibrant red. He bared his fangs, which had the dirty yellow tinge of hundreds of years worth of plaque. His small body no longer mattered. He looked both ancient and frightening.
My heartbeat quickened. I instinctively went to draw on my power, and my gut twisted when I came up empty.
“Do not forget what I am, Sebastian Light.” He stepped forward. “My very presence should make you tremble. But I have only myself to blame for your complacency. Tonight, I correct that mistake. I am neither your friend nor your informant.”
I did tremble, a little, though I did my best to hide it. Showing fear now would validate his effort to intimidate me. Before getting branded, when I had been a full-powered sorcerer, he might have thought twice about taking such a stand. It seriously irritated me that his knowledge of how the brand worked on me gave him the confidence to do so.
“Fine,” I said. “You don’t want to be BFFs. Whatever. I don’t need you. If this bloodsucker is such hot shit, I can find someone else to tell me where to find him.”
A feral hiss came from within Toft’s throat. His lips peeled back, revealing rotten black splotches on his gray gums.
Odi backed away. His disgust of his own kind made me feel all the more sorry for him. How long would it take for him to finally revel in his soulless nature? It would happen eventually. While some vamps qualified as “tame,” none of them that I’d met could be mistaken as friendly.
Toft’s red eyes flickered. “Face the Elder, and you will die. You will break your oath to me.”
“Yeah, um, I know the whole mortality thing is confusing for you older vamps, but dying doesn’t count as a breach of oath.”
I saw a blur before I blinked, then Toft stood right in front of me. He had to look up to meet my eyes, but his ugly face made up for his positional disadvantage.
“He is the oldest vampire in Detroit,” Toft said, and all his showy vampire performance couldn’t hide the quiver in his voice. “Not an elder. The Elder.”
I looked him right in the eye. “I. Don’t. Care.”
Toft snarled, backed away, and reapplied his glamour—once more the little boy dressed like the ring bearer in a wedding. “Very well. But I refuse to contribute to your demise. You’ll get no more from me.”
He turned on his heel and took Odi into the back with him.
Odi gave me one more look over his shoulder on the way out. The kid looked frightened, and I knew it wasn’t for himself.
It was for me.



Chapter Sixteen
It was nice of the kid to worry about me. I wasn’t doing a good job of that myself. If this Goulet vamp scared Toft so much, I should have been terrified. I didn’t have time for fear, though. Mom didn’t have time for fear.
The best place I knew to learn nearly anything about the goings on in the supernatural world was a bar called The Switch. While the bar itself existed between our cosmos and the next, the way in was in Warren, one of the many suburban cities peppered around the Detroit area.
A brewery off Mound Road that made some of the best craft beers in Michigan hosted the portal into The Switch—unbeknownst to the owners. I parked in their lot, but instead of heading in through the front door, I went around behind the building.
A gray cinderblock wall formed an alleyway behind the brewery just wide enough for a garbage or delivery truck to fit through. Besides the rusty Dumpster missing one of its pair of plastic lids and the brown metal door of the rear exit, there wasn’t much to look at back there. A long puddle of rain water ran down the middle of the alley where the asphalt dipped. The air smelled like yeast and wet trash.
I stepped up to an empty stretch of the building’s brick wall. I held out my hand and felt for the low hum of magical energy. A single brick emitted the energy, and when I found it, I lightly tapped it and said, “Ego veni in pace.”
Starting with the brick I touched, the wall seemed to crumble, but without leaving dust behind. The wall spread open to reveal a wooden door held together by metal braces that looked like it belonged to a castle dungeon. A tarnished brass knocker in the shape of a goblin’s head stared at me from the door’s center, the knocker’s ring hung through the goblin’s nose.
I didn’t have to use the knocker because the brass goblin’s face came to life and gave me a black-toothed grin. “Sebastian Light. The Unturned himself.”
“I really wish people would stop calling me that.”
“Well, I’m not a person, so I get a pass.”
“Gonna let me in?”
The goblin pursed his brass lips. “Hmm.”
“Don’t mess with me.” I grasped the ring through his nose and gave it a little tug. “I don’t have time for it.”
“Ow. All right, all right,” he said in a nasally whine. “You used to be a lot more fun before you got all vampy.”
His face froze in its original expression, and the sound of a large bolt lock clunked from behind the door. I let go of the knocker ring and pushed my way inside.
With only a couple hours left till dawn, I was surprised to see so many patrons. The Switch wasn’t a large place, with the main seating area only able to accommodate a half dozen four-top, square oak tables. Only a couple of those were taken, one of them by a huge guy wearing what looked like a black muumuu. At the other table, a couple who didn’t look much older than Odi stared googly-eyed at each other, holding hands across the table, and hardly moving, frozen by young love.
The bar was a different story. All but one of the thirteen stools were taken—nobody ever sat on number thirteen, which always made me wonder why Barry, the bar’s owner, bothered to leave it there. Maybe something to do with the bar’s feng shui.
As the door swung shut behind me, every pair of eyes in the place turned to look at me. Even the young lovers gave their googly eyes a break to look me over. I felt like I had stepped behind a podium to deliver my first Toastmasters speech. Even had the butterflies in my stomach. And this wasn’t the typical casual glance to see who just came in. They stared.
Did they really expect me to give a speech?
I swallowed, waved a hand, plastered on a fake smile. “Yo.”
They kept their gazes on me for another few seconds, then one-by-one, they returned their attention to their drinks and conversations—and their googly eyes.
Barry stood behind the bar, still watching me while he poured tequila into a shot glass, not spilling a drop, and knowing right when to stop pouring without having to look. He had a thick black beard that ran down his neck and connected with the matching thatch of hair on his chest above his V-neck shirt collar. Barry was a werebear, and, yes, Barry was his given name, not a nickname to suit his animal form. He could turn into a twelve-foot grizzly. I’d never seen him shift in person, but he had once shown me a few pictures taken by his wife of him salmon fishing at Lake Michigan. Even on his phone’s little screen, he had looked both majestic and terrifying.
He set the tequila bottle on the shelf behind the bar—no mirrors, as that would have been considered disrespectful to his vampire clientele—wiped his hands off with a towel, and motioned me over to the end of the bar by stool thirteen.
I met him there, but stayed standing. I had no desire to break fifty some odd years of superstition.
I glanced down the line at the bar. Most looked human, which didn’t mean anything. A couple of horned demons with moss colored, bumpy skin sat at the far end drinking strawberry daiquiris.
“Whatcha have, Light? Got a fresh delivery of pig blood from the butcher today.”
Barry served animal blood to those vamps who would drink it. I gave him the evil eye.
“What? Too soon?”
“Logan Goulet,” I said.
Barry scratched under his beard, brow furrowed. “Name supposed to mean something to me?”
I sighed. “I was hoping.”
“Sorry, boss. Who is he?”
I noticed the guy sitting on stool twelve stiffen. Late fifties. Gray hair balding down the middle. He stared into his glass of Scotch, but I could tell he was listening. Just nosy? Or a threat? He didn’t fit the profile of Goulet’s younger looking, suited vamps. But I didn’t really know enough about Goulet to rule anything out.
Let him listen, I decided. Nothing I had to say to Barry was top secret.
“He’s apparently the oldest vampire in Detroit.”
Barry raised his dark unibrow. “I thought that pipsqueak, Toft Kitchens, was.”
I laughed. “I mentioned the name to Toft. If a vampire could wet himself, he would have.”
He crossed his arms, narrowed his eyes. “Then why are you asking about him?”
“He kidnapped my mom.”
A darkness filled Barry’s eyes. His wide nostrils flared. He uncrossed his arms and balled his hands into meaty fists. “Son of a succubus. You find the twat, you let me know if you need help.”
I appreciated the sentiment, but in order to operate a bar like The Switch that catered to all creatures and practitioners, maintaining neutrality was vital. One small sign of taking sides for either mortal or demon could destroy his business. I wouldn’t let him do that on my account.
“It’s all good,” I said. “But thanks.”
He nodded. I could see relief in his eyes replace the darkness. He had meant it when he offered me help, even knowing how it might damage his livelihood. Despite all you hear, there really were good peeps in our secret world. Too bad there were so many more who fucked it up for the rest of us.
“Can I ask you one more thing?”
“Don’t have to ask to ask.”
“This is going to sound weird,” I said. “Have you seen or heard of a group of vampires all dressed in suits?”
“Red ties?”
My stomach seized. “Yes.”
He slowly nodded while scratching under his beard again. “A couple came in here.”
“Recently?”
“Not long after dusk. If it was just the suits, I might not have thought much. And one of ‘em was a gal, so the suit and tie on her stuck out some. But that don’t mean much either.” He leaned his elbows on the bar. “What really made them stand out was what they were doing. Handing out brochures or something, like those religious types go door to door. But vamps sure as shortbread ain’t religious.”
Brochures? That didn’t make any sense. “Did you get a look at one of the brochures?”
Barry shook his head. “That’s the other odd bit. They only passed them out to the other vampires in the joint at the time.”
A cold bubble swelled in my chest as it clicked. Not brochures. More likely a mug shot. Of me.
“Any of those vamps that got a brochure here right now?”
Barry’s gaze went to something behind me. “Yeah,” he said. “The big guy who’s staring at you right now.”
I turned. The massive man in the black muumuu stared right at me. He had a phone to his ear, and he was saying something into it that I couldn’t hear.
Shit.
“You have cell service in here?” I asked, really, really hoping it was as impossible as it sounded. There weren’t any cell towers between worlds.
“New feature,” he said. “Don’t ask me how it works. A wiz set it up for me.”
Double shit.
“Thanks, Barry. I gotta bolt.”
I hurried to the exit, yanked the door open, and had to wait what felt like a century for the bricks to part and let me out. I stepped through the wall, and the cool October air chilled my sweaty brow.
But the pair of vampires in suits and red ties waiting in the alley holding pistols chilled me down to my core.



Chapter Seventeen
I tensed from scalp to heels, waiting to learn what it felt like to get gunned down in a back alley like a character in a sleazy dime novel. The Switch’s door clanked shut on its own. The reforming bricks sounded like a line of dominos going down.
The vamps who would claim bragging rights for murdering the Unturned looked a lot like how Barry had described, a matching set of evangelists going door-to-door, one female and one male. Except these missionaries had fangs, and guns, and no souls to pass through the pearly gates into the next life.
Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t give up the very second I saw them waiting for me. I tried to pull together a shield, but only stirred the air with as much verve as a fart. That was when I gave in to the inevitability of my death.
I was still drained from that stupid little spell. The irony was, if not for that spell, I would not have found myself at The Switch asking about Goulet, and therefore would have avoided this encounter entirely.
As it happened, the vamps never got a chance to shoot. Something dropped from the cinderblock wall behind them. A blur of color, including a shade of red I immediately recognized when Odi landed. The product in his mess of hair made the red locks shine in the moonlight. He didn’t make a sound when his feet hit the pavement, but something tipped off the pair, and they started to turn.
Odi had the first move, though. He sliced down with both hands like a judo chop and knocked the pistols out of his opponents’ hands.
“Wow,” I said.
I didn’t have long to be impressed. The vamps recovered instantly. They each took one of Odi’s arms and flung him back against the wall he’d dropped from. They pinned him against the cinderblocks and snarled in his face, making that metallic hiss undead bloodsuckers did so well.
Odi dropped his glamour. I hadn’t seen his vampire face yet. My first glimpse threw me off. I’d gotten so used to seeing him as a gangly, naive kid, I had nearly forgotten what he really was.
He matched the pitch of their snarls pretty well, but neither of them were at all intimidated. Much as Odi struggled, he couldn’t break free from their hold. To his credit, he did snap at the female’s face. An inch more, and she would have had Odi’s fangs through her nose.
For a dumb second or two, I stood there watching Odi try to break free. As his anger grew, his eyes flared a deeper and deeper shade of red. But more interesting than that, I could sense wave after wave of magical energy pulse out of him like a flashing beacon.
If only he knew how to harness all that power. He could have obliterated those fanged assholes.
A desperate—and a little dangerous—idea struck me in tandem with one of the waves of Odi’s power. I gasped as it came to me. But in order to make it work, I had to get to Odi.
“Odi, for crying out loud. Quit being such a pussy and fight like the vampire you are.”
Odi glared at me between the shoulders of the vamps pinning him to the wall. The glow in his eyes crackled like red lightening. I’d never seen that with any other bloodsucker I’d encountered in my years as a demon hunter. Which made me think my idea could work better than I first imagined.
The female glanced over her shoulder at me. She wanted to come after me, but she didn’t want to chance Odi slipping away from her partner.
I had to smile.
“I guess I should leave you, Odi. I’ll let Toft know what an epic fail of a vamp you were. Hopefully, he won’t be too pissed I left you to die.”
Odi roared. Not metaphorically. An actual roar that sounded like a dragon. And I had personal experience with a dragon, so I knew. That electric light in his eyes snapped and popped like the end of a live wire. The next pulse of his energy hit me like a hurricane gust.
I staggered backward and hit the brick wall I had come through minutes ago. The pressure of his blast felt like it could crush my breast bone into my heart. If it had lasted more than a few seconds, it might have.
I had it lucky.
The vamps got the brunt of the force. Together, they sailed through the air like a pair of rag dolls tossed away by a temperamental child. The female bounced off the wall a few feet to my right and dropped into the puddle of stale rain. Her partner flew right into the Dumpster, which rang like a gong on impact.
Three points!
A little shove like that wouldn’t keep them down. I charged toward Odi.
The light in his eyes dimmed. He turned his head back and forth, gaping. His anger at me evaporated as he marveled at his handiwork.
“Dude, did you just see—”
I grabbed Odi’s hand. “Sorry about this.”
Behind me, I heard the hollow thunking of the male vamp climbing out of the Dumpster. From the corner of my eye, I saw the female get to her feet. I ignored both as I concentrated on my touch on Odi’s hand. I took a deep breath and, with it, yanked on the magical energy vibrating through Odi’s body.
Odi cried out. With his vamp face on, the cry sounded like the screech of a hawk through a bullhorn.
I pulled as much juice from him as I dared. This kind of trick could kill us both if it went on too long. When I let go of his hand, he dropped to his knees.
The entire exchange took a couple of seconds at most.
A couple of seconds was plenty of time for a vampire to make a move.
The female grabbed the collar of my coat and yanked hard enough to lift me off my feet. My turn to go flying through the air.
I pinged off the brewery’s back wall with far less grace than she had. Something cracked in my right arm. I hit the asphalt, rolled, then flopped face down into the puddle. The rank taste of stagnant water made it into my mouth. Pain howled up and down my arm. I couldn’t pinpoint its exact source yet, but I knew something had broken.
Still on his knees, Odi hugged his arms across his belly and gave me an Et tu, Brute? look. Or a Why the fuck did you do that to me? look, depending on how cultured an interpretation you might have wanted.
I rolled onto my back. The cold puddle soaked the hair on the back of my head.
I caught the female going for her gun. Strange call considering she could have pounced me and ripped out my throat in far less time.
Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I used the extra seconds to draw on what used to be Odi’s power, but that now had become mine. My left hand (since my right wasn’t working so well) ignited with bright orange flame. Its warmth rolled through me like a soothing sip of hot tea.
It was good to be back.
I hurled a fire ball at the bent over female as her fingers curled around the gun on the ground. The flaming mass struck her on the side of her face. The hit spun her off her feet while the flames engulfed her hair and crawled down the front of her suit.
She dropped and rolled.
I didn’t waste time watching my fire eat at her. I flipped my attention to the male. He had also gone for his pistol, only he had managed to recover his and had it aimed my way. He stood less than ten feet away. If he had the slightest skill at firing a handgun, he couldn’t miss.
Sadly, bullets traveled faster than fire.
Luckily, vampires move pretty fast, too. Even those who had recently suffered the magical equivalent of a colon cleansing.
Odi tackled the vamp low, driving his shoulder into gunner’s waist.
The gunner’s shot went wide, cracking off a chunk of the cinderblock wall. The sound of the shot buzzed in the narrow alley and set my ears ringing.
For a moment, Odi and the gunman tangled. The element of surprise had given Odi an edge, but now the older and stronger vamp took control of the fight. He wrenched himself free of Odi’s waist-high bear hug and kicked Odi in the face.
Odi’s head snapped back. He pinwheeled his arms to regain balance, but momentum worked against him, and he ended up flat on his back.
Which worked great for me. Now I had a clean shot.
I whipped a fireball at him. The ball exploded against his chest, shooting out a star of embers. The flames disintegrated his tie, the lapels of his jacket, and the front of his white dress shirt. His exposed flesh bubbled and popped and blackened.
He dropped to his ass, but clung to his pistol. He sneered at me through the flames burning away his suit and scorching his skin underneath. Tough bastard.
Without the ability to prop myself up on my broken arm, I had to do an awkward belly crunch to get another shot at him.
He beat me to the punch, firing a round that whizzed past my ear.
I threw more fire his way without any thought about how much power I had left. I didn’t have the luxury to worry about that at the moment. I had taken a sizable gulp from Odi’s pool. I had to trust it would get me through.
I nailed the vamp right in the face, the force of the fire bolt enough to cave in the front of his skull and smolder within the cavity. He fell onto his back and went still. A few seconds later, he burst into a cloud of dust and ash that slowly settled down to the pavement in a layer approximately the length and width of his body.
Footsteps scuffed the asphalt behind me.
I rolled up onto my knees, flaming fist at the ready. My heartbeat pulsed so hard my head throbbed.
The female vamp ground her heels at the pavement to scoot away from me until her back came against the cinderblock wall. Her gun lay in a puddle out of her reach, the gunmetal and water reflecting the moonlight. Half of her hairless scalp was burnt to black, as was her face, some of her skin flaking away and fluttering to the ground. One sleeve of her suit coat had burned away to her shoulder, exposing skin that sizzled and snapped like a slice of bacon fresh out of the skillet.
Didn’t smell like bacon, though. More like an overdone steak left out in the sun for a few days, covered in maggots doing their dirty work.
