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Chapter One
The werewolves must have been nervous, because the room smelled like wet dog. They were sweating. Each one of their gazes stared at the fourteen year-old vampire at Lockman’s side. In the past six months, word had traveled fast. Most of the paranormal underworld had heard of Jessie, heard what she was, what she was capable of.
If the four werewolves hadn’t been in human form, Lockman guessed they would have all had their tails tucked between their legs. He allowed himself a tiny smile. His daughter had become such an intimidating force, even the wolves feared her.
In those same six months, Jessie had grown comfortable in her new role. She stared down the wolves as if they were a litter of puppies. Her skin was pale, dark veins lining her face underneath. Her eyes shone like polished onyx in the room’s dim light, which came from a pair of floor lamps and an austere chandelier. Beneath the chandelier was the green felt-topped table the wolves sat around. Stacks of plastic chips littered the table top along with the playing cards arranged for a game of Texas hold ‘em.
An incessant bass beat thumped the walls from the strip club outside the room. Research revealed that this particular wolf pack had cashed in big time on the Vegas skin trade. They owned over twenty clubs in and around Sin City. Surprisingly, however, they did not appear to have anything to do with the rampant prostitution in the area, and every inch of the “family” business looked legal.
Lockman tried to pin back his prejudice against the werewolves. After all, they weren’t here to pick a fight. They were here looking to recruit.
One of the wolves dropped his cards face down onto the table and stood, eyes still aimed at Jessie. He couldn’t have reached much higher than five-four, but the bulk of his muscles made him look almost as wide as he was tall. His hands looked as big as bear paws. “You got nerve coming in here with that.” He pointed at Jess.
“No objections to the ogre, though, huh?” Lockman tilted his head back in Adam’s direction.
Adam stood by the door they came in through with his arms folded across his chest and his fedora tipped low over his eyes, casting enough of a shadow over his face that you could miss his green skin if you didn’t take a closer look. The top of the door only came to his shoulder.
The wolf took his eyes off Jessie to glance at Adam, but only for a second. “Ogre’s a righteous breed. That,” he lifted his chin and snorted at Jessie, “is an abomination.”
“I can hear you, you know,” Jessie said and planted a hand on her cocked hip. “I’m standing right here.”
The standing wolf turned his attention to Lockman. “And you? Coming back here after what you did to one of our pack?”
Lockman was afraid that might come up. He had even tried to argue with Adam, who had chosen the Vegas wolf pack as their next in line to recruit, that they would never agree to side with someone who had smashed one of their pack members into a wall with a cargo van. Adam insisted the Vegas pack was the only one they had a chance of convincing to join their cause. They would only get others to join if they could get the Vegas pack first.
Lockman held his hands out at his sides. “That was strictly self-defense. Besides, he contracted to play hired goon for a mortal. Isn’t solo work like that against pack rules? Especially taking orders from a mortal?”
He growled from the back of his throat. The five o’ clock shadow on his cheeks thickened into a full beard right before their eyes.
A faint click came from Lockman’s left and slightly behind him. He looked over his shoulder and found Teresa with a pistol held down alongside her leg, her thumb on the hammer. She gave him a small nod, letting him know she was ready for action if it came to that.
He sure as hell hoped not. They just got there for Christ’s sake.
“Easy,” Lockman said. He noticed the other wolves getting a little more hairy around the jaws and down their arms. “We did not come here to fight.”
“That’s right,” the standing wolf said. “You came here because you want us to join your army against the vampires. Yet you brought one of them with you.”
“She’s different.”
“So I’ve heard.” He held out a hand to the wolf sitting next to him. He snapped and waved his fingers signaling for the other wolf to hand something over. “We’ll hear you out as long as you agree to our test.”
The wolf still seated reached under the table and pulled out a pouch that could have passed for a woman’s purse.
“What kind of test?” Lockman asked.
The sitting wolf opened the purse and held it up to the standing wolf, who then reached in and pulled out a large silver crucifix. Before Lockman could react, the wolf swung the crucifix out in front of him and held it with his arm locked straight and aimed directly at Jessie.
Jessie flinched, but it looked more from being startled at the wolf’s sudden movement toward her than from any effect of the crucifix. After she recovered from that initial start, she relaxed and stared at the cross without any other reaction. She shrugged. “No big.”
The wolf’s eyes went wide. He marched forward and pressed the crucifix against Jessie’s forehead.
She didn’t budge. No smoke. No searing skin. The silver had as much effect against her as it would have against Lockman, or any other mortal.
“Okay, you can stop that any second now,” Jessie said.
The wolf stepped back and dropped the crucifix. It thumped to the floor. “Impossible.”
A chill ran the length of Lockman’s spine. All this time, they had never thought to test Jessie’s reaction to silver or religious symbols. They had all made the unspoken assumption that these items would hurt her. In fact, they should have hurt her. At least according to all the intel Lockman had seen on vampires. But none of that intel had included vampires holding onto their souls after being turned either. Obviously, there was plenty they didn’t know.
Lockman tried his best to hide his own surprise. “Like I said. She’s different.” He glanced down at the crucifix on the floor. “You must have suspected it might not hurt her. Otherwise, why the test?”
The wolf shook his head as his beard faded back to stubble and revealed his ashen face. His lips moved, but no words came out.