The flames had died, but she was still in bad shape. Vampires had an impressive rate of regeneration, sure. One of the perks of immortality. There was a point, though, where the level of damage left a vamp on the line between recovery and dust. There was no way to tell if she had reached that line, but I only needed her to keep her body together long enough to answer my questions.
I released the energy keeping my hand alight. The flame died. A sudden worm of nausea writhed in my stomach. I clenched my teeth to keep from retching. I was drained again. The last bit of power I’d taken from Odi had dispersed the moment I let my fire go out.
Cradling my broken arm, I stood and shuffled over to the crispy vampress.
Her head lolled my way as I approached. The fire had hollowed out the eye socket on her burnt side, yet the empty, charred hole still seemed to stare at me as viciously as her remaining eye. The lips on the side of her mouth that hadn’t been fused shut peeled open.
“Oh, dude, that’s so gross.”
Odi had come up beside me. His glamour was back in place. The kick he received to his face had split his chin, but the wound had already closed, leaving behind a goatee of coagulating blood.
I looked down at Ms. Crispy. “Tell me where to find Goulet.”
She snorted, but I think it was supposed to be a laugh. The working half of her mouth curled up in a twisted smile. “You’re looking for the Elder?” Talking out of the side of her mouth made it sound like she was doing a bad imitation of James Cagney.
“That’s right.”
“Good. He’s looking for you, too.”
Well, duh. “Tell me where he is, and I’ll go pay him a visit.”
“Okay,” she said, voice croaking. “He’s staying at the Manoogian Mansion.”
“The mayor’s mansion? Bullshit.”
She shrugged and looked ready to say something more, but the last sound she made was like a sigh as her body crumbled to dust.



Chapter Eighteen
Odi and I got out of there without a word between us. The gunshots may or may not have alerted anyone nearby. I didn’t care to find out. Besides, we only had another hour before dawn, so I needed to get Odi back to the Black Rose pronto.
I had to drive strictly with my left hand, while I kept my right arm rested on my lap. Every little warp in the road sparked pain from elbow to wrist. I suspected I had broken either my radius or ulna. I could have let Odi drive, but he seemed too distracted to concentrate on the road.
We traveled for a while in silence, neither of us asking the obvious questions we both had. I worried a little about Odi. He usually had no issues asking all sorts of questions. Half way to the Back Rose, I finally decided to go first.
“Your arrival back there was rather…fortuitous.”
He had been staring out his window. He turned to me, blinking as if waking from sleep. Maybe he was falling asleep. It was, after all, almost his bed time. “Huh?”
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“Oh.” He blinked a few more times, ran his hand through his hair. “Toft told me to follow you. He was worried you might do something stupid.”
I shook my head. “What a douche.”
“Hey, I thought you’d do something stupid, too. Turns out we were right.”
“That tango?” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “Not what I had planned.”
“Yeah, well whatever you did have planned, that’s where it got you. Toft says you’re getting reckless.”
“Good for him.” I clenched the wheel a little more tightly. “He’s your daddy. Not mine.”
“Dude.” He made a disgusted noise from deep in his throat. “Not cool.”
I eased my grip on the wheel. Sighed. “Sorry. That was low.”
“Way low.” He leaned back against the headrest and looked up toward the car’s ceiling. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“We haven’t actually had the chance to share stories,” I said. I hoped he didn’t think now would be a good time for it, either. All I wanted was to get him home, get my arm fixed, and get on with making Goulet hand over Mom.
“I’ve been an orphan my whole life,” he said. “Foster home to foster home for as long as I can remember.”
“That sucks,” I said. I could see a touch of orange on the horizon. I gassed the car onto I-75, joining the growing flow of the typical morning’s commute into the city. Full-on rush hour wasn’t far off. I weaved through traffic, pushing over the speed limit as much as I dared, considering a traffic stop could lead to Odi’s demise. I didn’t think Fiona would appreciate vamp dust all over her passenger seat.
“Are you even listening to me?”
I glanced at him. “I’m trying to get you home before you get a tan.”
He sighed and crossed his arms. He roved his gaze along the dashboard, his mouth a straight line.
I was letting stress turn me into a bit of an asshole. Wasn’t like I couldn’t rush him home and hear him out at the same time.
“Tell me,” I said. “I’m listening now.”
He hitched a shoulder. “I’m not whining. I’m just saying. My parents dropped me off at an orphanage before I had a chance to remember them. Fine. Whatever. But now? The fucking vampire who turned me abandoned me, too. What’s up with that?”
Crap luck, as far as I could tell. Probably a hundred different legitimate and perfectly non-insulting reasons. Yet I couldn’t blame the kid for taking it personally. I never had to worry about having people around me who loved me. Which was why I was so damned motivated to protect them.
“You have Toft now,” I said, the words bitter on my tongue.
“You said he’s using me. If that’s true, he doesn’t count.”
“Well, if it makes you feel any better, you’ve got me. We won’t be best buds or anything. But, like it or not, I’ve got you under my wing. That means I’ll have your back.”
He humphed, not buying it. “That why you sucked power out of me? I still have a damn headache. And I feel all…squidgy inside.”
“I drew on your power because I didn’t have any, and I didn’t want to die.”
“What’s to keep you from doing it again?”
“If I can teach you how to use your own power, I won’t have to.”
We fell silent again. I still had a question itching my brain, but I held off asking until we pulled in front of the Black Rose with enough time to ask it before dawn hit.
“I gave you a lift here, so I take it you didn’t have a car. So, how did you follow me?”
The idling engine grumbled while I waited for an answer.
One corner of his mouth turned up. “I was in your back seat the whole time,” he said. “Who’s the shadow walking master now, right?”
I laughed. “Fast learner. Might get you to full sorcerer status quicker than I thought.”
“That’s what I’m talking about.” He raised his fist. “Knuckle bump.”
I rolled my eyes. But what the hell? I bumped his fist.



Chapter Nineteen
I needed to heal my arm. Which meant I needed my power back. I needed fuel, and I needed rest. I also needed a place to hole up where no one could find me. I had plenty of daylight ahead of me, so a vampire ambush wasn’t likely. At the same time, it could take a while for me to reach full strength. I might sleep through all that daylight.
East Detroit was about as sad and run-down as a city could get. This was the side of the city that tainted Detroit’s reputation for those who never spent quality time on its streets. Poor neighborhoods. Poor people. And the depraved souls who preyed on the worn souls of those run down by the blight.
I found a motel that allowed me to pay cash and register under a fake name. Not many of those around anymore. The attendant didn’t even ask about my arm in the sling I had bought from a twenty-four hour drugstore.
The room my fifty dollars got me already had residents—little ones with antennae and thin skittery legs. When I flicked on the light, at least a dozen roaches scattered for the shadows, half of them scurrying under the bed. The walls were a yolky yellow, though I think the paint used to be white. The bedspread had unidentifiable stains caked into the fabric. Touching it as little as possible, I whipped off the bedspread and tossed it in the corner.
The smell of cigarette smoke dominated the space, but I caught hints of other smells I didn’t want to guess at.
First things first. I found a ratty phonebook in the drawer of the nightstand beside the bed. A phone sat on the nightstand beside the lamp with the torn shade, but someone had cut the curled cord connecting the receiver to the phone itself. I had hoped to avoid using my cell. Maybe they could track it. Or maybe that was giving them too much credit, courtesy of my paranoia.
Didn’t matter. I had two phone calls I had to make.
The first one was to the nearest pizza place I found in the phonebook. I ordered a large pepperoni and ham with a side of breadsticks.
The second call went to Fiona.
“Where the hell are you?”
I didn’t even get a hello.
“Someplace out of the way,” I said. A fresh jag of pain cut through my broken arm. “It’s been a hell of a day.”
I gave her the barebones version, leaving out Odi, and making the confrontation outside The Switch sound less perilous than it had been. I was honest about how the spell had screwed me up, and I told her about Goulet, including his supposed current residence.
“You believe that?” she asked. “It sounds ludicrous.”
Indeed it did. The Manoogian Mansion belonged to the city and traditionally served as home to Detroit’s mayors. The mansion’s rep got a bad hit after one particular mayor (now in prison for corruption, go figure) allegedly threw a wild party there, including strippers and all manner of debauchery. No one had yet proved this mayoral bash had really taken place. But the rumor was legendary enough to stick, true or not.
The current mayor had decided to avoid moving into the mansion. Not because of the fabled party, but because in a city with so many poor and destitute residents and a massive bankruptcy in its recent history, having a mayor live in such a palatial home looked kind of skeevy. He, of course, held a huge press conference to announce this amazing sacrifice, already campaigning for the next election three weeks into his first term.
The irony of it all? A trust had been established a long time ago, the funds strictly limited to maintaining the mansion. In other words, whether the mayor lived in the mansion or not made zero difference to the city’s bottom line. The mayor’s choice was nothing more than a symbolic gesture. But hardly anybody knew that, and it sure made good press.
If the mayor didn’t live in the mansion, I supposed it was possible someone else did. If it was Goulet, it meant the old vamp had some connection to the mayor. And probably a fair amount of influence to warrant a bed at the Manoogian.
Scary fucking thought.
“I don’t know if I believe it,” I said. “If it’s a lie, it’s an awfully random one.”
“Maybe it’s time to call in the Ministry.”
“Hell no. If Goulet really does have inroads to the city’s administration, the Ministry will make this political on all sides. They’ll want to be delicate to avoid disrupting the balance of power.”
“Cynical much?”
My stomach felt like it was feeding on itself. My hunger made it hard to focus on the conversation. I stared at the motel room’s door, trying to will a knock from the pizza delivery guy.
“Sebastian?”
“Ministry’s out of the question,” I said. “Especially with how they mishandled my situation last summer.”
“What are you going to do? Go after this ancient vampire yourself?”
“If I have to. To get Mom back.”
“At least let me help. Tell me where you are. I want to see you.”
I would have loved falling asleep while spooning her. But not in a nasty motel. And the mechanics of spooning would not accommodate a broken arm. The mere thought made my arm hurt more. “I’m holed up in a roach motel on the east side. You don’t want to come here. Besides, I need to go comatose for a while, get my energy back up to par. I would make terrible company.”
“You want me to sit here and worry?”
The knock at my door prodded my hunger. I almost doubled over while my stomach gurgled.
“Trust me,” I said. “No need to worry. I’ve got this.”
“Yeah, right.” Her sigh whooshed through the phone. “Call me when you wake up.”
I promised I would, hung up, and hurried to the door, not giving a damn about the agony in my arm as the sling jostled. The second I opened the door, my mouth watered at the smell. I gave the delivery guy a five dollar tip. I ate the entire pizza and all of the breadsticks in less time than I’d care to admit. But it filled the hole.
Then I eased onto the bed—above the covers, still in my clothes. I left the light on to discourage the roaches from coming out to play. The whole setup was worse than uncomfortable.
I feel asleep instantly.
About twelve hours later, I woke to a thunderous boom and the crackle of splintered wood.
I shot out of bed, heart racing, webs of sleep still clinging to me and messing with my vision. But I easily saw the door torn from its hinges and laying flat on the floor. And the vamp who stepped into the room holding a .50 revolver.
A vamp with long, black, greasy hair.



Chapter Twenty
Motel and hotel rooms were not private residences, so vampires didn’t require an invite to enter them. But Mr. Greasy here seemed to be a special kind of vampire, since he hadn’t needed an invite into Fiona’s apartment either.
I held only a thread of doubt that this was the same guy. He might have kept his glamour up when he had jumped Fiona, instead of showing his vamp face like he did now. But seriously, how many guys with shoulder-length black hair that looked like it had been shampooed with motor oil spent their time barging into places while brandishing a gun?
My arm still hung in the sling. Most of the pain had gone. While I’d slept, my magic must have instinctively worked to heal me. It hadn’t fixed me as quickly as if I had consciously focused the energy toward the job. But it had worked enough to allow movement, and I didn’t need the sling anymore. I wrenched the sling off and used my power to gather the air into a shield.
The soles of Mr. Greasy’s boots crunched over the shards of door frame on the floor as he entered the room. He smiled, which always looked creepy with fangs no matter how many times I’d seen a vamp do it. A smiling vamp was never a good thing, anyway. Their sense of humor was firmly seated in the black comedy spectrum—and typically, you were the punch line.
He didn’t have the suit and red tie uniform like all the others. Instead, he wore green cargo pants tucked into his boots and a matching green tank top under an open khaki button down shirt. A military flare without the camo.
“You think your shield can hold up against six rounds from this sucker?” he asked, turning the gun over from one side to the other to let me admire its shiny finish.
“I just woke up from a nap. What do you think will happen when you’re out of bullets and I still have enough juice to clam bake your ass?”
He hesitated, eyes narrowed.
The motel room didn’t have a clock, and I didn’t wear a watch, so I didn’t know what time it was, but I could see the dark sky through the doorway behind Mr. Greasy. I had obviously slept through the entire day. Energy wise, I felt pretty good. I was loath to waste any of it on this jerk. I couldn’t afford another rest before going up against Goulet. I didn’t know what he wanted with Mom, and the longer it took me to get her back, the longer he had to do whatever he had planned.
Assuming it wasn’t too late already.
“Take your time,” I said. “The ruckus you caused with the door will have someone calling the cops soon enough.”
Mr. Greasy laughed. “In this area? Naw, I ain’t worried about cops.” He took a couple steps forward. “Why don’t you just drop the shield and come with me. This doesn’t have to get ugly.”
“Come with you? I thought your orders were to kill me.”
He shrugged. “Change in plans.”
“Why?”
“It’s a surprise.”
A vampire surprise. Sounded fabulous.
With a bit more power behind the move, I shoved at my shield, forcing it forward like a gust of wind made from solid stone. The blast struck true, throwing Mr. Greasy back out the door. I heard his body hit the pavement, and his startled grunt.
How’s that for a surprise?
The bathroom had a window facing the back of the motel. I ran for it, slamming the bathroom door shut on my way. Wouldn’t stop him, but maybe slow him down. A few seconds could make all the difference.
I stood up on the toilet and tried to wrench the lever that would release the window. A thousand and one nights of grime cemented the lever in place. I thought about blowing the window open with a spell.
Then the bathroom door blew off its hinges, and Mr. Greasy came in with his hand cannon leading the way.
I held out my hand to call fire.
The son of a bitch pulled the trigger.
A dizzying pain shot straight into my groin as the slug tore through my thigh. I cried out, lost my balance, and fell off the toilet to the gritty tile floor. White light flickered across my vision, the agony of the gunshot wound zapping my senses. Tears ran down my face as I writhed like a hooked worm.
“Don’t worry about the leg,” Mr. Greasy said. His booted feet stepped into my blurry view. “After you turn, it will heal real fast.”
Turn? Not this again. I squeezed my eyes shut. I reached past the pain, tapped my power, then lost hold of it when Mr. Greasy kicked me in the gut. The blow knocked the wind out of me, but all the pain stayed with my leg.
“None of that casting,” he said. “Be good like your mommy and come quietly.”
There was my confirmation that he was the right greasy guy. Not that I really needed it. Not that I even gave a shit at that moment. I just wanted the pain to go away.
Mr. Greasy grabbed me by my hair and dragged me out of the bathroom. Every inch I slid across the floor cranked up the agony in my leg another notch. Any minute now, I could pass out. The flashing light across vision gave way to an encroaching dark fog around the edges. Passing out would make it easy to take me. Then Goulet would have no problems finishing what those other vamps had started, stripping my title as the Unturned.
I bit down on my lip until I tasted blood. The bite felt like a tickle compared to my throbbing leg. My foot had gone numb. My stomach bubbled with nausea.
When he had me in the center of the room, Mr. Greasy let go of my hair and let my head thump to the floor. He pulled a phone from his pocket and dialed. His gaze lingered on my bloody leg, and he ran his tongue over one fang. “Intel was good,” he said into his phone. He listened for a second more, then hung up and tucked the phone back into his pocket.
The whole time, he continued to ogle my leg.
“You want a taste, huh?” At least, that’s what I meant to say. Talking through clenched teeth and a pain-tightened throat screwed with my voice. My words sounded more like, “Ohh ahnt ag haste, ung?”
He managed to translate. I could see it in his hungry red eyes.
“Shut up or I’ll shoot you in the other leg.”
A chill built inside of me, starting in my limbs and closing in on my heart. The pain cooled with it. Shock setting in. A bad sign, but useful in the short run. The reprieve gave me another chance to draw on my power.
Mr. Greasy stepped on my injured leg, digging his heel right into the wound.
Not even shock could dull the fresh pain that ravaged through me. I wrenched my head back and howled.
“I told you not to try anything,” the vamp said. “I can tell when you start up. Your face scrunches up like you need to shit.”
I’d never heard that before. I hoped it was a symptom of my suffering and not a regular thing. How embarrassing would that be?
“What’s so funny?”
I hadn’t realized I was smiling. Even with a hole in my leg, I still had my sense of humor.
Step on my leg all you want, asswipe. I’m a funny guy. Funny me. Hehe. Hoho. Don’t go crazy. Hehe. Ho— Get a hold of yourself, Light!
“I really am a funny guy,” I said, recalling that scene from Goodfellas.
“Good. Entertain yourself while we wait. Won’t be long before the crew shows up to take you home.”
I lost my smile. “I don’t have a home,” I growled. “You motherfuckers burned it down.”
“You have a new home now.” Again, his gaze moved to my leg. Again, his tongue flicked over a fang. “Trust me,” he said, voice strained. “It’ll be better soon.”
“You know, rumor has it my blood will taste especially yummy. A mix of vampire and human, magically charged to keep the one from dominating the other.”
His lips parted, but he didn’t speak. His uneven breaths made his nostrils quiver.
“It’s an open wound for the gods’ sake. No one will ever know.”
He held his gun down at his side. I watched the light shimmer off the revolver’s surface as it trembled in his grip. His hunger radiated from him, almost tangible in the air.
I whispered, “Just a taste. Before it’s too late.”