“Would you like to start over?” Lockman asked. “Maybe do some introductions?”
The wet dog smell doubled in intensity. The bass beats from the club changed rhythm, but otherwise carried on in oblivious monotony.
The standing wolf clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. He breathed deeply in through his nose and his nostrils flared when he exhaled. “I’m Marka,” he said. He pointed to the three other wolves in turn and rattled off names for each. “Kurtz. Alvarez. And Stokes.” Stokes was the one with the bag the crucifix came out of. He had since dropped the bag on the table and folded his arms across his chest. The others still held onto their cards as if they expected to pick the game back up any second.
“Nice meeting you,” Lockman said. He patted his chest. “I’m Lockman, and this is Jessie.”
The corner of Marka’s mouth curled. “Yeah, we know you two.”
“Teresa’s on my left. The ogre is Adam.”
Marka’s gaze moved from one face to the next as if trying to memorize their features. Then his attention returned to Lockman. “Lots of rumors going around about your gang here.”
Lockman had no interest in the rumors. He’d heard them all. “How did you know the cross and silver wouldn’t hurt Jess?”
“I didn’t know.”
“You suspected.”
Marka hitched a shoulder. “Some of us still believe in prophecies.”
Jessie shook a lock of hair off her face. “What’s your prophecy say about me?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Lockman said before the wolf could answer. “We don’t believe in prophecies.”
Jessie turned to him and wrinkled her brow while curling her lip. “We don’t? ‘Cause I thought we’d decided Marty’s prophecy was legit.”
“Quiet,” Lockman growled through his teeth.
“Just sayin’.”
Marka looked back and forth between them. “She acts mortal enough.”
“She’s still just a teenager.”
Jessie muttered something, but Lockman ignored it and carried on with the wolf.
“Whatever predictions you have aren’t important to our goals. We need you to fight the vampires. Nothing more or less.”
“Because they supposedly have an army now, right?”
“There’s no ‘supposedly’ about it. They’ve swelled their numbers with mortal turns. They even anointed a king, who kept them organized and united. Until we killed him.”
Marka shared skeptical glances with his companions. He smirked. “So if this king’s what was keeping them together and he’s gone now, what have we got to worry about?”
Teresa spoke up. “All it takes is a new leader and we’re facing thousands of vamps, organized and ready to suck their way through anything that bleeds.”
“It’s only a matter of time before a new king takes over,” Lockman added.
“So what’s your strategy?” Marka asked. “Put together an army and wait for the vamps to attack?”
“We already have strike teams hitting any concentrated groups. But for every nest we take down, three more pop up. King or no king, they are still building their numbers. Not just in the United States, either. This has gone global.”
“You got any other wolves joined up?”
“You’re the first we’ve approached.”
“Because you thought we’d be easy to sell.”
“Nothing easy about it. Word is your pack is more reasonable than most, that’s all.”
Marka laughed. The others joined him. They stretched it longer than necessary. The light shined on their sweaty foreheads. Nerves. “Sorry to disappoint,” Marka said when he’d finished his chuckle. “But the only reason we agreed to meet was so we’d have the pleasure of your company.”
Lockman tossed a scowl over his shoulder at Adam. “I told you this was a bad idea.”
Adam tilted the brim of his hat back. His glassy ogre eyes stared Marka down from under his bushy red brows. “They wouldn’t dare try a thing.”
Marka pointed at Adam. “We don’t have a problem with you, ogre.” He turned his eyes on Jessie. “Or you, for that matter. We want Lockman. The rest of you can walk out of here, no problem.”
Teresa brought her pistol up and aimed at Marka. “No, that would be a problem.”
The three other wolves all stood in unison. The two still holding cards tossed them on the table. The backs of their hands grew thick with fur.
Lockman clamped down on his nerves. Forced his body to stay calm, his heartbeat level, his breathing even. He reached behind him and pulled his gun out of his waist band. No one had bothered to pat them down when they were let into the club. Either these wolves were incredibly stupid, or incredibly self-confident. They had yet to strike Lockman as stupid.
He trained his weapon on Marka as well. “You really want to do this?”
“I really do.” And with that, all four of them shifted. Fur engulfed every inch of bare skin. Their clothing ripped apart as their bodies changed shape. Their eyes glimmered over the snouts that grew from their faces. The change couldn’t have taken more than a few seconds. One moment they were men. Now they were wolves.
Lockman opened fire. He heard Teresa do the same. A second later Adam joined in with blasts from the sawed-off shotgun he had carried in under his trench coat. The sound thundered so loudly in the small room, Lockman’s eardrums rang and stung.
A pair of .45 rounds tore chunks off of Marka’s back even as the wolf charged forward. Blood sprayed from the wounds, but Marka kept coming. Next to him, the wolf who had brought out the crucifix took a hit from Adam’s shotgun square in the face. The shot obliterated any recognizable features, turning most of the wolf’s visage into hamburger and shattered bone. He dropped, and momentum carried him the last couple of feet to his final rest.
The two remaining wolves reached Lockman before any more shots were fired, with Marka close behind.
Adrenaline rushed through Lockman and fed his senses. The wolves seemed to move in slow motion. Lockman could smell not only wet dog now, but burning fur and the metallic tang of blood. He could hear the wolves panting as clearly as he could the bass thunder against the walls. He felt the heat of their breath as they tackled him, knocking his gun loose, and forcing him back off his feet. The air whistled out of his lungs when he hit the floor and one of the wolves landed on top of him.
Two more shots from Teresa went off, but Lockman couldn’t tell what, if anything, they hit with this wolf’s growling snout in his face. The wolf’s lips peeled away from especially white teeth that looked almost bleached. A string of drool dripped from the wolf’s mouth onto Lockman’s chin.
Lockman tried to struggle loose.
The wolf’s paws had him pinned by the shoulders. The beast opened his jaw and cocked his head. He meant to sink his teeth into Lockman’s throat. Like that, this whole thing would be over. All the work recruiting, forming alliances with creatures most mortals didn’t know existed, or didn’t believe in. An unprecedented gathering of diverse beasts with a common goal.
Lockman had helped to build that.
Now he wouldn’t have the chance to see it move forward.
He no sooner had this last, depressing thought, when the wolf disappeared.
At least, that’s what it looked like at first. Then Lockman felt the bloody mist fall over him like red rain. He saw the dark red stain on the ceiling. An electric crackling filled the room as if someone had stuck a fork in a socket. It smelled about the same as well—that electrocuted air scent that made the hairs in your nose stand on end and the back of your palate itch.
Lockman sat up and saw three other red stains on the floor and walls to match the one on the ceiling, one blotch for each wolf.
Standing right where she had during the whole meeting, Jessie held a pen knife in one hand while her other hand bled from a cut through the palm. Sparks of blue light flashed in the wound, the source of the static sound. The wound in her palm closed a second after Lockman noticed it, cutting off the crackling sparks with it.
Jessie folded the pen knife and tucked it in the pocket of her black jeans. “I take it this means no werewolves in our army.”
Lockman caught himself with his jaw hanging open. He clapped his mouth shut and looked around from where he sat to check on Teresa and Adam. They stared at Jessie as slack-jawed as he must have. Teresa even trembled slightly.
He got to his feet and wiped some moisture off his cheek. His fingers came away covered with red. “What did you do?”
“I blew them up.”
Granted, Jess had shown more and more power and control over her magical abilities since the vampire king had turned her into a vampire. But this…
“Fucking mojo,” he whispered.
“We should probably leave,” Adam said and pumped his shotgun.
Lockman looked down at himself. He had wolf blood splattered all down the front of him. “Going to be a trick getting through the club looking like this.”
“We can flank you,” Teresa said. “Then we rush for the exit and ignore any questions.”
“Any other wolves will smell it on me.”
Jessie waved a hand. “Screw it. I’ll just use it.”
Teresa’s eyebrows rose. “Use it?”
“Trick I learned few days ago. I can store the power I get from blood to use later.” She closed her eyes and put out her hand, palm facing Lockman as if she were telling him to “halt.”
The air took on that static feel to it again.
Lockman’s face and one hand tingled. He watched as the blood on his fingers took on a faint glow then seemed to evaporate before his eyes. The blood on his clothes did the same. Not a single red speck remained.
Jessie gasped, opened her eyes. Her breath came a little ragged as if she’d just come in from a jog. She curled closed the fingers of her outstretched hand and let the hand gently drop to her side. She grinned. “Neat, huh?”
Teresa stepped forward and looked Lockman up and down, her eyes wide and clearly panicked. “How did you learn to do that?”
Jessie shrugged. “I just figured it out.”
“All by yourself? It just came to you?”
“Does it matter?”
“Did you learn that the same way you learned to make these wolves explode?”
Jessie looked to Lockman. “Dad, can you tell her to back off?”
Lockman put a hand on Teresa’s shoulder. “We need to get out of here. We can talk about this later.”
“Bullshit, Craig. For the last six months, this girl has grown stronger and stronger, and no one has bothered to wonder how or why.”
She was right. The increase in Jessie abilities had to have some explanation. He even had, way in the back of his mind, a suspicion. But the back room of a werewolf den wasn’t exactly the ideal venue to discuss it. “I promise we’ll talk when we get back to HQ.”
Teresa waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, right. You’ll go right back to coddling her.”
“You know,” Jessie shouted, “I’m really getting sick of people talking about me like I’m not here.”
In the space of a second, the air thickened like it does right before a thunderstorm. The lights in the room flickered and then the bulbs exploded, dropping the four of them into darkness. The bass beat from out in the club stopped like a shot heart. All the music quit, in fact, allowing the sound of more exploding light bulbs to carry through the wall. Shouts and screams from the club’s inhabitants soon followed.
“Oh, shit,” Jessie said in the dark.



Chapter Two
Teresa clicked on small flashlight, shined the beam in Jessie’s face.
Jessie didn’t squint or try to block the light. She stared directly into the beam as if it wasn’t there. Her eyes had gone a solid black. The dark veins under her pale skin darkened. When Jessie scowled, she showed off the fangs behind her lips.
“Got a problem, bitch?” Jess asked.
“Damn right I do,” Teresa answered from the darkness behind the beam.