He narrowed his eyes. I saw the fight in him. He desperately wanted to take up my offer. He couldn’t keep his eyes off my leg. Hopefully, he was enraptured enough that he wouldn’t notice my constipated expression.
I dipped into my power as I slowly moved my hand toward Mr. Greasy’s foot.
Shock had closed in on me again, making me shiver but numbing the bulk of my pain. It allowed me to focus and wield my magic more quickly. I held my power at the ready, but didn’t unleash it. I had to catch him by surprise. Conjuring a fireball could alert him fast enough to shoot me in the other leg before I could throw my fire.
Mr. Greasy tensed. Either he was about to drop to his knees and start sucking, or shake himself free of the temptation and return his attention to me.
I slid my hand the rest of the way to his foot then grasped his ankle.
He looked down at the sudden contact, furrowing his brow.
I didn’t give him more than a second to puzzle together what was happening. I let my spell loose, lighting my hand like a torch, forcing wave after wave of fire up Mr. Greasy’s leg until the flames took on their own lives and crackled up his clothing.
He screamed and staggered sideways. My grasp on his ankle stole his balance. He toppled to the floor like a flaming sack of rocks. His gun tumbled out of his hand. He lost all sense of me, too busy slapping at the flames burning up his cargo pants and khaki shirt. Then his greasy hair caught fire.
Shock and pain couldn’t keep me from grinning. Mr. Greasy was now Mr. Crispy. He would have made a good date for Ms. Crispy back at The Switch.
These flames alone wouldn’t kill him. While my fireballs carried enough heat to immolate a vamp, all I’d done here was light his clothes on fire. Granted, I had used the magical brand of accelerant, which burned hotter than any standard chemical. Plenty hot enough to hurt him.
He had already started to roll back and forth, though. And the flames had begun to die out.
Calling on a little more power, I heated my hand until it glowed like iron fresh from the forge. Then, without giving myself a chance to hesitate, I clapped my hand over the gunshot wound. I cried out. The pork-like smell of my cooking flesh mingled with the rancid scent of Mr. Greasy’s burning hair.
After my hot hand cauterized the wound, I pushed some more power into my leg to nullify the pain. I couldn’t waste energy healing. Besides, I wanted to get out of there before Mr. Crispy’s buddies arrived.
I couldn’t leave him behind, though. Once he killed all the flames and shook off the pain from his burns, he would come after me again. Maybe even before I had a chance to leave the motel’s parking lot.
I crawled across the floor and picked up a large, pointed shard of wood that had come from the broken door frame. Then I shuffled on my hands and knees to the vamp’s dropped revolver.
By this point, he had suffocated most of the fire. The tattered edges of what remained of his shirt glowed like ash flakes fresh from a bonfire. It was hard to tell his tank top from his blackened flesh. The fire had shorn only half his scalp, which puckered and bubbled. The other half still had hair, and its dark locks hung down his face as he sat up.
His red eyes flared.
I shot him in the face with his gun.
Anyone else, and the round would have punched a hole clear through his head. Vamps were made of tougher meat. Only silver bullets could deliver the damage necessary to kill one.
The force of the shot did cave his face in, though, and dropped him flat.
I scampered across the floor to him and raised the makeshift stake I collected from the debris. Mr. Greasy’s melodramatic entrance had manufactured his own death.
His face already began reconstructing. Unlike damage from burns due to a vampire’s weakness to flame, other wounds seldom lasted long. His crushed features expanded outward, slowly taking their proper shape. The slug popped loose from a hole in his cheek and rolled to the floor.
That’s as far as he got.
I jammed the pointed end of the wooden shard into Mr. Greasy’s heart.
A second later, he was dust.



Chapter Twenty-One
I waited until Sly flipped the sign in the smoke shop’s front window to “Closed” before stumbling out of Fiona’s Malibu and limping to the door.
At my knock, he peered through the glass, gave me one look, and let me in. I nearly tripped on my way through the door. Sly gave me his arm to steady me. “What the hell happened to you?”
Sly’s nephew and employee, Green, stood behind one of the glass cases, gaping at me. His bloodshot eyes suggested he’d been toking on the job again.
“Shot,” I said.
“I can see that. Though it looks like…” He swallowed, looking like he tasted something bitter. “Did you cauterize that yourself, brother?”
“Call me doc.”
Sly waved Green over. “Help me get him in back.”
He sat me in the recliner where Mom took her treatments. After dismissing Green and locking up the shop, Sly got right to work at his table, mixing this and that and whatever. I was too delirious with pain to pay attention.
When he finished, he came at me with a vial of green fluid, a roll of gauze soaked in something that smelled like puke, and a pair of scissors. He cut off my bloody pant leg and dropped it to the floor where it made a wet slap. He wrapped the wound with the gauze. Each layer felt tighter than the last, but he kept on wrapping until I thought I might scream. That done, he handed me the vial.
“Drink.”
I slugged it back. It tasted like mossy tree bark. A warm sleepiness came over me.
I grabbed Sly by the wrist. “I can’t sleep.”
“Why not?”
I started to tell him about what happened to Mom, the ambush at The Switch, and the crazy claim about the Manoogian. While I talked, my limbs turned soft. I felt like I was sinking into the recliner. Every inch of pain dissipated. I also found it harder and harder to work my mouth. By the end of it, I wasn’t sure I was making any sense.
Sly massaged his temples. “Ah, fuck.” He spun on his heel and went back to his workbench.
My eyelids kept drooping, and I kept snapping them wide when I caught myself drifting to sleep. Eventually, I lost the fight. I plunged into sleep.
A blink later, I jerked awake. Something tacky, like syrup, coated my lips. Unlike syrup, it tasted like…I didn’t know what. Something super nasty.
Sly stood over me with another vial in his hand, the inside coated in dirty orange gunk.
I blinked, wiped my lips with the back of my hand. “How long was I out?”
“About thirty seconds.” He waggled the vial. “This stuff makes caffeine look like a sleep aid.”
“It is the most horrible thing I’ve ever tasted.” I touched the stuff that I’d wiped off onto my hand. “And sticky.”
Now that I was awake, some of the pain in my leg woke up, too. I nodded at the bandage. “How long till it heals?”
“Longer than if you just healed it yourself.”
“I can’t. I need all the power I have left if I’m going to get Mom back.”
Sly narrowed his eyes, rubbed the side of his gray-stubbled face. “What are you gonna do, brother? Storm the mayor’s mansion all by yourself?”
I didn’t say anything.
He rolled his eyes and tilted his head back as if begging the gods to hammer some sense into me. “Judith would turn you into a warthog for being this stupid.”
“I’d love to give her the chance.” My ass started going numb in the recliner. I had no idea how Mom had spent so much time in this chair without ending up in traction. When I tried to shift my position, the pain in my leg flared. My stomach turned. I relaxed back into the same position I’d started in. My butt would have to suffer. “I don’t know what this Goulet wants with Mom. It’s a safe bet it isn’t good.”
“Facing off with a vamp that old won’t amount to a hill of beans when he kills you.”
“If—”
“No. When. This guy isn’t like the bounties you gather dust from. A couple flame balls won’t put him down.”
“Every vamp burns,” I said. “Even the old ones.”
“If you can get close enough, maybe. But if you get that close, it’s already too late.”
I hung my head and sighed. “Thanks for the pep talk, Sly.”
“All I’m saying is, you need a better plan. You need to think things through. What happens if you bust into the Manoogian and Goulet isn’t really there? Then all you’ve done is tag yourself with a B and E.”
“Not really concerned about a criminal record right now.”
He slid a hand over his hair and knocked loose the rubber band on his short ponytail. His salt and pepper locks fell over his ears. If his hair had been whiter, he could have passed as Doc Brown from Back to the Future. He had the same mad-eyed look right then.
“Let me go with you,” he said. “We’ll surveil the place, get a better picture of what we’re dealing with.”
“Sly—”
“Shut it, brother. You can’t go all action hero with your leg like that anyway. You need to give my stuff time to work. We use that time to put together a strategy. A good one.” He grimaced. “At least something better than yours.”
“Sly—”
He held up a hand to stop me. “I know what you’re going to say, and it’s dumb. I’m an adult. Sure as hell have some years on you. I can handle my own fate any way I please. So don’t pull that ‘it’s too dangerous’ shit with me.”
I chuckled. He had me there. “Fine,” I said. “One question.”
He waved his hand in a gesture that said out with it.
“In that little black book from hell you’ve got,” I said, “do you have the number for someone who can hook us up with anti-vamp ordinance?”
He smirked. “As a matter of fact, I do.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
We took Sly’s car, a beat up Chevy Nova that smelled like pot. I knew he partook in the ganja, but I had never seen him so much as roll a joint. I think it was a habit he carried over from when I was a kid, when he wanted to hide his smoky recreation from an impressionable youth. Of course, by the time I had hit middle school, I was onto him.
My leg had started to tingle under the bandage. It didn’t hurt as much, as long as I didn’t move it. I was glad Sly was doing the driving tonight.
Only a mile out from the smoke shop, my phone went off, Fiona’s number on the display.
“Oh, my goddess,” she said when I answered. “You’re okay.”
I looked down at my injured leg. The bandage was covered. Sly had loaned me a pair of his stone washed jeans he had at the shop so I didn’t have to go out in a pair of slacks with one leg cut off. The jeans fit tight on me, but I guess that had been the fashion when stonewashed jeans were still in fashion. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I haven’t heard from you all day.”
“Did you try calling?”
She paused.
I waited.
“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
My turn to pause. I hadn’t thought much about Mr. Greasy since he shot me. Excruciating pain had, you know, distracted me. Now that I had Fiona on the line, it all came back. And I didn’t know what to make of it.
“Sebastian?”
“I had a visit from the guy who took Mom.”
“What?” Her voice cracked. “Are you okay?”
“He shot me.”
“What?” she asked again.
“It’s fine,” I said. “I dusted him.”
She sighed into the phone. “Thank goodness.”
My stomach tensed. The taste of pepperoni gurgled up the back of my tongue.
Sly must have sensed a change in me. He glanced over, looking worried.
“Didn’t you hear me?” I asked Fiona. “I said I dusted him.”
Silence. Then I heard her throat click as she swallowed.
“How do you know it was the same person?” she finally asked.
“Because he told me.” My shoulders felt heavy, as if gravity had turned against me. “Why did you lie?”
“Lie? About what?”
“You invited him in, Fiona.” The volume and pitch of my voice got away from me. The more I said, the more shrill I became. “You told me you didn’t, but there is no way he could have come into your apartment unless you invited him.”
“What are you saying?”
“I don’t know, Fiona. I don’t know what to think about any of this.”
Sly shot me another look.
Fiona didn’t say anything for a while. I checked the screen on my phone, because I thought the call might have dropped. The timer on the call kept counting. Still connected.
I refused to say more. I wanted an explanation. I would wait until dawn to hear one if I had to.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last.
I felt lightheaded and realized I’d been holding my breath.
“I should have told you from the start. I just…it looks bad.”
“You’re damn right it does.”
She took a deep breath. “I knew him. From before. Way before you and I met.”
A green, acidic sensation filled my gut. I almost told her to stop, I didn’t need to know, didn’t want to know anymore. Knowing a vamp usually meant certain things. Things I couldn’t imagine Fiona taking part in.
“After my mom passed, I had a hard time. Started taking drugs. Started going to clubs. Started going to…their clubs.”
I pressed my lips together to avoid making a sickened groan. This was headed exactly where I was worried it might be.
“I met him… His name’s Krane, like the bird, but with a K. I met him at a party. That’s when I invited him back to my place.”
I pressed a fist against the dashboard as if to brace myself. The cast of headlights from a passing car washed across my face and stunned my eyes. I vaguely remembered my leg was hurting, but I couldn’t feel it anymore. Barely felt anything except that putrid mix in my gut.
“Are you still there?” she asked.
I grunted. It was all I could give her.
“You can probably guess the rest.” I could tell from the strain in her voice she was crying. “It was a onetime thing. I didn’t like how much I liked the way it felt when… After that, I stopped, cold turkey. The clubs, the drugs, the self-pity. Not long after that, I started working at the nursing home. Pulled my life back together. And, eventually, met you.”
That last part—it hurt and relieved me at the same time. Hurt, because I had hoped she would trust me enough to share something like this by now, yet hadn’t. Relieved, because the story ended with us, together, and that clearly meant a lot to her.
“I really wish you had told me this from the start,” I said.
“I wanted to, but I didn’t know how. And when he showed up like that and took Judith, it was like my poor choices had made it happen. Like it was all my fault.”
I inhaled, slowly releasing the tension that had my every nerve pulled tight like a guitar string. I still felt queasy but not poisoned.
“It wasn’t your fault,” I said. My dry throat made me sound like a bullfrog. “And I doubt it was a coincidence. Somehow, Goulet found out about this Krane vamp and recruited him to his cause. He planned for every contingency, and he’s been ahead of me the whole time.”
“You can’t blame yourself, either,” Fiona said. “Goulet sounds like an extremely powerful vampire. Are you sure you shouldn’t go to the Ministry?”
“No. They won’t act fast enough. Even if they decided not to play politics.”
“Then what are you going to do?”
“I’ll figure something out.”
“I love you, Sebastian. I really do.”
This whole thing with Krane still left a bitter taste in my mouth. I wanted to tell her I loved her, too. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.
“I’ll talk to you soon.”
After I hung up, I looked around. From what I could tell, we were almost to the mansion.
“What was all that about?” Sly asked.
I leaned back and breathed in the car’s baked-in smell of dope. “Nothing I want to talk about.”
Sly didn’t push.
We were no more than two blocks from the mansion when my phone rang again. Toft this time.
Aw, hell. Not now.
“You are forgetting something,” he said.
“Yeah, yeah. I need the night off.”
“You will find Odi in front of St. John’s Church.”
“A church? Are you trying to torture the kid?”
“He needs to work up his tolerance to religious symbols,” he said. “Get him. Now.”
He hung up before I could get in another word. I thumped my fist against my forehead a few times. “Shit, shit, shit,” I said in time to each thump.
Sly pulled to the curb, turned to me. “What now?”
“Change of plans,” I said. “We need to go over to St. John’s Church.”
“What the hell for?”
Poor Sly. I had already dropped enough on him for one night. I would have rather saved telling him about Odi for another time. “We need to pick up my apprentice.”
His eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets. He had pulled his ponytail back in place, but if he hadn’t, his Doc Brown transformation would have been complete. “What in the bluest of blue fucks are you talking about, brother?”
“I’ll explain on the way,” I said. “But you ain’t gonna like it.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
As Sly pulled up to St. John’s Church, I saw Odi standing right in front of the structure, his back to the street. He had his shoulders hunched up, hands jammed in his pockets, and he looked like he was shivering. The temp had dropped some, inching toward winter weather instead of fall. Odi wore an insulated flannel shirt, but I knew it wasn’t the cold getting to him.
The church had graced (see what I did there?) Woodward Avenue for over one-hundred fifty years. A Victorian Gothic jewel of Episcopal faith in the center of a city that needed all the faith it could get. An absolute nightmare to your average vampire.
I rolled down the window and leaned out some. My breath turned to a faint cloud in the air. “Odi.”
He jumped and whirled around, face pinched in agony. I knew some vamps responded more to religious symbols than others. I didn’t know if that was a learned thing or just the way some vamps rolled. In either case, Toft was a real asshole for making Odi suffer in front of a damned church in the name of building his tolerance.
“Get in.”
“Oh, thank…” He glanced over his shoulder at the church. “You,” he spat.
He climbed into the back seat and yanked the door shut as if he thought something might jump out of the church after him. He hugged his arms around his chest. “Please get me out of here.”
I rolled up the window. Sly gassed the car.
I watched Odi in the rearview mirror. The further we drove away from the church, the more he relaxed. He let his arms down. His shoulders dropped. He muttered something under his breath that I didn’t catch.
I turned to look at him over the seatback. “You good?”
“Yeah,” he said with zero conviction.
“Odi, meet my good friend, Sly.” I hooked my thumb in Sly’s direction. “Sly, this is Odi, my apprentice.”
Sly kept his eyes on the road. “A pleasure.”
“Hey,” Odi said.
That summed up the conversation for the remaining ten minutes of our trip back to the Manoogian Mansion.
The mansion sits almost square with a three-way intersection in a posh Detroit neighborhood—Kid Rock supposedly lived down the street, but keeping track of celebrity homes wasn’t my thing, so I didn’t know that for sure. The Manoogian and its neighbors sat along the Detroit River, and I bet they all had a sweet view out back. If you spent most of your days on the east side, you probably wouldn’t even recognize this area as a part of the city. Contrary to its reputation, not everyone in Detroit was poor.
Sly pulled to the curb a hundred feet or so back from the top line of the T that formed the intersection. The position allowed us a clear view of the front of the mansion ahead of us, so we didn’t have to look too obvious about casing the joint. When Sly cut the engine, the silence in the wake of its rumble made the car’s inside feel stuffy and pressurized. That, and Sly’s palpable disapproval of Odi’s presence, gave me a tinge of claustrophobia.
“Now what?” Odi asked eagerly. “You gonna break in? Search the place?”
Sly twisted in his seat and looked at Odi as if he’d suggested we all head up onto the porch and piss on the door. “Were you this dumb before you were turned, or did you bump your head when you got bit?”
“Sly,” I warned.
Odi held up his hands. “I’m just sayin’, dude. You can’t see anything from here.”
He was right. It was dark. A nearby streetlight cut some of the shadows, but no lights were on inside the mansion itself. The only thing I could see was the shrubbery lining the outside of the square lawn, the U-shaped driveway that curved around past the front door and back out to the street, and a glint in a couple of front windows from the streetlight’s reflection.
“It doesn’t look like anyone’s there,” I said.
Sly shrugged. “It’s the middle of the night.”
“Which is the middle of the day for a vampire. If he’s in there, what’s he doing? Sitting in the dark?”
“Could be in a back room, or on the lower floor. I heard there used to be a bowling alley down there.”
“Cool,” Odi said. “Let me go check it out.”