A hot bolt shot through Lockman’s veins. They didn’t have time for petty infighting. “Cool it, both of you. In case you forgot, we’re trapped in a werewolf den with the obliterated remains of high ranking members of their pack.”
The black in Jessie’s eyes faded, revealing her natural irises.
Teresa swung the flashlight beam off Jessie’s face. She trained it on the doorway leading out to the club proper. More screams and shouts filtered in through the closed door. “Probably not a good idea trying to make our way through a pitch black strip club filled with panicking civilians.”
“And brother wolves to these guys,” Adam’s gravel voice said from the dark.
The flashlight beam danced around the room, illuminating the walls, the ceiling, the corners, the blown lights, the bloody remains, the poker table and the chairs around the table. The light did not, however, highlight another exit.
“You’d think they would have a back way out,” Teresa said.
“You think there’s a secret passage or something?” Jessie asked with a light buttering of sarcasm.
“We have to go through the club,” Lockman said. “It’s the only way.”
“Maybe…” Jessie started then trailed off.
Lockman turned to where her voice had come from. His eyes had adjusted to the dark as best they could. With the flashlight’s indirect glow, he could make out her general shape. “What?”
“Nothing. I don’t think it will work.”
Teresa spotlighted Jessie with the flashlight, only this time aiming at her torso instead of her face. “Spit it out. More mojo?”
Jessie shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve never done anything like it before. But he says… I mean, with all that blood I absorbed, I should have enough power to do it.”
“Who says?” Teresa’s words carried a sharp edge.
Jessie turned away, putting the flashlight beam at her back. “What do you suppose is beyond the back wall?”
Lockman pulled up mental images of the club’s layout he gathered from the surveillance they’d done before the scheduled meeting. “The parking lot.”
“So we could get out that way.”
Teresa aimed the light at the wall in question. “Maybe you can conjure up some mojo and walk through walls, but we’re not so lucky.”
“No. I can make it so we can all walk through.” Jessie stepped up to the wall and back into the flashlight beam. “Just keep the light there and…” She rested her palms against the wall. “Probably should back up a little.”
The light bounced slightly as Teresa took Jessie’s advice.
The sound of Adam’s large feet shuffling along the floor came next.
Whatever you say. Lockman scooted back about five feet. He noticed the tension in his abs as if prepping to take a punch in the gut.
Jessie whispered something under her breath. Her voice creaked a little. Almost didn’t sound like her.
The air in the room turned instantly warm. The barometric pressure seemed to drop thirty degrees. Lockman’s ears popped. His eyes felt swollen in their sockets. When he tried to take a breath, what little air he held in his lungs was sucked out and he was left gasping silently as if a couple of tons had been dropped on his chest.
A second later, a section of the wall around where Jessie touched it exploded outward. A flurry of drywall dust, fiberglass insulation, and shattered brick flew through the air and dusted the blacktop parking lot outside. A hole about the size of a standard doorway let in the moonlight.
Only when he noticed the dry taste of desert air did Lockman realize he could breathe again. The pressure had normalized.
Jessie turned around, the proud grin on her face marred by her vampiric features. Despite this, Lockman still caught a glimpse of teenage innocence in her expression, her smile similar to one she would wear just after winning the middle school spelling bee. But she would never get a chance at anything so mundane as a spelling bee.
And it’s all my fault.
“What in hell?” Teresa shouted.
“A way out,” Jessie answered as if that were the dumbest question she’d heard all day.
Lockman crossed the room to Jessie. He stared at her. “How?”
Her smile faltered. She furled her brow. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like I’m a freak.”
“Because you are.” Teresa stepped into the circle of moonlight let in through the hole and clicked off her flashlight. “And you have a lot of explaining to do.”
“I don’t have to tell you anything.”
“Want to bet?”
“Enough,” Lockman barked. “We can finish this—”
Something pounded against the door separating them from the club. Then again. The light through the hole in the wall made it possible to see the wood in the doorjamb splinter by the hinges. When the third bang hit the door, the door tore loose from the frame and spun inward off its hinges.
Adam still stood close to the door and he had to throw an arm up to deflect the door when it came flying at him.
A massive gray wolf, nearly twice the size as the four Jessie had turned to mush, stood in the doorway, teeth bared and a chainsaw growl in its throat. Lockman had assumed Marka was the pack leader, but this giant had to have outranked him.
Before any of them had a chance to react, the beast bound into the room, headed straight for Lockman.



Chapter Three
Lockman reached behind him for his gun and grasped air, forgetting that he’d dropped the gun when the last wolf had tackled him. If this wolf hit him, he’d lose more than his gun. He had no more time to react, though, when the wolf launched into the air and sailed toward him.
A shadow shot at the wolf and hit it in mid air hard enough to knock the animal off course. Instead of slamming into Lockman, the wolf crashed onto the poker table and the table collapsed underneath. The shadow turned out to be Jessie, who straddled the downed beast as if she meant to ride it. The wolf bucked her off and sent her careening into the wall. She left a dent in the wall before dropping to the floor.
The wolf spun on Lockman. This time Teresa interrupted its next attack by emptying her weapon into its flank.
The wolf’s gray fur seemed to absorb the bullets. Only a small trickle of blood through its coat showed evidence that it had taken fire. It swung its head around and growled at Teresa.