This time, both Sly and I looked at him like he was daft.
“I can shadow walk.”
“I’ve seen you shadow walk,” I said.
“You didn’t see me in the back of your car last night.”
Sly raised an eyebrow.
“Doesn’t matter.” I pointed toward the mansion. “You don’t have an invite.”
“Mayor’s not living there, so it’s city property. No invite necessary.”
“But if Goulet is living there?”
“No big. The whole invite thing doesn’t apply between the undead.”
I appraised him over the seatback, admittedly a little impressed. “Toft’s kept up with his homeschooling, huh?”
“He gave me an old, smelly book to read.”
Sly barked a single, humorless laugh. “Vampire training manual. Now I’ve heard everything.”
“Still doesn’t matter,” I said. “I can’t send you in there. Too risky.”
“Fine. I won’t go in. I can just peek through the windows.”
I looked to Sly for his thoughts. He waved a noncommittal hand. No help at all.
“At the very least,” Odi said, “you need to know if he’s really crashing here.” He crossed his arms and leaned back. “But I guess you or your friend could go check it out, take a chance these hoity-toity neighbors don’t call the cops on your ass. Cause you can bet, in this hood? They’ll have three cruisers here in five minutes, tops.”
Sly rested his hands on the steering wheel and ducked his head. “He’s right.”
Odi jerked back. “I am?”
“He is?” I asked.
“Sitting out here, watching the place? We don’t have time for that. We could wait all night, and if we don’t see any sign of Goulet, we still won’t know for sure if he’s staying here or not.”
Sound logic. But I was surprised Sly had changed his mind enough to trust Odi with the job.
Until Sly followed up with, “And it’s the kid’s neck, not ours.”
“Dude, you are a cantankerous old guy, aren’t you?” Odi said. He actually sounded hurt.
I pointed at Odi. “Walk the perimeter. See what you can from the outside. And stay on the outside.”
“Roger that.”
He slipped out and disappeared into the darkness under a nearby birch tree.
I thought I would catch a glimpse of him in the light when he crossed the street, but I didn’t see any sign of him after he left the car. I felt a weird swelling in my chest. Was that…pride?
What the hell was wrong with me?
“Kid’s a bit squirrely, don’t you think?” Sly asked.
“Ah, he’s all right. For a vamp.”
“Hmm.” He glanced at his closed ashtray. Probably had a roach in there. Instead of going for it, he smoothed his hands over his lap and settled into his seat.
We sat in silence for a while. No sign of movement at the mansion. I wondered what I’d do if Odi didn’t come back, if we sat there until dawn, and I never saw him again. Would I feel bad? As goofy and naive as he was, Odi played for the dark side now. Vamps could be tame, but they were still demons, soulless, and dependant on the blood of others. How much of Odi’s quirky behavior was habit carried over from life? How long would it take for those habits to wear off? Ten years? Twenty? If he made it to one-hundred years undead, would he even remember the person he was today?
“Smoke’s coming out of your ears,” Sly said.
I shrugged.
“You’re worried about him.”
I shrugged again. “I feel sorry for him. I know I shouldn’t, but I do. I’ve seen him full vamp only once. Otherwise, it’s like he’s a misguided teen with a sad backstory.”
“But he’s a vampire.”
“I am aware.”
“Don’t let yourself forget, brother. There’s a reason killing demons is good business.”
A car approached from behind us, the shine of its headlights obscuring any details of its make or model. I tensed, hoping it wasn’t a cop coming to check on a couple of strange men staking out the mayor’s mansion. If they decided to search the car, the pistol in the glove box loaded with silver bullets and the shotgun in the trunk sitting next to the box of silver slugs could raise some eyebrows. Or get us arrested since neither weapon was registered.
The guns and ammo were courtesy of a unique arms dealer who specialized in anti-supernatural weaponry. That acquaintance Sly had mentioned back at the shop.
The car drove on past and turned left at the intersection, away from the mansion.
Sly and I both let out a tense exhale.
After twenty minutes, I started to fidget. The cold air had seeped into the car, along with the soggy smell of autumn, which actually complimented the pot scent. I pulled my coat closed and buttoned it. I would have liked to turn on the heat, but we couldn’t very well keep the engine running. This wasn’t stakeouts for amateurs night.
“He should have had time enough to look in every window by now,” Sly said.
I opened my mouth to respond. The sound of the back door opening then slamming shut stopped me.
Damn, the kid’s gotten the shadow walking down pat now.
I turned in my seat. “So what did you—”
My voice caught in my throat at the sight of him. I actually wondered a second if it even was him.
His face was a bloody mess. Cheek bones crushed. Lips torn. Some teeth missing. A section of his red hair was burnt away, his bared scalp blackened—kind of looked like my handiwork. And, shit, one of his ears had been ripped off, leaving behind a bloody pucker of flesh around the canal. He shuddered while pressing a closed fist against his chest as if trying to hold himself together—literally.
With obvious, painful effort, he said two words before falling sideways across the backseat.
“He’s here.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
I popped open the glove box and pulled out the gun loaded with the silver bullets. My heartbeat kicked into overdrive. A red sheen dropped across my vision.
Sly reached for my arm. “Sebastian, wait.”
I slipped loose before he could get a grip and barreled out of the car.
The chilly night stung my heated face. I clenched my jaw so tightly I thought I might break my teeth. I left the car door open, rounded the front of the vehicle, and marched toward the mansion. As I reached the middle of the street, stepping into the light, I heard Sly get out of the car behind me.
“Sebastian, don’t.”
It wasn’t his words that made me pause.
I saw him. Goulet. He stood at the top of the stone stairs leading up to the porch. The mansion’s door hung wide. He had turned on a light in the foyer. Its glow framed him in a rectangle. Much like I had seen in my vision, he wore a vest and dress pants, but without the suit coat. He had his shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows. It was hard to tell through the darkness and distance between us, but I thought I could make out splattered stains on his forearms. Odi’s blood.
I squeezed the gun’s grip at my side. If I’d had my finger on the trigger, I might have accidentally shot the street.
Goulet maintained his human appearance, but I could see the cold bloodlust in his eyes, even while one corner of his mouth curled up into a smirk.
The brand on my shoulder seemed to vibrate. It felt like the magical energy trapped behind the brand wanted to break loose, consequences be damned. But I didn’t need magic. I had silver. I didn’t care how old this fuck was, a dozen rounds of silver in his chest would take him down like any other vamp.
I trudged toward the curb. My thumb checked that the pistol’s safety was off.
A strangled cry from behind me turned my blood to liquid nitrogen. I heard a word in the cry—Don’t!—but it mostly sounded like the screech of a chimp with a mouth full of nails. I had one foot on the curb.
Goulet wore his long, tightly curled hair down instead of in the pony tail I’d seen in my vision. Unlike Mr. Greasy, Goulet’s locks looked clean, beautiful even. They flowed down his shoulders nearly to his waist. He swept his hair back behind his shoulders as if getting ready to pose for a picture. I knew he wanted to make sure I saw his face, the challenge in his stare that said, Go ahead, come take your shot. No. Not a challenge, I realized. A seduction.
Something tugged at a deep and primal part of my consciousness. My blood seemed to react to his gaze and roared through my veins as if trying to rip me open from the inside out.
I finished my step up onto the curb. My shoes squished into the damp grass frontage on the street side of the sidewalk. I eased my grasp on the gun.
What the hell’s wrong with you?
I took another step forward, which was fine. I would need to close the distance if I wanted to get a decent shot. But I needed to aim the damn gun at him, too. No matter how much I tried, my own arm refused my commands.
Some kind of commotion went on behind me. One of the Nova’s doors opening. Gasps and grunts. The scrape of soles on cement.
I didn’t turn back, didn’t take my eyes off of Goulet. Hell, I barely breathed. All I wanted was to come face to face with him. To bask in his presence. To—
To kill him, damn it. Kill him. Kill him.
—know this powerful being.
I heard the huffing and clumsy footsteps grow nearer to my back, but I was still startled by the hand on my shoulder. The contact was enough to jerk me out of my obsessive desire to approach Goulet.
“Look…at me.” The voice sounded like a Shop-Vac sucking up a puddle.
I turned around.
Odi stood crookedly before me, his damaged face more hideous in the streetlight. He still held one fist against his chest while he wobbled on bent legs. It took effort to decipher his words through his wrecked mouth.
“Your mom isn’t here.” Flecks of spittle and blood sprayed from his ripped lips. “He…wants you. Will use his thrall.”
His thrall.
The hungry vampire’s favorite trick to turn a human into a mindless blood bag. Not all of them could do it. And some better than others. Age was definitely a factor. In Goulet’s case, his reach was remarkable. If I’d gotten much closer, he could have turned me into his puppet. Or, as Mr. Greasy had promised, follow the newest trend among Detroit vampires and turn me into one of them.
Sly hung back by the car. “Come on, brother. It’s time to leave.”
I looked down at the gun in my hand. I thought about what Goulet and his neatly dressed posse had done to my home. About Mom, and what he might have planned for her. And poor Odi, a kid who should have been in high school, and whose biggest worries should have been about which colleges to apply to and how to work up the nerve to ask a girl to the prom.
“Don’t,” Odi said. “We can still get your mom back. But only if you walk away.” His voice was a sickening slush, the sound angering me even more.
I wanted to turn back to the mansion, give Goulet one last nasty glare, a promise that I would see the end of him. I buried the urge and helped Odi back to the car.
I didn’t look back as Sly pulled away. But I could feel Goulet watching me. That feeling stuck with me even once we were a dozen blocks away. I thought that feeling might never leave.
At least, not until I turned Logan Goulet into ash.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Even at four AM, Toft’s disguised and dutiful troll, Mortimer, stood ready to open the door to the Black Rose for us. Odi had an arm over my shoulders, and I took the bulk of his weight as he limped along into the club. Sly stayed behind in the car, parked illegally at the curb.
Toft waited for us inside, standing in the center of the club, wringing his hands. Two hours after closing time, the place still carried the smell of sweat, perfume, and aftershave.
Toft’s gaze took in Odi as we entered, then he snapped his chin up, pulled back his shoulders, and leveled the Glare of Doom at me. (Not really a vampire power, and good thing, or I’d have dropped dead right there.) His normally slick and parted hair was a tangled mess. His dress shirt was untucked. He wasn’t wearing shoes, either. Just a pair of argyle socks. A pinkish smear on his chin gave me a pretty good idea of what he’d been doing before we had called to let him know we were coming. But his disheveled condition made me wonder if it had been more than feeding. He looked like he’d rolled out of bed and dressed in a hurry, only vamps don’t sleep at night. My mind rebelled at riding any further down those rails—he might have been four-hundred, but he still had a twelve year-old body.
“What have you done?” His voice was pitched deep and didn’t at all match his young face.
“Not me,” I said, sounding more defensive than I’d meant to. “This was Goulet’s doing.”
“You stupid son of a whore.” Toft grasped the edge of one of the round tables and tossed it over his shoulder as if it were made of paper. It crashed onto the stage and broke into several pieces. His glamour broke to reveal his true face. A fat, black vein at his temple pulsed like a small heart. A pinkish hue matching the stain on his chin coated his fangs. He opened his mouth wide enough to unhinge his jaw with a sharp pop. His tongue was a deep red. A reptilian hiss rattled from the back of his throat.
Odi tensed against me. He had yet to unclasp the fist against his chest. He clenched it even tighter now.
“You’re the one who sent him after me,” I said. “If you didn’t want him involved in my affairs, you shouldn’t have made him my apprentice.”
Toft closed his mouth, the jaw bone popping again as it moved back in place. “I told you to stay away from the Elder.”
“I agreed to take Odi on. That settled the blood oath. You don’t get to tell me what to do.”
“It was for your safety.”
“It was about protecting your investment.” The sound of my blood rushed in my ears. I could feel each heartbeat thrum through me like the strike on a bass drum. “So stop bitching and protect him.”
Toft’s red eyes gleamed for a moment. I could tell he wanted to kill me, and it irritated him like hell that he couldn’t, not without ruining his plans for Odi’s future. His face smoothed over. The popping vein receded. His fangs drew in to look like normal canines again. “He needs to feed. He’ll heal faster.”
That hung in the air for an awkward moment. Which made me realize why Sly had insisted I not forget what Odi really was—because it had been so easy for me to do.
Toft looked beyond me. “Mortimer will take him from here.”
“Wait,” Odi said then broke into a coughing fit. A clot of blood the color and consistency of tar hit the carpet at his feet. I had to take on more of his weight to keep him standing.
Toft frowned. “There’s no reason to wait.”
Odi pulled his clenched hand away from his chest and held it out. With his palm up, I could now see something the color of burlap behind his curled fingers. He opened his hand.
Every wisp of breath shot out of my lungs. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t inhale, felt as though I’d swallowed concrete.
I instantly recognized the pocket watch in Odi’s hand as the cloth it was wrapped in fell open. The cloth was soaked with Odi’s blood. Some had smeared across the watch’s silver and black enamel design. The chain was missing, which stoked the heat in my belly. That piece of shit vampire hadn’t been happy enough to destroy my house. He had to go back to the wreckage and steal the last memento from my dead father. Then flaunt his defilement by sending the watch back to me in the hands of a kid—vampire—he had viciously brutalized.
I looked up at a high keen coming from Odi. Only it wasn’t him making the noise. It was me. Tears blurring my sight, I pressed my lips together and took the watch with a trembling hand. I sensed magic humming within it the moment I took it. Impossible, since I had drained all of its magic during my fight to keep from turning. Had Goulet done something to it? Hadn’t the bastard already done enough?
“Goulet…” Odi said dropping his hand, the burlap cloth falling to the floor. Blood gurgled in his throat as he spoke. “Gave…terms.”
I wiped the wetness from my eyes with the back of my hand holding the watch. “Terms?”
“For your mom.” His eyes showed the pain brought by each word he uttered.
“That’s enough,” Toft barked.
“No,” Odi said with surprising firmness. “He’ll release your mom if you give yourself up.”
First Goulet meant to take Mom and kill me. Then he wanted to keep me alive so he could turn me. Now he was willing to let Mom go as long as I surrendered myself to him? And where the fuck did the mayor of Detroit fit into all this?
Odi nodded at the watch. “He said that will summon him when you’re—” Another bout of coughs cut him off for a moment. “When you’re ready.”
So that was the magic I sensed. He had turned my father’s watch into a gods damned call button.
“Mortimer,” Toft snapped. “Take him.”
Mortimer scooped Odi up and carried him like a newborn into the back.
That left Toft and me to glare at each other. A jazz club should have never suffered such silence.
Finally, Toft broke the quiet standoff. “You will keep the boy out of these affairs of yours. When you’re done, assuming you survive, you can return to his training.”
“Gee, can I, boss?”
“You’re an idiot. Logan Goulet will feast on your heart and pick his teeth with your bones. He’ll do the same to anyone you drag in with you.”
I didn’t say anything. Arguing seemed pointless, especially considering he was probably right. But Toft didn’t understand a thing about love, about family. His relationships began and ended with how they could serve him.
“Obviously, short of caging you, I can’t keep you from whatever foolish thing you’re planning next. But I have some connections in the Ministry. I could arrange to have them take over the apprehension of your mother.”
I snorted a laugh. “You have connections in the Ministry?”
“Sebastian, I have connections everywhere.”
“Thanks for the offer, Tofty, but I’d rather leave the Ministry out of this. Somehow the mayor has a hand in this. I don’t know how directly. Maybe he and his staff were paid off to ignore the squatter in the Manoogian. I hope that’s all. But if it’s not, this shit storm becomes political. That turns the Ministry into an obstacle instead of an aid.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. When he looked to me again, he seemed to have come to some decision or acceptance. “Please don’t die. I’ll never find a sorcerer as powerful as you willing to teach Odi.”
“Ah, but you forget. I’m not willing.”
“Right. Then, I’ll never find another sorcerer dumb enough to swear blood on a promise and nothing more.”
“Cute.” I turned to leave.
“You owe me for two tables now,” Toft called as I reached the exit.
“Bill me.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Sly took me back to the smoke shop. He had me take off my pants and get in the recliner so he could check my bandage, which I had totally forgotten about. I kept my coat on. I couldn’t shake the chill clamped to my bones.
The smell wafting from the bandage as he unwrapped it nearly made me barf. If I’d eaten anything more recently than the pizza over twenty hours ago, I probably would have. Adrenaline and worry had kept my hunger at bay, but even while inhaling the nastiness from the bandage, I imagined myself crunching my way through a ten-pack of tacos with extra hot sauce.
On the other hand, the smell didn’t visibly bother Sly at all. The dude thought his potions didn’t stink.
Thankfully, he made quick work of the removal and discarded the bandage in a covered waste bin.
All that remained of the gunshot wound was a black and yellow bruise and some raw, wrinkled skin. I felt under my thigh to the corresponding exit wound. Touching it stung, but it had closed up as well.
“You’re amazing,” I said.
“Yep.” He tossed me the stonewashed jeans he’d lent me. “Now you need nutrients.”
He needs to feed. He’ll heal faster.
I grimaced while I tried not to think about what Odi was doing right then.
“I want tacos,” I said.
“Eating will slow you down.” He took up position behind his bench and began grinding, pouring, and mixing. “I can give you nourishment without having your digestive system make you lag.”
“Can you make it taste like tacos?”
Without stopping his hands from their work, he gave me a get real look.
As expected, the weird, pasty brown stuff he handed me in a plastic Sesame Street bowl tasted less than good. It did kind of look like refried beans, though. So…almost tacos.
Admittedly, I felt a thousand times better after I finished the last glop. I kicked down the recliner’s footrest and stood. Sly took the bowl from me.
“Now what?” he asked.
“You expect me to have a plan?” I thought for a second. “Can’t sneak into the Manoogian during the day and stake him, as awesome as that sounds. If Mom isn’t in there with him, his pile of dust ain’t gonna tell us where he’s holding her. Can’t get close enough to fill him full of silver without a good old-fashioned vampire brain wash. Unless you know any snipers.”
“All this negativity isn’t helping, brother.”
“You want a can instead of a can’t?” I pulled Dad’s watch from my coat pocket. I’d wiped Odi’s blood off best I could, but some remained caught in the grooves between the enamel design and the silver. I wondered if Goulet had touched the watch at some point during his possession of it. I relished the thought of him burning the floral design into his palm. “I guess I could agree to his terms.”
Sly grunted through a scowl. He tossed the plastic bowl onto his workbench. The bowl clattered loudly. “That,” he said, “is not an option.”
I shoved the watch back into my pocket. “The only other idea I’ve got is to somehow set a trap. Make him think I’m turning myself over, but pull a fast one. The idea doesn’t have a lot of meat, though.”
“It’s a start.” He paced while rubbing his chin as if he wanted to scrub off a patch of his stubble. “But it’s going to take more than the two of us to pull it off.”
“Ya think?” The image of Odi’s brutalized face rose into my mind’s eye. His crunched cheek bones. His missing ear. Goulet had done more than work the kid over. He had sculpted Odi into a monument of sadism. And for my sake. I couldn’t help recalling Toft’s warning—Logan Goulet will feast on your heart and pick his teeth with your bones. He’ll do the same to anyone you drag in with you.
“I can’t risk bringing anyone else in on this, though,” I said. “Even you.”
Sly rolled his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. “Get over your damn self, brother. You want to help Judith? You need to ask for help.”
I threw up a hand. “Fine. Who? Odi’s out. Toft isn’t going to change heart and volunteer himself. The rest of the supernatural community wants nothing to do with me, either because they worry they’ll end up as one of my bounties or they think I’m going to turn into a vamp at any moment.”
I had done a good job of not thinking about this newfound isolation, but I felt it pretty hard now.
“What about Fiona?”
“Aw, hell.” I wandered over to one of the walls of cardboard boxes lining the room. I scanned the markered labels on each without reading any of them. The smell of the cardboard brought on memories of when I had packed to move out of my parents’ house, back when life was normal. “I can’t.”
“I understand,” Sly said. “Really, I do. But, brother, your ass is in a sling. Besides, don’t you think she’d want to help?”
I ducked my head, staring at the cuffs of the stonewashed jeans hanging above my boots, the contrast bizarre enough to get a short laugh out of me. “Assume she’s in. The three of us still can’t pull off a trap, if we can even think up a good enough trap in the first place.”
“I have an idea about that.”
His pensive tone made me turn. I could tell I wasn’t going to like whatever he had in mind. The dread over Sly’s pending suggestion felt awfully familiar, which should have prepared me for what he offered.
“The Maidens of Shadow might help.”
I burst into a fit of ugly laughter. I staggered backward until I came up against the stacked boxes. I laughed until I couldn’t catch my breath. I must have looked like a freak. Sly stared at me like I was one. But he patiently waited until I regained control of myself.
“Are you dating one of those witches?” I asked. “Because I can’t imagine why you keep bringing them up.”
“They’re powerful,” he said, as if that explained it all.
“No shit. They’re a black witch coven. You’ve seen Star Wars. The dark side is always stronger. Hell, they get force lightening. I bet Luke Skywalker wished he could shoot electricity out his finger tips. But the dark side eventually gets your wrinkly ass thrown down a shaft by your star pupil.”
Sly blinked a few times. “I actually understood that.”
“The dark side sure as hell doesn’t help random strangers out of the goodness of their heart. Those ladies have no reason to join our team.”
“You let me worry about that.” He crossed over to me, gripped my shoulders. “We can do this.”
I didn’t want to play Negative Nancy anymore, so I kept my mouth shut.
“Go talk to Fiona,” he said. “I’ll take care of the other arrangements. And, brother?” He gave me a gentle shake. “We’re getting her back. Trust me.”
There wasn’t anyone I trusted more. Which sucked, because I was having a hell of a time believing him now.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“Yes.”
I stammered, unsure what to say since I had expected some resistance—definitely not zero resistance. Especially when I had told her Sly’s plan to bring in the Maidens of Shadow. But Fiona looked me right in the eye, chin up, and didn’t say another word after that single one.
We sat at the table in her kitchen. When I had arrived, she insisted on making me an omelet despite my explaining the stuff Sly had mixed for me had done the trick, and I wasn’t that hungry. I would have rather gotten some sleep. It was six AM. I’d only been up around twelve hours, and that was after a solid twelve hours of sleep. I still felt wiped. But I had to get Fiona on board before I could get any rest.
And that had turned out to be a snap.
“You’re sure?” I asked.
“I’ve wanted to help since the start of this mess,” she said. “That hasn’t changed. I’m glad you finally got your head out of your ass and asked me.”
I smiled and looked down at the plate in front of me. I’d taken a single bite of the omelet. Fiona had used pepper jack cheese. She knew what I liked. That one bite had tasted wonderful, but I couldn’t get myself to eat more.
“So what’s next?” she asked.
“I don’t have details yet. I’ll know more once I talk to Sly. Sit tight and I’ll give you a call when we’re ready.” I looked down at the congealed cheese oozing out of the omelet. A perfect waste of pepper jack.
She put a hand on my arm. “Just get back to me soon.”
I gave her a kiss and headed over to Sly’s.
Sly’s house sits on the edge of the Red Run Golf Club in Royal Oak, with a view of a sand trap from his family room picture window. It’s actually a nice view, as it doesn’t have any houses getting in the way. It’s almost like he’s got his own stretch of acreage. Of course, the downside is he’s had a few cracked windows in the past from errant balls.
He ushered me in, then led the way into his kitchen. The counter was covered with bottles and cups and a clutter of magical odds and ends. I couldn’t even see the surface. The setup looked like a chaotic mishmash, not at all like the organized collection at the smoke shop.
“Wow,” I said. “This looks like my parents’ basement.”
A hollow sensation in my gut made me feel like the wind could blow right through me. My parents’ basement would never be the same.
“What’s with all this stuff?”
He snorted. “I bought a lot of junk from an old wizard during an estate auction. It was the contents of a storage locker, sight unseen. That’s my attempt to sort it out.”
I made a face. “Sounds fun. Anything valuable?”
“Don’t ask.”
In contrast to the cluttered counter, a single bottle of clear liquid sat on the dining table.
“That for me?”
He nodded. “But it’s the last thing I can give you. Too many more potions in you could seriously wreck your magical systems. Could kill you, actually.”
“Nice thought. What’s this one going to do?”
“Put you in a coma.”
I made a face. “Guess that’s better than killing me.”
I guzzled down the potion and almost immediately felt weary. A thousand times more tired than I already had been, which was pretty damn tired.
Sly had his couch decked out with a sheet, a comforter, and a pillow. He didn’t tuck me in or tell me a bedtime story, though. The big meanie. Right before I fell off the edge of oblivion I asked Sly, “Are we set with the witches?”
“Meeting’s this afternoon. You’ll be up by then.”
And that was it for me. I slept. Or comaed, or whatever. No dreams. No nothing. It was like I ceased to exist. But it might as well have been for a blink, because in the next second my eyes snapped open and I was wide awake. I sat up slowly, expecting that groggy vertigo you get after a long nap. Didn’t have it. I felt like…like a zillion bucks. Hell, I felt like fucking Fort Knox.
Sly was in the kitchen clinking around in his auction haul.
I got up and went in to see him. “You didn’t make me breakfast?”
He set down a jar of cloudy fluid with some kind of clump of organic matter floating in it. I didn’t try to guess what it might have been. I seriously did not want to know.
“Kitchen’s closed, smartass.” He smiled. “Besides, are you actually hungry?”
I checked myself. Belly still felt full from his magic refried beans. “Nope. I’m good.”
“Good. Get ready. We’re leaving in ten.”
I didn’t have much to get ready. I pulled on my boots, laced them up, and was raring to get on with this. I’d never consorted with witches before. I had to admit my curiosity was nearly as strong as my trepidation.
We hit the road in eight minutes instead of ten.
Sly drove us into Midtown Detroit, down the Cass Corridor to the corner of Cass and Ferry, just across from Wayne State University’s campus. He parked on the street in front of an apartment building. “This is it.”
The building looked a little old fashioned, a throwback to Detroit’s earliest years. Probably exclusively rented out by college students. Not the kind of place I expected to find a black witch coven.
Sly reached into his backseat and grabbed a green knapsack. I had a feeling, the way he clutched the bag, that something expensive was inside. Probably whatever payment the Maidens required to do us this favor. Assuming they would do it. Sly seemed pretty confident, but I had serious doubts.
We got out of the car and Sly led the way to the apartment complex.
“They’re students?” I asked as we reached the entrance.
“I’m not really sure,” Sly said. “This is the address they gave me. I heard Joni Mitchell used to live here back in the sixties.”
“Seriously? Huh.”
I followed Sly up three flights of stairs. A door to one of the apartments hung open not far from the stairwell. A girl with a red streak through her blond bob stood in the doorway, leaning against the jamb. She wore a pair of plaid pajama pants and a t-shirt with Captain America’s shield printed on the front. There wasn’t much to her. Knobby elbows and a thin, long neck. And she didn’t look a day over drinking age. But with the magical folks, you couldn’t take a person’s apparent age very seriously. I knew some sorcerers who didn’t look much older than me, but were twice my age or more.
She smiled at the sight of Sly as we approached the door. Then her gaze shifted to me. She wrinkled her nose. “Dude, that’s so weird.”
I snorted. She kind of sounded like Odi. Maybe I could play matchmaker as well as mentor and hook them up. “What’s weird?”
She rolled her eyes like I was a big dummy, then turned on her bare heel and disappeared into the apartment.
Sly winked at me. “She can sense the vamp blood in you. Don’t take it personally.”
“Ha.”
Sly led the way, and we followed the girl in. The entrance fed into a hallway that stretched in either direction with an open doorway to a bedroom directly across the hall from the entrance. I heard a fake-sounding barrage of gunfire coming from the left. The hall bent slightly on that end, but I could make out what looked like a living room. I saw the back of a ratty chair and the side of another girl’s face. She had black hair and pale skin, but that was all I could tell from how the chair was angled.
In the hall’s other direction I saw a couple more doorways. Maybe into other bedrooms. If a whole coven lived here, the apartment had to be a pretty good size. Still, it didn’t give off a black witch vibe. Except for the smell. I thought I caught a faint hint of sulfur.
The girl in the pajamas scooted around us and closed the door. Then she gave me a smile and held out her hand. “I’m Wendy.”
We shook. “Sebastian.”
She raised one blond eyebrow on her narrow face. “The Unturned.”
I let out a cross between a sigh and a grumble. “No,” I said. “Just Sebastian. Or Mr. Light if you want to get formal.”
“Lighten up, Mr. Light.” She turned to Sly. “You got something good for me?”
He patted the canvas knapsack. “Better than good.”
She looked surprised. “For such a small favor?”
Small? I threw Sly a confused glance. Had he not told them why we were coming over?
He cleared his throat, making a point not to look at me. “There’s…been a development.”
Wendy crossed her arms. “Sly puppy. You haven’t been honest with us.”
Again, he patted the knapsack. “I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Hmm. I’m intrigued. But you’ll have to convince the rest of the girls.”
With that, she strolled down the hall toward the living room. With her back to us, I whispered, “What the fuck?”
“Trust me, all right?”
“What’s in the bag?”
“Just trust me.” He hurried after Wendy before I could ask anything more.
My stomach tensed as I fell in line behind them.
Five more girls, all around Wendy’s age, occupied the room.
The girl I had seen a glimpse of, with the black hair and ghost-white skin, sat on her chair with her legs tucked under her. She had a ratty paperback in her hands and a set of ear buds in her ears. Her focus was so locked on the pages of her book and whatever music she listened to, the rest of the commotion around her could have been a hundred miles away.
A sofa that might have once decked out a grandmother’s living room, with cat scratches in the flowery upholstery, took center stage in the large space. Two more girls sat there, facing a massive widescreen TV that could have doubled as a door if tilted on its side. The girls mashed the buttons on a set of game controllers as they battled it out on what looked like one of the Halo games. They bickered and trash-talked between blasts of laughter.
The two remaining girls sat on the floor off to one side, a chess board set between them, both of them locked in fierce concentration on the pieces.
All of them, like Wendy, were dressed as if they had just woken up an hour ago. Along with the sulfur, I thought I could smell the maple and flour scent of a pancake breakfast.
Wendy clapped her hands. “Girls!”
The pale girl closed her book and plucked the ear buds from her ears. The gamers paused the game, one of them in mid-kill. The chess players twisted to face Wendy, the game forgotten in a blink.
All eyes turned to Wendy.
Wendy gestured toward Sly. “This is the dude with the old lady problem.”
Their gazes shifted, almost in unison, to Sly. The dark-haired girl with the pale face curled up one side of her mouth, the look in her eyes almost predatory. Thankfully, the rest of the crew had normal, curious expressions. I took a mental note to keep my eyes on the pale one.
Sly seemed to shrink back from all the attention. “Hello, ladies.”
Then Wendy pointed at me. “That guy is the old lady’s son.” She grinned. “He’s also—”
“The Unturned.” The pale girl appraised me with that predatory gaze of hers, times ten.
With all the girls now staring at me, I understood Sly’s reaction. It was like getting hit by a strong tide of magical energy that pushed and pushed against me so that I felt I might get carried away on the waves like a piece of driftwood.
I tried to smile, but I don’t think it turned out right.
“Hi,” I said. “My name’s actually Sebastian. ‘The Unturned’ sounds too portenty for my tastes.”
The gamer girls on the couch giggled. Now that they faced me, I realized they were twins, each with bright orange hair and a generous spray of freckles.
“So where’s the old lady?” the Pale One asked.
I really wished they’d stop referring to Mom as the old lady. “Her name’s Judith.”
“Sorry. Where’s Judith?” I couldn’t tell if her tone was mocking or sincere. But I felt confident the ambiguity was on purpose.
I turned to Sly.
He glanced at me, cleared his throat, and scrunched up his face as if readying for a bomb to go off. “That’s why we’re here. She was taken.”
Wendy raised an eyebrow. “Taken?”
He nodded. “By an old vampire.”
Wendy crossed her arms and cocked her head. The red lock in her blond hair hung over one eye. Her other eye stared directly at me. “What’s with you and the vamps?”
“I wish I knew.”
“When you say old, how old are we talking?”
“The oldest,” I said. “At least in Detroit.”
She shifted her gaze back to Sly. “Are you fucking crazy?”
“No,” he said. “We’re desperate.”
“I thought you wanted us to dig up the old lady’s—”
“Judith,” I snapped.
She curled her lip. “Fine. Judith. This…I don’t even know exactly what you’re asking. You want us to cast something to lead you to her?”
Sly drew his shoulders up. He opened his mouth to answer, but I decided to rescue him.
“We want you to help us get her back,” I said.
That pulse of energy doubled as they all gaped at me. The pressure from it made me stagger backward. I knew the Maidens by reputation only. The last thing I had expected was the equivalent of a college sorority. But feeling their collective power, I would be loath to underestimate their abilities no matter how harmless their appearance.
Wendy slowly shook her head. “You are crazy. What on Earth made you think we would join you to go up against Logan Goulet?” She held up a hand. “Never mind. Just get out of here.” She aimed her flaring gaze at Sly. “You of all people should know not to make a joke of the Maidens.”
Sly slipped his knapsack off his shoulder and held it out to her by the strap. It didn’t look like there was much inside. Definitely no fat stacks of cash.
Wendy eyed the bag as if Sly were holding out a sack of shit. “Don’t bother. You don’t have anything I could possibly want. Get out of here and never come back.”
“Just take it. Look inside. If it’s no good to you, we’ll hightail it outta here.”
She narrowed her eyes. I could see the gears turning in her mind. She couldn’t imagine what he had that would convince her to help. I knew that’s what she was thinking, because I was thinking the same thing.
Finally, she snatched the bag from Sly. She hesitated a second before pulling the flap back, and another second before peering inside.
She gasped. Her eyes went wide. She even trembled slightly.
Her reaction made my stomach turn. These were black witches. Whatever kind of thing could excite one as much as this did, it couldn’t be good. I glanced at Sly, but he kept his gaze locked on Wendy.
“Is that worth your time?” Sly asked.
Eyes still full of wonder, she reached into the knapsack and drew out a small glass bottle shaped like a tear drop. A ghostly wisp of something swirled within. Wendy caressed the glass with her fingertips.
At some point, the rest of the girls had gathered around us. I had been too focused on Sly’s transaction with Wendy to notice. Every one of them shared the same look of amazement as Wendy.
I couldn’t stand it anymore. “What the fuck is it, Sly?”
The Pale One smiled at me with that hunger in her dark eyes. “You don’t know?”
“Should I?”
She laughed. “It’s only the most precious ingredient to any spell.”
A knot in my gut pulled so tightly, I thought I might have to double over at any second. I looked back at Sly. “What is it?”
He swallowed. “Brother, you need to relax. Got it? Don’t fly off the handle.”
“I’m not making any promises.”
Wendy removed her gaze from the bottle long enough to address Sly. “You want me to tell him?”
“I don’t care who tells me. The more you dodge the question, the sicker I feel about this whole thing.”
Sly reached over and put a hand on my shoulder. It felt like he was about to tell me he was terminally ill. Turned out worse than that.
“It’s a piece of my soul.”
I blathered for a few seconds before I could pull together some coherent words. “No. No way in hell do they get a piece of your soul.” I reached out to Wendy. “Hand it back.”
She drew it against her breast. “It’s not yours to give or take.”
I spun on Sly, pointed a finger at the bottle. “Take it back, Sly. We are done here.”
He squeezed my shoulder. “We need them, brother. And they ain’t gonna help unless we give them something big.”
“Not your soul,” I shouted. “This is full on Faust shit. It’s beyond insane.”
“There is nothing Faustian about it. It’s just a piece. And there’s no contract. It’s a simple exchange.”
I could not believe he was talking about his soul as if it were some kind of currency. “Mom would never approve of something like this. Never.”