Teresa ejected her magazine and smoothly slammed another home in her pistol. She opened fire again, this time aiming for the wolf’s face.
The wolf leapt to one side, dodging the incoming gunfire, and continued to run a wide circle around the room to stay ahead of Teresa’s continued assault. Her second magazine clicked empty. Lockman couldn’t tell if any of her shots had tagged the wolf.
By this point Jessie had found her feet. She charged across the room, fangs bared, hands in fists, looking nothing like the young girl on his doorstep a year and a half ago, claiming to be his daughter.
The wolf met her halfway and the two collided in the center of the room so hard it sounded like two sacks of rocks thrown together.
They hit the floor in a tangle. Jessie had her legs wrapped around the wolf with her ankles locked together. She grasped the wolf by its thick coat and hung tight. The wolf’s thrashing and writhing couldn’t get her to let go.
“Get out of here,” Jessie shouted.
A second later, Teresa clutched Lockman’s arm and pulled him toward the hole in the wall.
He shook free. “We can’t leave her.”
“She blew up four others. She can handle herself against this one. But if anymore come and we’re still here, we’re all dead.”
Adam skirted the wrestling pair on the floor and joined Lockman and Teresa. “She’s right.”
Lockman had spent so much time trying to protect Jessie, it went against every instinct to leave her behind, even though she had shown herself as the most capable of the four of them to handle the wolves. But how many more could she handle? They would overrun her. She could not take on a whole pack no matter her vampiric strength or how much mojo she had gathered in the last few months.
“Lockman,” Teresa shouted. She looked him hard in the eyes. “We’ll come back for her. Let’s get the van.”
He took one last look at Jessie struggling on the floor—her bared fangs glistened in the moonlight coming through the hole—then he turned and ran out into the night. His heart pounded and his lungs burned by the time they reached the van they had rented for their time in Vegas.
Teresa got behind the wheel. Adam climbed into the back of the van. Lockman joined him. They kept the sliding side door open while Teresa started the engine, backed out of the parking space, and raced toward the hole in the back wall.
The tires shrieked when Teresa braked by the wall with the open side door facing the hole.
Lockman hopped out before the vehicle had come to a complete stop. He stopped just outside the hole and shouted in to Jessie. “Let's go, Jess.”
The wolf bucked and twisted. Jessie kept her grip and managed to stay out of reach when the wolf would try nipping at her. They had reached an awkward stalemate. The wolf couldn’t get on its feet or gain enough leverage to bite Jessie. Jessie, on the other hand, couldn’t let go or the wolf would have an easy opening to attack before she could get on her feet and move.
What Lockman didn’t know, what he could have never fathomed despite having had the last six months to get used to his daughter being a vampire, was that Jessie had one last attack ready for when she needed it.
She opened her mouth wide. So wide it looked like she had displaced her jaw. Then she sank her teeth into the wolf’s neck.
Lockman cringed. He could have handled some more mojo, another splash of exploding wolf guts. Seeing her suck the blood out of the wolf? It was the last step toward admitting that she really was a vampire. His daughter would never look the same to him again.
Jessie tore a chunk of the wolf’s throat out. She spat the flesh and blood-matted fur out and shoved her mouth back into the wound. She fed like a real vamp, as if she had been doing it all her life. Until now she had only gotten her blood from volunteer donors, and drank from the plastic bags they stored the blood in.
The wolf’s struggles quickly weakened. A handful of seconds passed and the wolf finally fell still.
Jessie unhooked her legs from around the wolf and rolled away. The moonlight illuminated her blood-smeared face. Her black eyes gleamed. Her dark veins visibly pulsed.
She’s a monster.
It should have been no revelation. He knew what she had become. A vampire. And vampires were monsters. Yet he had lived with this one for six months and only now had come to realize that crooked truth.
She’s a monster.
But she was still his daughter. Still talked like her. Laughed like her. Complained like her. Boasted like her. She wasn’t like the typical vampire. She was special. Different. The exception.
She doesn’t look all that different right now.
This wouldn’t even be an issue if he hadn’t failed to protect her in the first place. So judging her? Calling her a monster? He had no right.
Jessie got to her feet. She stared at Lockman. The black in her eyes faded again. Her jaw had reset itself and she had her mouth closed, hiding her fangs. Besides the blood on her face and her throbbing veins, she looked almost normal.
She must have seen the judgment in his eyes, as if he had called her a monster aloud to her face. Tears ran streaks through the blood on her cheeks.
“I had to,” she said, voice quivering. “I couldn’t get the magic to work. So I had to.”
Screams and hurried footsteps echoed from around the building. Some of the club goers had found their way out of the dark and now rushed to their cars. Engines revved to life. Tires squealed. Among these noises came a chorus of wolf howls.
More wolves on the way.
Jessie took a few tentative steps forward. “Dad?”
She must have seen the horror on his face. No way he could hide it. He clenched his teeth and held out his hand. “Come on.”
She let out a long breath and nodded. Took his hand. Together, they climbed into the van.
Adam stared at Jessie, at her blood-masked face. His square jaw hung open. “Are you all right?”
“It’s not her blood,” Lockman said.
Teresa adjusted the rearview mirror for her own look at Jessie. Lockman saw her eyes in the reflection, watched them widen when she spotted Jessie.