Sly pressed his lips together and gave my shoulder another squeeze. “It’s not up to her,” he said. “And it ain’t up to you.”
I stared at him with my jaw hanging open. My eyes felt like they might pop out of their sockets. “You can’t do this,” I said with a rasp.
“It’s already done.” He looked to Wendy. “That is, if the Maidens think it’s a fair trade.”
Wendy moved her gaze from girl to girl. Nobody said a word, but I knew they were communicating plenty. Her attention lingered a moment on the Pale One. The Pale One’s eyes shone. She ran her tongue along her upper lip. Wendy nodded. She raised the bottled piece of soul, squinted one eye, and peered through the glass at Sly. “We’re in,” she said. “We’ll even fix the old lady’s head when we get her back…no extra charge.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Now I just had to convince Fiona I wasn’t out of my mind.
I had called and given her the Maidens’ address without telling her the price for their services. If Sly wanted her to know, he could break it to her.
I met her outside. It was four in the afternoon, but a gray overcast made it feel later. A chilly breeze burned my cheeks. Fiona wore a pair of tight fitting jeans and a thick wool turtle neck. As a shifter, she ran a little hotter than mortals. She was probably sweating under all that wool, but she tried to dress appropriately to blend in with the human world. I had yet to see her endure the winter. Even in a steady snow, she could have probably felt perfectly comfortable in what she had on now.
She looked up at the apartment building and wrinkled her brow. “This is the place?”
“Yep.”
She shook her head. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
Again, she had surprised me with her willingness to not only accept my questionable choices, but to support them no matter how stupid. And there was no question, joining forces with a black witch coven was pretty damn stupid. But I would lower myself to outright imbecile if it meant getting Mom back.
We went up to the apartment, and I made introductions. Fiona didn’t seem at all surprised that the coven looked like a crew of college students with their Xbox and their posters of bare-chested male celebrities on the living room walls. In fact, the girls warmed to her immediately, including the Pale One, whom I had learned was named Angelica. Of course her name was Angelica. She was the only one of the group that resembled the more stereotypical look of a dark witch, and she had the name to match.
With intros out of the way, we gathered in a circle around the plain wooden coffee table littered with nicks, scratches, and a few cigarette burns, which must have come from a former owner since no hint of tobacco smoke lingered in the air. Just the faint sulfuric scent, and now a cinnamon haze from burning incense.
The witches had shoved their sofa against the wall to give us room, making the space into a sort of boardroom with the coffee table in the center, but no continental breakfast or metal coffee urn next to Styrofoam cups. Our boardroom table carried only one item—my father’s pocket watch.
“If I had to guess,” Wendy said while looking down at the watch, “it’s probably a summoning spell inside, ready to trip. You haven’t opened it yet?”
“No.”
“That’s probably the trigger then.”
“So I flip it open and Goulet appears?”
She lifted her gaze to me and looked at me as if I were the dunce in the corner of the classroom. “No. It will likely bring you to him.”
Sly grunted. He had his arms folded across his chest, his lips pursed. “He could lead you anywhere. We’d have no idea where. Even if we set up some kind of tracking spell, I doubt we’d get to you in time before he…whatever he wants to do.”
He knew what Goulet wanted to do, even if he couldn’t bring himself to say it.
I looked around the room. “Thoughts?”
“Sly’s right,” Wendy said. “You open that watch, you’re all his.”
Angelica raised her chin and looked down her thin nose at me, more hunger in her eyes than ever. Though I started to wonder if that was just the way she looked all the time, terminally starved. But starved of what?
“What if it isn’t you who opens it?”
“Heh.” I smirked. “You volunteering?”
“Not on your life.”
“I’ll go.”
All eyes turned to Fiona, who stood next to me. Like Sly and myself, she appeared to shrink back from the weight of all that witchy attention.
“No way,” I said. “Not even an option.”
“Why not?” Angelica asked. She eyed me and Fiona for a second, then cracked a wide smile. “Oh. A shifter and a half-vamp. Star-crossed lovers. I might have to write a novel.”
Fiona threw Angelica a dirty look. “How do you know I’m a shifter?”
Angelica rolled her eyes. “Please.”
“Never mind,” I said. “She isn’t touching that watch. We have to figure out another way.”
Nobody said a word. The magical energy in the room turned like sour milk and filled my stomach with nausea.
“What?” I asked.
Wendy shrugged. “You’re feeling a collective disgust. A woman offered to go, but you’re too much of a chauvinist to let her make her own decisions.”
“I’m not a chauvinist. I just don’t want to put her in danger for my sake.”
Wendy laughed. Angelica rolled her eyes. The rest of the witches shook their heads.
“You are putting us all in danger by asking for our help.”
I looked to Sly for some support. He hitched his shoulders. “I guess it could be me,” he said. “But I can’t turn into a tiger. She can hold her own, brother. You wouldn’t love her if she couldn’t.”
Fiona took my hand and threaded her fingers between mine. “You asked me to help. So let me help.”
Every cell in my body screamed for me to say no.
I turned to Wendy. “So Fiona opens the watch, ends up with Goulet, and then what? What’s to keep him from holding her hostage, too?”
Wendy smiled like a predator creeping in on easy prey. Maybe that kind of look was a witch thing.
“I have an idea.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Fiona clutched the watch in her hand. “I’ll be fine.”
I stroked a strand of her hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear. “We just got started. I wanted at least a hundred more dates before you risked your life for mine.”
She laughed, but her smile quickly faded. “I love you,” she said. “For real.”
“I know.” The troubled look in her eyes worried me. The shine of tears in them worried me even more. “What is it?”
“Forget it.” She backed away, set her jaw, and uncurled her fingers from the watch, letting it rest in her outstretched palm.
“No kiss goodbye?”
“I’ll kiss you when I get back.”
“Promise?”
A little bit of her smile came back. “Cross my heart.” Then she flipped open the watch.
A flash of red light exploded from the watch’s face. My vision filled with bright red, blinding me to anything else. The blindness only lasted a second, but when my vision cleared, Fiona was gone.
The following silence weighed on me more than the pressure of the dark energy from the witches encircling me.
Sly clapped my shoulder. “She’s going to be all good, brother. Keep the faith.”
But after an hour and a half without any word from Fiona, I let go of the last of my faith. I paced the living room, hands jammed in my pockets to keep them warm. The room felt like the inside of a glacier. I couldn’t stop shivering no matter how much I paced or fidgeted.
The witches, on the other hand, had returned to their lives as if none of it had happened. Sly and I could have passed for furniture with how little attention they paid us. And no one else looked the least bit cold.
A few times, Sly would offer a comforting word or try to get me to take a seat. No dice.
Wendy came into the living room, the smell of something cooking trailing in from the hallway behind her. “I’ve got frozen pizzas in the oven. You want one?”
I waved her off and carried on with wearing a path in the carpet.
“You should eat,” Sly said. “The stuff I gave you will have worn off by now.”
I ignored him.
They kindly left me alone after that.
Two hours after Fiona’s departure, with dusk fully settled, my cell rang. I wrenched it out of my pocket and checked the screen.
Fiona.
My trembling hands nearly dropped the phone before I could get it to my ear.
“He’s agreed to the terms,” she said, voice tight.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes.”
She didn’t sound okay. She sounded like she was in pain.
“Did he hurt you?”
But I was talking to a dead line.



Chapter Thirty
We set up the meet at an abandoned elementary school in East Detroit. The empty hallways smelled like a dying rain forest—rotten vegetation and moldy dirt. Between the permanent shadows and the cinderblock walls, the trapped air was twice as cold as the outside. Vague strands of moonlight streamed through the windows that hadn’t been boarded up. Otherwise, the school felt like an oversized tomb.
We commandeered one of the classrooms on the opposite side of the building from the gymnasium where Goulet was supposed to meet us. Granted, he would probably have the school surrounded by his GQ vampire crew, but we had an inside room without any windows exposing us.
Sly had brought in a pair of floodlights on stands. The white light cast strange shadows through the school desks scattered in the room, their frames like the skeletons of hunchbacked creatures who had gathered here to die. The Maidens had cleared the center of the room to make way for their planned ritual. Angelica had drawn a pentagram on the floor with chalk, and lit candles of various sizes in the pentagram’s center. Among the candles sat a stone bowl with something smoldering in it that smelled like road kill with a dash of sage.
One Maiden sat at each of the pentagram’s five points, completely skyclad. I got to see that the twins’ freckles covered a whole lot more than their faces. I tried not to stare at any of them. But since I stood in the center with the candles and smoking bowl, I had a naked girl in every direction. I managed to keep my gaze above their heads, only occasionally forgetting myself and glancing down.
Angelica sat in front of me, and she grinned at my every accidental glimpse.
Off to my right, Sly had pulled a pair of the small desks together and laid out a cloth across them. He had a duffle bag at his feet that he had acquired from his paranormal weapons dealer. He pulled out a shot gun, a pair of handguns, three silver stakes, and silver ammo for the guns. Last came a long silver sword that made me think of my grandfather. He’d had one of those, and it had come in handy during a scuffle a number of years back, before he passed on.
Once Sly had all the weaponry laid out on the cloth, he carried over one of the handguns and offered it to me.
I took it and tucked it in my waistband at the small of my back. “What good is this going to do me?”
“Not a bit if all goes as planned.”
A squealing echoed down the hall outside the room. The sound rivaled nails on a chalkboard, turning the skin up the back of my neck into gooseflesh.
The noise grew until it came from right outside the door.
Then Wendy, wearing a flowing black robe, entered the room, pulling a flat cart with wheels long in need of oiling. On the cart rode a cage holding a snorting pig rustling in a bed of straw.
I grimaced. Not because I had anything against pigs, but because I knew its fate and wasn’t looking forward to the sight.
Once Wendy pulled the pig into position between the pentagram’s two bottom points, she shed her robe and joined her coven sisters in complete nakedness. From the cart, she picked up a dagger with a curved blade and an ornately carved golden hilt.
I shared a glance with Sly. He looked as squidgy as I felt. But when dealing with black witches, I guess animal sacrifice came with the territory.
Without hesitation, Wendy flung open the cage door, reached in, and sliced across the pig’s throat. It started to squeal at nearly the same pitch as the cart’s rusty wheels. But the squeal quickly turned into a gurgle. The pig jerked back and forth against the cage walls, shaking the wire frame. The door’s hinges rattled and clacked.
It seemed to take forever for the pig to finally thump onto its side and go still.
Again, Wendy didn’t pause. After the last of the pig’s death throes, Wendy stuck her arm into the gaping wound all the way to her elbow. She twisted her arm around in there as if searching for something. Did she have to yank out its tongue or something?
I’m not a squeamish guy, not after so many years chasing the nastiest of things and seeing the mess they often left behind. But for some reason, watching Wendy work on the pig got my stomach juices roiling.
When she drew her arm out of the pig, she didn’t have anything clutched in her hand, but blood completely coated her from fingertips to elbow. The blood dripped off her arm like too much wet paint. And, as if her hand were a barn brush, she drew a thick stripe from her chin, down between her breasts, and straight down to her pelvis.
A light sparked in her eyes like a lens flare: there and gone in an instant. She pushed the cart back with eerie nonchalance. Then she stepped up to the base of the pentagram. She looked me straight in the eye.
My scalp prickled.
“This is going to feel a little funky,” she said. “And if you hear demons whispering in your ear, ignore them. They’ll go away after a few seconds.”
I tried to swallow, but the lump in my throat wouldn’t go down. “Great.”
She winked at me, then raised her hands out at her sides. “Let’s begin.”
All at once, the Maidens began to chant in a language I didn’t recognize. Not Latin, Aramaic, or Greek. Not any of the tongues often used for magical rituals. Maybe black witches had their own language, or one they borrowed from those demons Wendy warned me about.
A couple of minutes into the chanting, a clammy sweat broke out over my entire body. I could feel the moisture rolling down the insides of my thighs and along my spine. The air grew colder and colder. But I didn’t shudder. This cold was…different. Not of this Earth. It didn’t have anything to do with wind or air. This chill belonged somewhere else.
As the cold peaked, my vision turned hazy, then completely dark.
My heartbeat kicked hard in my chest. “I can’t see.”
“Relax,” Wendy said from the blackness. “We are giving you new eyes.”



Chapter Thirty-One
Cracks in the old gymnasium floor had sprouted weeds. Something in a far corner, tucked up by the ceiling, looked like a nest, but it was hard to tell with all the shadows. The only light came through slatted windows high on the outside wall and the propped open metal doors on the other side of the gym. Pale moonlight. I didn’t know for sure, but I thought it might be a full moon. Too bad I didn’t have any werewolf friends—not that they were particularly friendly. But I’d take a wolf over a vamp any day.
The air blowing in from the open doors carried a thin mist with it. This was probably the coldest place in the whole school. I didn’t feel it, though. I couldn’t feel much of anything outside of my own body.
Two minutes before Goulet was due, I saw headlights run across the blacktop beyond the open doors. The doors led to a back parking lot. Fiona would have told him exactly how to find me, and it looked like she had.
The lights winked out. The sound of car engines purred in the night. Sounded like at least two vehicles. I figured he would bring lackeys, but I was still a little disappointed. Nothing could go easy.
The engines quit. A beat later, I heard car doors open and slam shut.
My gut tensed.
Footsteps approached the doorway, and a pair of silhouettes came into view against the moonlight. One had a clearly masculine build. The other I recognized from size and posture alone.
Mom.
“This is a rather dismal place for our first formal meeting, isn’t it?”
Goulet’s voice had the lilt and cadence of an academic, but with a little grit thrown in—Mr. Chips meets Wolverine.
“I thought vampires liked old dark places that smell like decay. At least, the ones not lucky enough to crash in the mayor’s mansion.”
He chuckled. “Another wiseass fighting the good fight against us deplorable creatures of the dark. What a cliché.”
“A mumble-mouthed stiff playing the villain. Cliché, for sure.”
He stepped into the gym, pulling my mother by the arm along with him.
My vision had already acclimated to the dark as much as it could, so once Goulet and Mom cleared the doorway and moved out from in front of the moonlight, I could make them out a little better. Goulet wore a brown three-piece suit, his coat open so I could see his vest and the flash of a silver chain hanging from the watch pocket on the vest. I had no way of knowing for sure, but I bet that chain belonged to my father’s watch. Pretty ballsy wearing that, since it was made of silver, which would have been like me wearing a hot iron. One accidental brush with the metal and ouch!
Speaking of chains, I could now see the golden shackles on my mother’s wrists. Goulet must have had them enchanted somehow to keep her from casting, which would explain how Mr. Greasy had gotten her without a fight. Other than the shackles and the fear in her eyes, she looked well. She wore a clean pair of slacks and a blouse. Her hair was brushed. She didn’t look at all hurt.
It did bother me, though, that she hadn’t yet said a word. The shackles might have kept her from speaking as well. I didn’t care how cared-for she looked, chaining her like that turned the edges of my vision red. I clenched my hands into fists.
“Let her go.” My voice echoed in the large room.
He grinned, showing his fangs. He wore his long hair down and must have had some product in it, because the moonlight made his curls shine.
“Come to me, Sebastian.”
Without any intention of my own, I took a step forward.
I clenched my teeth and kept myself from taking another. The effort made my nerves feel like hot wires threaded through my body.
Goulet cocked his head. “Sebastian, you must come to me.”
The hot wires tugged in Goulet’s direction. But I resisted.
“Your thrall isn’t going to work on me, Goulet.”
He poked the tip of his tongue out between his fangs and grinned. “Interesting.”
“If you want me, you’ll have to let her go. No tricks.”
“Tricks,” he said as if the word turned him on. He pressed a hand against my mother’s back and shoved her forward. She lifted off of her feet, sailing a good ten yards, then hit the floor and rolled across the dirty, cracked tiles until finally coming to a stop on her back.
She hadn’t made a single grunt or cry, but the lines in her face deepened as she grimaced.
So the cuffs did have her silenced, too. That son of a demon spawn. I wanted to charge him, pull that pistol Sly had given me, and put a magazine’s worth of silver bullets straight through the vampire’s chest. At the moment, none of that was possible, though.
Mom quickly recovered from her fall. She got to her feet and hurried toward me. She reached out her shackled hands to me.
It killed me to have to pull away. “Not yet, Mom.”
Her teary eyes searched my face. She opened her mouth, but no sound came from her throat.
I turned to Goulet. “What about the shackles?”
“I think it best they remain on her until our business is complete.”
“How do I know you’ll hold up your side once you have me turned?”
Mom’s eyes flared. The chain on her shackles jangled as she reached for me again. And again, I had to shirk away from her touch.
“I’m sorry,” I said to her. Then I set my jaw and waited on Goulet to answer my question.
A dim red glow rose in his eyes, his glamour slipping away enough to reveal a little more than just his fangs. I think I’d pissed him off a bit.
“Don’t make this any harder than it is,” he said. His red gaze intensified as he stared at me. “Come, Sebastian. You’re my child now.”
The sensation of those wires inside of me burned hotter. I couldn’t believe his thrall was so strong that he could affect me despite the witches’ little trick.
I had to face facts. He wasn’t going to unlock those shackles until he had me. I just had to hope we could figure out a way to get them off when this was all over.
I pointed toward the doors behind me that led into the school’s central hallway. “Head out there and to the left,” I said to Mom. “Sly’s there. He’ll get you to safety.”
Her wide stare slowly turned toward Goulet. Her lip curled, then she spat on the floor. That done, she gave me one last questioning look.
I tried to reassure her with a nod. Not much consolation, but I worried if I said more I would blow the whole game.
Thankfully, she must have figured that out for herself. She nodded back and ran out of the gym.
Goulet watched her go without any sign of concern. “So you brought friends after all.”
“Like you didn’t?”
He lifted a shoulder. “Neither of us is that stupid.”
“Jury’s still out on you.”
He laughed. “How is your alchemist friend? Did he give you a hubris potion before coming here?”
How the hell did he know about Sly? Not that ours was a secret relationship, but I didn’t think someone like Sly would be on the radar of Detroit’s eldest vampire.