Lockman patted the back of the driver’s seat. “Let's go.”
After righting the rearview mirror, Teresa gunned the engine and they tore out of the parking lot. Six wolves greeted them, standing in the center of the road. She hit the brakes so hard, Lockman had to brace himself to keep from flying out of his seat.
“Now would be a good time for some of your explosive mojo,” Teresa said. She shoved the gearshift to reverse and stood on the gas. They raced straight backward.
The wolves kept up with what looked like a casual saunter. No way they could outrun the wolves in this van. Especially not in reverse.
“I can’t,” Jessie said. More tears cut clear lines through the blood.
“What are you talking about?” Teresa snapped. “You’re covered with blood. Use it.”
“I can’t,” Jessie repeated and absently wiped at her tears, smearing blood around her eyes and getting it all over her hand.
Teresa worked the gearshift, the brakes, and the steering wheel and got the van swung around and roaring away from the half-dozen wolves. The van whined as Teresa tortured it with RPMs it was never meant to handle. The wolves stayed on their tail. They split, three coming up on the right, three on the left. Teresa had to have reached a good sixty miles-per-hour, but the wolves kept pace.
One of the wolves sideswiped the van, slamming against the vehicle like a hockey player executing a body check. The van rocked on its shocks. The side of the van buckled a few inches from the impact.
Another wolf on the opposite side made the same maneuver with equal results.
Teresa shouted out as the wheel jerked in her hands and the van fishtailed.
The wolves struck the van again, this time hard enough to shatter the window above the back door. A second later, a wolf jumped up, trying to get into the window. At the speed they traveled, the wolf didn’t have enough momentum to pull off the stunt. Luckily, the late hour and the seedy locale made for no traffic. But eventually they would run out of road. Teresa would be forced to slow to make a turn. The second they did, that wolf would be in there with them and likely followed by his friends. The wolves would treat themselves to a bloodbath.
Lockman took Jessie by the elbow, lifted her chin, and made sure she looked him in the eyes. “What’s going on? Why won’t it work?”
“I don’t know.”
The van shook from another strike.
Teresa hollered over her shoulder. “Lockman, I’ve got a hundred yards at most before I’m out of road.”
He squeezed Jessie’s arm. “You’re sure?”
She nodded. “I’m sorry.”
The van took another hit, this one from behind.
In the far back seat, Adam twisted to look out the rear window. “Aw, hell. Four more just joined the race.”
Ten wolves against a couple of mortals, a vampire, and an ogre armed with only a shotgun and a single handgun.
They were as good as dead.



Chapter Four
Heart racing, Jessie squeezed her eyes shut. The van swerved and Jessie felt it in her gut as if they drove on water and any minute they could sink.
She dropped down to that dark part of her psyche that she had become quite familiar with in the last six months. Her secret that she had kept from everyone. The place she went to learn all she had about this power inside of her.
You have to tell me what’s going on.
For the longest moment, only silence answered. She sat alone in her mind. Everything going on outside of her was cut off. The van could crash into a brick wall and Jessie wouldn’t know about it until she rose out of mind and found herself in the twisted wreck, assuming she survived. She didn’t know what would happen if she died while in here. Would everything just suddenly stop?
Maybe, a voice whispered in her ear. She could feel his breath on her ear lobe. She didn’t understand how that worked, how she could feel things in here even though she couldn’t see anything. She could smell things, too. She imagined this might be how a blind person would feel if they had somehow gotten caught in zero gravity.
Maybe what? she asked the voice.
Maybe everything would suddenly stop if your body died out there.
Well, we might be about to find out, she said and spun the apparition of her body to face him so he couldn’t keep doing that creepy whispering in her ear. Again, it wasn’t that she’d be able to see him, but he did fill some sort of psychic space in her mind. So she couldn’t see him, but she could feel where he was. Sometimes she could catch a whiff of his body odor. He smelled like a warm corpse.
Danger afoot?
You know there is. Don’t play stupid, Gabriel. There’s no time for it.
You have about twenty seconds before Ms. Bitch crashes the car or is forced to slow down. He sounded almost chipper. Especially when he got the chance to use his nickname for Teresa. He had silly little names for all the people in Jessie’s life. He thought he was a lot funnier than he really was.
Then that’s how long you’ve got to tell me why my magic isn’t working.
Simple, he said. You’re tired.
Not for the first time, Jessie wished she could see him, that he was actually flesh instead of merely another consciousness occupying her body. She would have decked him in the nose. Of course, then he might stop telling her how to use her power.
I don’t have time to be tired.
He laughed softly. She could sense his presence in front of her. He had closed the distance between their minds. When he spoke again she could smell his breath. It reminded her of the freezer in the basement back when her life was normal, even before Mom had married Alec, the werewolf spy. Mom would buy fresh meat from the butcher in Hamtramck and freeze it. Gabriel’s breath smelled like that first whiff Jessie would get when she opened the freezer to fetch steaks for Mom.
Magic isn’t infinite. You’re young. Even with the extra power from your vampiric state, you still have limits.
So what? You’re telling me there’s nothing we can do? We’re going to die?
He sighed long and hard. Do you really think I would let your father’s stupidity end my existence?
So you have an idea?