He clearly noticed my surprise. His predatory grin made a good match for Angelica’s, only the fangs gave him an unfair advantage in the freaky department.
“I have a friend, too,” he said. “I think the two of you know each other.” He tucked his fingers into his mouth and whistled sharply like a cowboy calling his horse.
Another figure stepped into the doorway, silhouette framed by moonlight.
My scalp prickled while my belly felt like it had split open to let the cold air chill my entrails. Like with Mom, I thought I recognized the shape she cast. When she continued on in to the gym and joined Goulet at his side, I saw I was right.
“Fiona?”
Fiona had always been petite, but when she stood next to Goulet, the contrast between their forms made her look tiny. Meek even. And in any other circumstance, I would have never thought of Fiona Templeman as meek.
“Hi, Sebastian.”
“Hi? I’m thinking he could be torturing you or worse, and you hit me with hi?”
“Sorry.”
“What the fuck is going on? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Of course she’s fine,” Goulet said. “I always take care of my friends.”
Fiona looked down, hunching her shoulders up and making fists at her sides. “I’m not your friend.”
“Perhaps not. Just as I doubt the Maidens of Shadow are Sebastian’s friends.” He reached over and stroked Fiona’s cheek with the backs of his fingers. “And yet here they are, helping him. And here you are…helping me.”
The heat shooting through me this time had nothing to do with Goulet’s thrall. For a moment, I forgot all about the plan—only vaguely wondering how he knew about the Maidens—and stalked toward the vampire.
“Yes,” he said as I approached. “Come to me.”
Lucky for me, his words had the opposite effect, reminding me I couldn’t touch him. Not yet.
I stopped. I looked at Fiona, realizing the reason Goulet knew about Sly and the witches was because Fiona had told him. The only thread keeping our plan together at this point was Wendy’s insistence they not tell Fiona the details of their set up in case Goulet used some means to force the information out of her. Shifters were typically immune to a vampire’s thrall—even one as old as Goulet—but there were other ways to force a person to talk. So Fiona knew the terms to deliver to Goulet and nothing more.
Still, it appeared she had told him all she did know.
“What did you do to her?” I shouted.
“Not a thing.”
“Bullshit. She wouldn’t be standing next to you without you forcing her somehow.”
He rested a hand on Fiona’s shoulder. “Would you like to explain, or do you want me to tell him?”
She lifted her gaze to me. The moonlight filtering through the slats on the windows above made the tears in her eyes shine. “I’m sorry.”
“That wasn’t much of an explanation,” Goulet said and laughed. “What she’s trying to say is that she’s been playing for our team the whole time.”
I felt sick. I looked at her and kept shaking my head. It didn’t make any sense.
It doesn’t? What about that bullshit story about Mr. Greasy?
I couldn’t deny the false ring to her excuse about how the vampire got into her apartment. Not in retrospect. My feelings for her had made it too easy to swallow a lie. Greasy wasn’t some random vamp from her past. She had invited him in that night specifically to let him get to Mom.
She had been a part of this…
My nausea doubled.
“From the beginning?” I asked.
Fiona wouldn’t answer. Goulet took obvious pleasure in answering for her.
“Her job was simple,” he said. “Watch over your mother. Keep tabs and report on Mrs. Light’s ongoing condition.”
Impossible. Her care for Mom had been genuine. You couldn’t fake that. Not with the consistency and depth Fiona had shown. I shook my head. “No way.”
“I would think the same thing in your shoes. But it appears Fiona made the mistake of honestly growing attached to your mother. And then, unfortunately, to you.” He waved a hand toward me. “Unfortunate for you, at least. But Fiona had infiltrated your lives more than we could have ever hoped.”
“Why?”
“That’s a story we can share once you’ve joined me.”
“I wasn’t asking you,” I snapped. “Fiona, why would you do this? What’s in it for you?”
“My mother…”
“You’re mother’s dead.”
She shook her head. “They’ve had her…for years.”
“That’s ridiculous. They’ve held your mom captive just to make you their spy? Where have they been holding her this whole time? Hell, why you?”
“It’s complicated.”
“It’s bullshit.”
She hung her head. Her body wilted like some of the weeds in the cracked floor.
“That whole story about your mom’s cancer, the tears in your eyes when you told me about it… That was all an act?”
She didn’t answer.
Goulet rested a hand on the back of her head. She flinched at his touch, but didn’t pull away. “The things we’ll do for our mothers.”
I gaped at the two of them, not sure what to say. I lost track of everything else around me. The world had shrunk until the gym was all that remained. “She’s telling the truth?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand.”
“There is so very, very much you don’t understand. Betrayals, bargains, bloodshed. As I said, I’ll tell you everything once you have given yourself to me.”
“I hate to disappoint you, but you ain’t getting any of me.”
“About that.” He approached me, the sound of his shiny shoes on the gym floor echoing with each step. His gaze bored into me as if he could see straight to the back of my skull. He stopped with only a couple feet between us. He smelled like the inside of an old crate—or coffin.
I should have moved away, but I felt compelled to stay close to him, the effects of his thrall somehow working through the witches’ illusion.
He swiped a hand out at me. When it passed through my body, I felt a tickle like the bubbles in a hot tub.
He smiled. “Astral projection?”
“Metaphysical avatar.”
“Nicely done. If I were a fool, it might have worked.” He did his cowboy whistle again, the sound vibrating against the cinderblock walls. “Do it,” he shouted.
A scream echoed through the hallway.
A second later, I found myself back in the classroom, standing in the center of the pentagram.



Chapter Thirty-Two
The reason why the spell broke was pretty obvious and right in front of me. Wendy stood with a vampire behind her, his arm wrapped around her neck while he chewed into her throat. Blood poured down her naked shoulder, too much pouring from the wound for the vamp to suck it all. Wendy’s eyes rolled back into her head, and her body went limp in the vamp’s embrace. But he hadn’t gotten her without a fight. The ceremonial knife’s golden hilt stuck out from his leg, the blade embedded in his thigh.
The rest of the Maidens were all on their feet. Sly stood by the desks where he had laid out his weapons. His hand was on the shotgun, but he had frozen before getting it up and trained on one of the vamps.
Another six vamps besides the one feeding on Wendy stood between us and the door, automatic weapons aimed in our direction. No one was getting out of there without serious perforation.
Mom hung by Sly's side. Her mouth formed a straight line. She still had the shackles on. If she hadn't, I had a feeling this whole room would be full of dust. But even one of her spells might not fly fast enough to outrun all those bullets. No matter what, if any of them fought back, one of them, probably more, would die.
I felt the lump of the handgun Sly had passed me against the small of my back. A hollow comfort. There would be no quick draws here.
Goulet came into the classroom, his glamour dropped entirely. His wrinkled and fangy face was a darker gray than I'd seen on most vamps. His age had started to warp his features, turning his face into a leathery cowl over his skull.
Fiona followed in behind him. I curled my lip at the sight of her. My stomach tumbled and burned as if I'd thrown back too many shots of whiskey. I wanted to puke right at her feet.
She looked at me with pleading eyes. That only made me more sick.
Goulet tsked. "Don't look so glum, Sebastian. You are on the precipice of a new...life." He tilted his head toward Mom. "And close to having all your questions answered."
"If you think you're going to turn me, you can go stake yourself."
One corner of his shriveled mouth curled up. "You are going to turn, Sebastian. There is no use fighting."
Then his eyes flared a deeper red. I couldn't keep myself from staring into them. They drew my gaze like the gravitational pull of a black hole, with as welcoming a void at the center.
"Come to me, Sebastian."
Unlike when he was talking to my magical projection, his words burrowed straight to the center of my skull. My skin turned to a cold glaze over my muscles. I felt my foot step forward as if it belonged to someone else. I couldn't stop myself, no matter how hard I concentrated.
I took another step.
"Fight it," Sly growled. "Don't let him win this."
I swallowed hard and tried to do what he said, but Goulet's red stare continued to draw me in. The echo of his command vibrated through my muscles. I had no choice but to obey.
I crossed the room, feeling all the eyes on me as I went.
"Good," Goulet said.
When I reached him, he moved in close as if he meant to kiss me. But he turned his head and looked at my neck. I guess he meant to turn me right there, in front of everyone. The thought of my mom having to watch that burned me. But I still couldn't fight his thrall. The effectiveness startled me, but I guess it shouldn’t have. I still had vampire blood in me. In fact, I thought I could feel it boiling in my veins, aroused by Goulet's call.
He reached up and pulled the collar of my shirt aside. Then his fingers traced the scar left behind by the vamp who had bit me in the first place, starting this whole unturned nightmare I'd been living since.
His touch made the scar tingle not too unlike the feel of a lover's first touch. Which grossed me out more than anything else up to this point.
But thinking about lovers made me think about Fiona.
I couldn't turn my head, but I could see her from the corner of my eye. Her face was pinched as she stared toward Goulet and me.
"I hope you're enjoying this, Fiona."
She choked out a short gasp. She didn't say anything, though. Which was good. I didn't want to hear her excuses. I didn't want to hear her voice ever again.
Goulet ran his yellow nails down my cheek. "Shh. All of that mortal drama will soon be behind you."
He looked up from me to one of his vamp lackeys. "Take the sorceress out to the car."
A spiked ball caught in my throat. Blazing heat crackled over my skin.
Fiona lurched toward Goulet. "You promised me you would leave her alone."
"Sorry, love. It isn't up to me."
Not up to him? Did that mean there was another master behind all of this beyond him? The mayor? An even older vamp?
"But you...promised." Fiona's voice trickled to a pathetic simpering whisper. Making deals with vamps. She should have fucking known better.
One of the vamps moved toward Mom.
Sly lifted the shotgun and swung it around, barrel aimed at the approaching vamp. "Not on your life."
Goulet laughed. "Do you want to be responsible for her death, alchemist?"
Sly's jaw bulged as he clenched his teeth. But he slowly lowered the barrel. He did not relinquish the weapon, though.
Goulet and his over-dressed goons didn't seem at all bothered. They had this situation under control.
The vamp grabbed Mom by the arm and pulled her roughly toward the door.
"You go easy on her, you son of a devil," I pushed through my clenched teeth.
"Please, Renfrew," Goulet said to the vamp. "She's an important asset to our designs. Go easy on her as our brother here suggests."
The vamp guided Mom out of the room with exaggerated care.
I couldn't piece any of this together. What could they possibly want with her? I had little doubt this all had to do with what had happened to her and Dad, but that tiny shred of info didn't amount to much in stitching together the rest of this.
"I can hear the whispers of your thoughts, Sebastian. Don't worry. All will become clear soon."
He took me by the elbow and led me toward the door, and I went along with him as if we were best buds on our way out to the bar.
As we passed through the doorway, Goulet called over his shoulder, "Kill them."



Chapter Thirty-Three
I heard the shouts of a few of the Maidens echo behind me, throwing words out in that strange demonic tongue Wendy had spoken in. A wave of slick, oily magical energy burst out from the room like a tidal wave. Shortly after, gunfire swallowed all other sound.
I cringed, but couldn't stop my march alongside Goulet.
He smiled and put his dark gray face inches from my own. "Relax," he whispered. "You'll be at peace in a moment."
He led me back through the gym and out to the parking lot. Two vehicles were parked close to the building, a stretch limo and another one of those damn black vans.
“Where's my mom?" I asked.
He nodded toward the van. "She has another fate."
"What fate?"
But he didn't answer. He took me to the limo and we climbed into the back. It was spacious to say the least. Two large bench seats faced each other. The interior all black leather. It had the requisite mini-fridge. An urn to ice champagne sat next to the fridge. But despite all the shiny frills, the inside smelled like wet, worm-ridden dirt.
We sat together like a couple on their way to prom. While I wasn't under my own control, everything inside me belonged entirely to me, and that included the growing disgust that had left my stomach and now poisoned my entire bloodstream.
He held out his hand, palm up. His nails were at least two inches long and cracked at the ends.
"Give me your hand."
I put my hand in his without hesitation. My body had completely betrayed me. I tried to draw flame into my hand, give him one hell of a blazing handshake, motherfucker.
Would have been a beautiful sight, but I couldn't do it.
"You are a powerful beast," Goulet said. "I can feel the struggle in you. Believe it or not, I have to work hard to keep you enthralled."
He stroked the back of my hand, then clasped it down so my hand was sandwiched between both of his. His skin felt as cold as sheet metal left out in the winter air, and surprisingly soft.
"My scholars tell me your mixed blood could make a drinker quite powerful, at least for a while. Of course, there's no precedent for your...condition."
"The second you turn me," I said. "I'm going to rip out your throat."
He laughed. "You'll be even more easy to control when you are my child. My throat will remain intact, I'm afraid."
I gritted my teeth. "Why do you want my Mom?"
"All these questions. I'll tell you all. I already promised that." He released my hand. "Take off your shirt."
I shrugged off my coat and pulled my shirt off over my head. The whole time my skin shrank against me, the only physical hint that I was trying to fight his influence.
"Lean forward," he said.
I obeyed.
He traced my brand with those disgusting fingernails. "Amazing."
He scooted closer to me. The tiny clink of the watch chain hanging across his vest drew my attention. My face burned. The fucker had no right to carry that watch.
Goulet noticed me looking at the chain. He drew the watch out of his pocket. His skin sizzled, and wisps of smoke rose from where he touched the silver. He didn't show any sign of discomfort. But I thought I felt a little give to his thrall. Not enough to bust loose, but I could move a little more freely, not pinned down like a plastic mannequin.
"This belonged to your father, no?"
"You have no right to hold that."
"No. I don't. And yet, here I am."
He flipped the watch open and studied its face. "Midnight. A perfect time to turn."
I tried to gather flame again. I felt like I was trying to squeeze an elephant through the eye of a needle. I thought some warmth gathered in my hand. If I could just—
Goulet snapped the watch closed and tucked it back in his pocket. His eyes flashed red and his thrall clamped down on me like a set of metal jaws.
"There's no power left in the watch. A pity. Your father was a powerful sorcerer. The magic in his trinket was probably the last of his power in existence."
I'd not thought about it exactly like that, but he wasn't wrong. I had snuffed out the last of my father's magical light by draining the watch. Granted, I'd be dead if I hadn't, but that didn't make me feel any better about it.
"Did you kill him?" I asked. It didn't make much sense, but he seemed to know an awful lot about Dad.
"Not I. However, I was there when he was struck down."
My stomach leaped into my throat. I coughed while my lungs seemed to go flat, all my breath vacuumed out of them.
"Who killed him?"
"Another very, very powerful sorcerer," he said. "But it's best I bring you into the family now. You'll handle the news better when you're undead."
I grunted, trying so hard to break the thrall.
Goulet's red eyes glowed brighter. His eyebrows lifted. "Wow. You are going to make a hell of a demon." He laughed, then gripped me behind the neck and drew me to him.
I looked down at my father's watch chain. A swirl of emotion and memory raced through me, riding the waves of my adrenaline.
As I felt Goulet's carrion-scented breath against my throat, I dug down to the core of my power, straight down to the barrier the brand had put between me and the magic necessary to fight the vampire blood already infecting me.
Goulet's teeth sunk into my flesh. The stabbing pain lasted only an instant. Then a refreshing cold washed through me. I shuddered as I felt myself aroused by his vampiric toxin.
For the gods' sake, Sebastian. Snap out of this.
Blood spilled away from Goulet's sucking lips. Warm runnels tickled their way down my neck and patted droplets into my lap.
I concentrated on my father's watch. I knew there wasn't any power in it, but the sight of it stirred something in me. The rage it inspired allowed me to burrow down into my magic more quickly. When I hit bottom, I tried to focus it all and, instead of trying to make fire, I filled my mind with the power, trying to form it into psychic energy. I had no experience with that kind of magic, but I couldn't think of any other way to break free from his thrall.
He pulled away from me. My blood ringed his mouth like clown makeup. Though he was scarier than even Pennywise.
"Now it's your turn, my child." He raised his wrist to his mouth and chewed into it. It wasn't long before my blood on his mouth and his own became indistinguishable.
I pulled more and more of my magic into my mind, trying to set up a psychic barrier. I continued to glance down toward my father's watch. The emotion it awoke in me fed the energy I was able to draw.
Goulet held out his gashed wrist to me, the edges of his shirt and suit’s cuffs stained with blood.
I wanted to close off my mind right then, but I had to put as much of my magic behind the mental wall as possible. I didn’t know how much I would need to break the thrall, or even if I could break it. But I did know I would only get one chance to pull it off.
So I held back.
"Drink," he said.
I bent my head toward the gushing wound, my mouth opened.
Dad, if you're somewhere out there, please help me make this work.
I don't know if his spirit actually heard, or if it was just another pulse of emotion, but I felt my gathering power nearly double.
I threw up the psychic barrier with my lips mere inches from Goulet's blood.
I felt his thrall snap as if I had slammed a door down on it.
I sensed Goulet stiffen beside me. He felt the cut as well.
I used that instant of surprise to reach behind me, draw the gun Sly had hooked me up with, and started shooting.



Chapter Thirty-Four
At such close range, my first shot threw Goulet back against his seat. But I didn't stop there. I fired and fired until the magazine was empty and the slide locked back.
Each round in his chest had blown a sizable hole, but then his vampire flesh reacted to the silver and the wounds grew larger as they popped and sizzled. The limo filled with the smell of burning rot. My throat closed and my stomach lurched.
Goulet stared at me, eyes a little wide as if I'd given him surprise news instead of twelve rounds of silver into his chest. He licked his lips. "I guess they were right," he said. "I should have killed you."
A spark sent a chill up my spine. "Who's they? They mayor?"
“The mayor?” He laughed even as he cringed. “He’s a pawn, and he doesn’t even know it.”
“Then who’s behind all this?”
He raised a hand and gestured weakly toward the mini fridge. "There are packets of blood in there." He coughed and blood sprayed from his mouth, which was still covered with my blood and his from his wrist. His wounds continued to expand as if each had come from a dollop of acid instead of bullets. The smoke from the wounds created a thin haze in the close quarters. Between the sight of the silver eating him alive—or undead—and the stink, I nearly retched.
But I needed answers more than fresh air.
"The blood," Goulet said.
I tossed aside my empty gun and opened the fridge. Sure enough, a half-dozen packets of blood like you'd find hanging from an IV lay on the top shelf.
I took one out.
"This is going to be enough to heal you?"
"All..of it." Another burst of coughing shook his body. I could now see a glimpse of his rib cage on one side through the expanding wounds. He wouldn't last long without the blood.
"Give…me…and I'll…answer."
I held the blood packet out to him, but well out of his limp reach. He flapped his hand at the packet anyway.
"I'll give it to you once you tell me who you're working for and what they want with my mother."
He shook his head. "You can't let me die."
"Sure I can," I said. "The Ministry will probably make me rich for doing them the favor, too."
He laughed, pushing more blood over his bottom lip. "I doubt that."
My gaze fell to the chain of my father's watch. Luckily, I hadn't hit it with a stray shot. But the chain was tarnished with his smoking guts now.
I clenched my teeth. "Tell me what happened to my dad. Who killed him? Why?"
Goulet's chest caved in. The edges of the various openings, ringed with pus and blackened blood, had merged to form a single, larger hole nearly the size of his entire torso. His gore covered breast bone showed through, but even that had started to deteriorate.
"If you let me die," he said, "you will set off the largest supernatural war this city has ever seen."
"Tell me what happened to my dad and I'll give you your damn blood."
His breast bone had turned to wet powder and I could now see his black heart. I doubted any blood I gave to him would save him now. He was too far gone, and if I didn't get answers out of him now—
He twitched, coughed. Blood sprayed the ceiling of the limo. I felt some speckle my cheek. It was as hot as grease snapping off a flattop grill.
"Tell me," I shouted. My throat went raw. I nearly choked on my own rage.
Goulet sputtered a few more times, then his mouth fell open and black blood oozed off his bottom jaw and down his chin. He went still.
The sizzling and melting stopped. Then his dark heart suddenly caught flame. The flash of fire lasted a second or two, then Goulet burst into dust. A fog of ash plumed in the limo, coated the nearby window, the seat, and my sweaty face.
There sat my chance at answers, a pile of dust in the back of a stretch limo.
I threw back my head and about bayed like a werewolf.
A glint of something in the vampire dust caught my eye. I sifted through the chalky substance and pulled my father's pocket watch out of the mess. Most things vampires carried on their person when they turned to dust became dust with them. Maybe some bit of enchantment remained in the watch to protect it. I didn't care. I was just glad to have it back.
Clutching the watch in my hand, I climbed out of the limo, then headed straight for the black van.
The vamp in there with my mom must not have been paying attention, probably thought they had already won. He didn't see me coming, didn't even know I was there until I rolled the side door wide.
I didn't have a gun, and all that power I had gathered to fight off Goulet's thrall had left me drained. So getting the drop on the vamp didn't amount to much when I had no good way to attack him. My anger and adrenaline had pushed me forward without a plan.
But I felt a little buzz at the back of my mind, like a psychic nudge from my subconscious. A weird way to describe it, but I couldn't think of anything better.
No matter what it was, it made me realize I had made a rash assumption. My battle with Goulet hadn't drained me. In fact, I felt a swell of power I'd not felt in a long time.
Not since I’d been branded.
The realization took a second, long enough for the vamp sitting next to Mom on the van’s bench seat to raise the Uzi in his hands. But not long enough for him to pull the trigger.
I harnessed the wind, swirled a gust around behind him, then pulled the gust out, carrying the vamp with it.
He tumbled out of the van, limbs tangled. The Uzi skated away across the blacktop.
He shot to his feet quickly and dropped his glamour so he could snarl at me with full ugly vamp face.
More power coursed through me, power that didn't feel like my usual stuff. It didn't exactly come from without, but it didn't have the same magical flavor as the magic I'd been born with.
I held my hand out to draw flame. The fire came instantly and in a startling bright blue. I'd never conjured anything like it before. But the power in its heat was undeniable.
The vamp’s eyes widened, their red glow flaring.
I threw a ball of my new blue flame. If I'd blinked I would have missed the vamp’s instantaneous disintegration when the flame hit. There one second, a dust cloud the next.
I spun toward Mom, a giddy lift in my chest. I felt high and a tad hysterical. If someone had told me a funny joke, I may never have quit laughing.
But the sight of my mom in shackles was anything but humorous.
My anger burned in me as hot as my blue fire. I called that fire again, engulfing my hand with it. Then I gripped the chain between the cuffs around my mother's wrists. I squeezed until I felt the metal soften in my grip. A few second more and the chain gave way, pulling apart like golden taffy.
The moment the chain broke my mother gasped as if she'd been holding her breath for an age.
She threw herself at me and wrapped her arms around me in a bear hug twice as big as she was. The chains clinked behind me. But this time they sounded like chimes.
Then she pulled back, her eyes wet and wide.
"The power in you..." She pressed her hands against my cheeks, then against my shoulders, down my arms, as if she were checking to see if I was really there.
"I've never sensed anything like it from you before."
"Don't ask me where it came from. I'm just glad it came when it did."
Mom looked down at my clenched fist. She gently lifted it between us and uncurled my fingers away from Dad's watch.
"It can't be the watch,” I said. “There's no magic left in it."
She smiled. "Magic comes from so many places, Sebastian. Not just what we're born with. It comes from passion, pain, rage. And from love."
I wrinkled my brow. "I don't remember this lesson growing up."
"That's because you didn't listen. You were always so dependent on raw power. You couldn't see all the magic around you."
My mouth hung open, but I didn't know what to say. I felt like I had lived in a cave my whole thirty-two years and had only now come out to see the sky. I also felt kind of dumb.
"It's okay," she said, as if she knew what I was thinking. "We never stop learning. And some things only come when we're ready to hear them."
"Pretty damn good timing tonight."
Then something struck me.
The silence. Crickets chirruped in the weeds surrounding the parking lot. The faint sound of traffic several blocks over touched the edges of my hearing. Nothing else, though.
No shouts.
No gunfire.
"Damn it," I said. "Sly and the others."
Mom set her jaw and raised her hands. She whispered a word, and green light sparked around each cuff of her shackles. They snapped open and fell to the ground with a double clank.
Without another word, we ran for the school.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Together, Mom and I ran down the hall to the classroom. Before we reached the doorway, a tiger padded out from inside the room, limping on one paw. Its orange fur was matted with blood, thickest around its mouth. It looked up at me and stopped.
Mom and I came to a halt as well. The muscles up my back and through my arms tensed to near breaking point at the sight of Fiona covered in the blood of my best friend and those who had put themselves forward to help me. The acid in my churning stomach bubbled up my throat and burned.
I held out my hand. The blue flame came easily. I took a deep breath through my nose, the hot air from the fire curling the hairs in my nostrils.
Fiona lowered her tigress head, as if accepting her death sentence.
I remembered the first time I had seen Fiona in tigress form. The moment had felt like something intimate, an expression of her trust in me, and my acceptance of her true nature.
What a bunch of bullshit.
"Sebastian."
I looked to my mother at my side.
"Don't," she said.
"Why? She's betrayed me. Betrayed you."
"You can't kill her in cold blood."
I turned back to Fiona. "I'll get over it."
I was about to throw my flame when Sly rushed out of the doorway. His clothes were covered with blood, making his shirt stick against his chest like a second skin. He carried the silver sword, its blade also coated with blood.
"Stop," he said.
His wild eyes looked all the wilder with the spray of blood across his face.
I hesitated, despite the urge, the need to burn this traitor to a crisp.
"She saved our lives, brother," Sly said. "All of us. We'd be dead if she hadn't turned on those vamps."
My throat filled with a scream, but I swallowed it down. My anger had carried me to an edge and I wasn't sure I could find my balance enough to step back.
Heat grew stronger and stronger around my hand. I couldn't burn myself with my own magical flame, but I had never felt as much heat as I did from this blue flame. Between that and the strain of holding my magic at bay, I couldn't stay like that for long. I either had to throw the flame or let it go.
I stared at the bloody tigress before me who had nearly gotten everyone I had left to love killed. And she had told me not that long ago that she had loved me, too.
Tears blurred my vision.
"Sebastian," Mom whispered.
I opened my hand, and the flame evaporated.
The tiger hunched down to the floor. Her fur rippled like a mirage, then drew away to show skin. Her body melted and reformed until Fiona stood on her hands and knees, naked, but still covered with gore. Her tears made the blood run down her face in pinkish streaks. She looked up at me pleadingly. "I'm sorry."
"Shut up. The only reason I haven't killed you is because you helped them at the end. But don't think for a minute I'll ever forgive you."
She hung her head. Her blood-matted blonde hair hung down, obscuring her face. Which was just as well. I couldn't stand to look in her eyes anymore.
I lifted my gaze to Sly. "The Maidens?"
"Fine," he said, then his face soured. "Except for Wendy."
"Get them out of here. We don't know if more vamps will be on their way when they don't hear from Goulet."
He turned and stalked into the classroom without another word.
I forced myself to look down at Fiona again. "What was this all about?"
"Goulet took my mother two years ago. I don't know where. But he said I'd never see her again if I didn't watch over Judith while she was at the home."
"Why?"
"I don't know. I was just supposed to observe. And when she came to, Goulet seemed to get uptight. Or...excited. I'm not sure. Maybe both."
"And you're telling me you have no idea what they wanted with her?"
She shook her head, her face still directed toward the floor.
The smell of the blood had started to coalesce around us. It smelled like pennies with a hint of decay. Definitely vamp blood.
"Goulet mentioned he was reporting to someone else,” I said. “Who was he talking about?"
"I don't know. I only reported to Goulet."
"Well, you aren't at all helpful are you?"
She raised her head. "I'm so—"
"I told you not to apologize. I can't stand to hear it."
"They have my mom," she shouted, her voice reverberating down the cinderblock hall. "You should understand that more than anyone."
"You could have told me."
"He would have killed her."
I shook my head. "We could have worked something out. We could have found a way. But you've been lying to me for so long..."
My throat closed. I couldn't say anymore.
Sly came out of the room with the Maidens, all robed, following him.
"We need to bolt, brother."
"Go," I said. "We'll be right behind."
He lingered a second longer, then waved the Maidens along and they hurried down the hall toward the school’s back exit.
I swallowed until I thought I could speak again without suffocating. "What's going to happen to your mom?"
More tears streamed down Fiona’s bloody cheeks. "Where's Goulet?"
"Dead."
She rose to her knees and covered her face with her hands, unconcerned or unaware of her nakedness. Through her sobs she said, "Then so is she."
My stomach bubbled with a mix of pity and hate. I was genuinely sorry that Fiona had lost her mother, but I couldn't forgive her for her years of lies. If she had been honest with me, we might have found a way to get her mother back. Just like we had found a way to get mine back.
I shook my head, then turned, took Mom by the elbow, and headed down the hall away from Fiona.
"Sebastian," she called.
I stopped, but didn't turn.
"I do love you. That was real."
"I know," I said. "But it doesn't matter anymore. If I ever see you again, I will burn you to the bones."
I heard her gasp.
Mom gave me a worried look.
If I looked as enraged and sick as I felt, I probably looked foreign to her. Hell, I felt foreign to myself.
Without another word to Fiona, Mom and I left the school.



Chapter Thirty-Six
A week and a half later days later, Mom and I stood on the threshold of the Maidens of Shadow’s apartment door. Angelica let us in. She spoke softly. The weight of sorrow permeated the place as she welcomed us in. A chill ran through me at its touch. This was sorrow made tangible by magic. I had a feeling the black witches would feed on their own sorrow over their loss for a while. It could make for some powerful magic.
Angelica took Mom down the hall toward the back of the apartment. Another of the witches came out of the living room. Her name was Kimber, if I remembered right.
"This will take some time," she said. "You should go. We'll call you when we're done."
I had wanted the chance to say another word or two to Mom, but she was out of sight in one of the back rooms.
"She'll be fine," Kimber said.
I nodded and left.
I stepped out into the chilly night, my breath puffing in the air. Odi stood on the sidewalk waiting for me.
"You okay?" he asked.
"I'd feel better if Mom wasn't in the care of black witches."
"I still can't believe that shit. You should have called me. I could have helped."
He'd said that at least a dozen times already. I had dodged the comments each time with a noncommittal grunt. But I had a feeling he would keep saying it until I gave him a better response.
"Let's go," I said. "We're going to practice some magic while we wait."
He raised an eyebrow, but didn't argue. And I could tell by the spring in his step as we headed to my car (now recovered from the house) that he was excited to get another lesson, since the only one I'd really given so far, I had botched.
I drove to the Pepsi plant in Forest Park, not far from the Maidens’ apartment. After hours, the huge parking lot was abandoned. It would give us enough space that if we screwed anything up, no one would get hurt. And, in this case, I was as likely to screw up as Odi.
At our feet lay a small pile of loose concrete and asphalt I'd collected from around the lot.
"We're going to try some animation spells," I said.
He wrinkled his brow. "Animation?"
I nodded and pointed to the pile. "We're going to make a mini golem out of that."
"What about fireballs and hurricanes?"
"That'll come, but I think it's best we work on some small..."
I tucked my hands in my pockets and regarded the pile of rocks. I heard my Dad's voice.
There is no small magic.
"We need to work on some subtle magic first."
"Huh. Never seen you do anything like this."
I laughed. "First off, you haven't seen much of what I can do at all. Secondly, I haven't done anything like this. We're going to learn together."
Turned out Odi had a good sense of how to make the rocks come together and form an awkward sort of human shape. He got the rocks to do a funny dance.
I got it to walk about three feet before it fell apart.
Luckily, neither of us made the rocks blow up and pepper our faces with hard pebbles. That would have hurt my pride more than my face.
I don't know how long we spent playing with rocks, but the buzz of my phone in my pocket surprised me.
It was Angelica. They were finished.
I tried to ask her how it went, but she hung up first.
Odi and I rode back to the apartment in silence. Odi, thankfully, sensed that I wasn't capable of small talk—something he excelled at, much to the chagrin of my poor ears.
Angelica greeted me at the door. I had left Odi downstairs again. I doubted the Maidens would have invited a vampire into their place, so I wanted to avoid the awkwardness of all that.
I stepped into the hall. Kimber had Mom by the hand as they came up to meet us. Mom looked a little woozy, but otherwise unfazed.
"Did it work?" I asked.
Mom looked to Angelica.
Angelica said, "It could take some time."
"How much time?"
"A century," she snapped. "But hopefully less."
Not very helpful, but I didn't press. For a black witch coven, they had done a lot of favors for me already.
"Thank you," I said. "For everything. You all aren't as black as I expected."
"We didn't do it out of the goodness of our hearts," she said with a sneer. "Sly paid a price worthy of the help. And Wendy had already made the deal to work on the old lady. That's the only reason you're here right now."
"Fine. But still, thank you."
"You can thank me by making sure we never cross paths again."
Okay, maybe they were plenty black.
After I dropped off Odi—whose presence Mom took surprisingly well—I drove to the hotel Mom and I were staying at until the Ministry straightened things out with local law and decided what to do about our house. Technically, the Ministry offered a sort of insurance against paranormal catastrophe, but like any good insurance agency, they wanted to fight the claim for as long as possible.
Fine with me. I wasn't sure if I could move back in, even if they did have to rebuild from scratch. New house, but same home. And too many memories hung like ghosts around that place at the moment.
We had a set of adjoining rooms, one for Mom and one for me. I left the door between them open so I could listen for her in case she had any adverse side effects from the Maidens’ ritual.
A fucking century.
I hoped Angelica had been exaggerating. While both Mom and I could live that long, neither of us could stand to wait that long to have her memories back. Goulet had gotten under my skin with all his damn hints. The only way I would learn the truth was if Mom could remember it.
The hotel wasn't a fleabag kind of place, but the bed still felt more like a board than a mattress.
It took me forever to fall asleep. And when I did, I had a dream that somehow encompassed everything—my near turn, my branding, my obligation to Odi, Mom's missing memories, and Dad. Everyone was gathered in a huge hall, the kind you rent for a wedding. We were all dressed in suits, too. Just like the ones Goulet's lackeys wore.
That's all I could really remember. The threads of the dream broke quickly when the scream hauled me out of sleep.
I shot up, heart pounding. I couldn't tell if the scream had been a part of my weird nightmare, or from the real world.
I listened, panting.
Instead of any screaming, I heard sobbing coming from Mom's room.
I scurried out of bed. My bare chest was covered with sweat. My legs felt weak when I first stood, the clumsiness of suddenly broken sleep making me stagger.
I steadied myself against the nightstand for a second to let the room stop spinning.
Before it did, Mom shuffled through the door. The light from the parking lot behind the hotel streamed through the window, illuminating her pale face and the tears glazing her eyes. She was trembling so hard the hem of her nightdress wavered around her ankles as if caught in a breeze.
She opened her mouth, but only emitted a soft croak.
"What is it?" I asked as I hurried over to her.
She grasped my arm. Her fingers dug into my forearm so hard I expected a bruise by morning. I could feel her quivering. Her eyes bulged as she balanced on the edge of hyperventilating.
"You need to take a breath, Mom."
I guided her over to the bed and had her sit at the foot. Her painful grip on my arm hung tight the whole while.
"Breathe," I reminded her.
The lines in her face had deepened and filled with black shadow. She visibly swallowed and squeezed my arm even harder. But she took a deep breath, allowing her to finally speak.
"I know..." She squeezed her eyes shut as if in terrible pain. "I know who killed your father."
A shock ran through me so hard I nearly dropped to the floor. I wanted to ask who. Who? Who? Who?
I couldn't speak.
I didn't need to.
"Sebastian, it was me."
My guts turned to a cold mess, like the organs from a corpse on an autopsy table. “That can’t be,” I said. “You just had a bad dream.”
“No.” Tears streamed down her face. "I killed him. I killed your father.”
~~~~
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