Yes, dear. I have an idea. But it means hurting one of your companions.
Jessie’s invisible stomach clenched. The smell of frozen beef or pork loin wafted around her psychic self. What do you mean?
He chuckled softly. You’ll need to draw blood.
I have blood all over my face. I can use that.
No, he said, his voice creaking like an old chair. This has to be blood you are emotionally tied to. Remember, in magic, blood is a symbol of power. It isn’t the actual power itself.
So making someone I like bleed is a symbol? Not really a symbol I want to carry.
The only way you’ll get more power is if you reach a darker part of yourself. Causing pain is the easiest way there. Causing pain of a loved one is even better.
His voice had taken on a wet, slurpy sound. If she could see him, she imagined he would be foaming at the mouth about now.
Why do I think you’re bullshitting me?
Right now, it is not in my best interest to play games. We have only fifteen seconds before we’re likely to die.
Fifteen? It was twenty seconds at least thirty seconds ago.
Time goes slower in the depths of your mind. After all, this whole conversation is made of thoughts alone. Thoughts move much faster than the outside world.
Made sense, she guessed. Small comfort, though. Once she pulled out of her mind, those fifteen seconds would tick by like seconds always did—too quickly by far.
Fine, she said (or thought). I draw blood from my dad, say. Everything else works the same.
Not the same. So…much…better…
He said the last words as if he were in mid-orgasm. So gross. Good thing she didn’t need him anymore. She shot up through her mind, like a dolphin charging the surface of the water to launch in an arc through the air. Her eyes snapped open just as one of the wolves hammered against the van.
This time the steering wheel slid through Teresa’s grip. The van lurched to one side. The tires keened as they scraped the pavement going sideways. Jessie felt the van begin to tip. At the speed they were going this van was going to roll and shake the four of them up inside like ice cubes in a blender.
She reached out and grabbed Craig’s arm, dug her nails in as hard and deep as she could, which was pretty hard since she was a vampire.
He cried out and gaped at her in surprise.
Somehow the van righted itself and slammed back down onto all four wheels. Teresa wrangled with the steering wheel, gained control of the van, but they had lost all momentum. The wolves overtook them. One leapt up onto the hood and pawed at the glass in front of Teresa’s face. Another leapt at the shattered window above the side door. It managed to get its front paws hooked inside and its head through the opening, but the window was too small to fit the rest of the oversized wolf.
The wolf in the window growled at Jessie, his jaws close enough that she could feel its hot, moist breath.
Clutching her dad’s arm, she felt his blood well up around her fingers. She pushed out her free hand at the wolf and shouted, “Back.”
As if yanked by an invisible cord, the wolf shot away from the van and through the plate glass window of a drycleaner.
The feel of her dad’s hand over hers drew her attention back to him. He was trying to pry her hand off without success. In fact, the more he struggled, the more strength Jessie felt, and the harder her grip became.
“What are you doing?” he asked with pleading in his eyes.
She opened her mouth, but before she could speak the van came to a jerking halt and sent her sliding off the seat and onto the van floor. She had such a vicious grip on her dad’s arm she ripped loose a hunk of flesh.
He shouted, nearly coming out of his seat as well, but he bounced off the back of the driver’s seat instead. He clapped his hand over the tear in his arm. His eyes watered.
Seeing him in pain made Jessie feel awful. It also made her feel even more powerful.
She got her feet under her and came to a crouched position behind the center console between the driver’s and front passenger’s seats. This gave her a view out the windshield of what had caused Teresa to stop the van. Four of the wolves had managed to circle the van after they lost speed and they now stood in a line across the street like a furry roadblock. The fifth wolf still stood on the van’s hood and had done a fair job of cracking up the windshield in front of Teresa. The safety glass had turned an ocean blue from the amount of cracks with a single, wolf paw-sized hole in the center of the damage.
Teresa had her pistol out. She fired through the hole, but the wolf had anticipated the attack and jumped away right before she started shooting.
Jessie lifted her left hand—the one she had hurt her dad with—and noticed the bloody patch of flesh still clutched in her fingers. The smell of electricity rose around her as if she had stepped into a storm cloud with lightning about to strike. Her father’s flesh began to sizzle and pop like bacon in a fry pan. Her stomach turned even while that sense of power swelled inside of her.
I told you, Gabriel whispered in her consciousness. So…much…better…
She squeezed her father’s flesh, an instinctive move she would have never made consciously. Her gorge rose, bile hot and sour in the back of her throat. The flesh melted in her hand. Then her hand seemed to absorb the viscous mess. A sound like a vibrating wire filled Jessie’s ears.
Outside, the wolves formed a growling half-circle around the front of the van. Any second now they would rush the vehicle and claw their way in. From there it wouldn’t take much longer to make a meal out of the four passengers.
“No,” Jessie said under her breath.
Adam, Teresa, and her dad shouted back and forth among one another. Jessie barely heard them. Her dad tried to say something to her, too. Jessie ignored him. That buzzing in her ears made it difficult to hear much of anything.
Once Jessie had absorbed her father’s flesh and blood, she flung open the side door and stepped out onto the street.
“What the hell are you doing?” her dad screamed at her.
He had to know. He had to have seen what had happened to the chunk of him she’d torn off. He was in denial. Had been since she awoke as a vampire those months ago—felt like a million years. He’d have to get with it now. Have to stop asking her stupid questions that he already knew the answer to. He would have to grow the fuck up.
All these thoughts traipsed through her mind as casual as if she had decided on a midnight stroll in the park and not out to face off with five werewolves.
They saw her come out and rearranged their formation to circle around the side of the van. They snarled and growled at her. She wondered if they could smell the power on her because while they had her surrounded, none of them made a move toward her.
“I’ll give you guys one chance to run home and leave us alone,” Jessie said. Her voice sounded funny to her, as if there was another voice matching hers, speaking the same words at the same exact time with the same exact tone. She thought she even recognized the voice.
The wolves didn’t retreat at her warning, but they didn’t attack either. The kept growling, barking, snarling. A great show, but Jessie didn’t feel the least bit afraid.
She looked down at her left hand. All the flesh and blood was gone and her skin glowed from within as if her bones were made of light. She held out this hand to the wolves as she would to a tame dog for a friendly sniff.
The wolves didn’t have to come close to smell her. A couple began to whimper when they caught her scent. The other three backed away, but continued to bare their teeth and give off the occasional threatening snort.
“Go,” she (and the other voice) said.
The whimpering wolves tucked their tails between their legs and ran off into the night. The remaining three seemed to get a second brave wind. They scooted closer, growled, and showed more teeth.
Jessie twisted her outstretched hand palm out and splayed her fingers. The light in her hand intensified. Her every moved came from pure instinct now. She had no idea what she would do next, nor what would happen when she did it.
So…much…better…
When she clenched her teeth, that was her own doing. But when she next spoke, it came from the power that controlled her, and it came only in the other voice.
In Gabriel’s voice.
“Ex in adveho sicco.”
Not her voice, not even her language, but she knew what it meant, knew it was Latin for From in comes out. Didn’t have a clue what that was supposed to mean, though. At least not until she saw what happened next.



Chapter Five
With a last high pitched yelp from each of them, the three wolves took on a whole different form.
It took a moment for Jessie to decipher what she was looking at. The twitching organs, the quivering arteries, and the raw, red flesh didn’t make any sense. The sight was too removed from any real thing she had seen in her life. When it finally dawned on her, she bent at the waist and threw up between her feet.
They’re inside-out. Oh, Christ, I turned them inside out. And they’re still alive.
Gabriel chortled in her ear as if he had somehow gotten outside of her and now crouched beside her while she puked blood onto the street.
She scampered away from the sound, but when she looked, saw no one.
The deformed wolves continued to pulse and jerk.
Her dad climbed out of the car, taking in the sight with eyes as big as headlights. He had a hand clamped over where Jessie had hurt him. Runnels of blood leaked out between his fingers. When he turned to her, the look in his eyes said everything—disgust, fear, hate.
Jessie doubted he would ever want to include her in another mission. Hell, he might even exile her. Send her back to Mom, as if Mom would stick around after one glimpse of Jessie’s new self.
Adam climbed out of the van behind her dad. The ogre’s green face was pinched, as if the sight of what Jessie had done physically hurt him. He whispered something under his breath. Jessie heard enough to know it wasn’t in English.
When Teresa came around the front of the van from the driver’s side she didn’t look half as surprised as her dad or Adam. Her mouth formed a straight line. Her cold eyes seemed to bore into Jessie like a drill bit made of ice. Teresa shook her head and curled her lip.
“I’ve been right about you all along,” she said.
Jessie opened her mouth to defend herself, but found her throat too dry to speak.
Teresa took a couple steps forward. She held something at her side that Jessie hadn’t noticed before. Something black. It didn’t look like a gun. Yet the way Teresa kept it low and close to her side gave Jessie the impression it was some kind of weapon.
But weapons, for the most part, didn’t work on Jessie. Teresa knew this. What did she think she would accomplish by hurting Jessie? Did she think Jessie wouldn’t fight back? If so, the woman had another thing coming.
Her dad moved in between them and faced Teresa, blocking her way. The move surprised Jessie. The way he had looked at her, if anything, she thought he would help Teresa do whatever it was she had planned to hurt Jessie.
“We don’t have time for this,” he said.
Teresa spat air. “We don’t have time to spare. Look at what she’s done. I thought the exploding was awful. But this?” She pointed at the misshapen knots of flesh and organs. “This is the kind of thing we expect from our enemies.”
Craig glanced at the inside-out werewolves. He sighed, nodded, and stepped out of the way. As Teresa closed the distance between her and Jessie, Craig looked at Jessie with his familiar stoicism. That face said he was being professional, not letting his feelings get in the way of the mission. Jessie knew it was bullshit. She’d seen the compassionate side of her father. Knew that despite all his training, he still carried a caring human being inside of his shell.
She also knew that didn’t matter. Because once he had a leash on that softer side of his nature, he didn’t let go.
Jessie made a face at him. “You can be such a prick sometimes.”
Teresa closed within a couple feet of Jessie. “Where did this power come from?”
“You think you can hurt me with whatever’s in your hand? Didn’t you see the wolves with their silver cross?”
Teresa raised the device she held so Jessie could see it. She still didn’t know what it was, though. It was not much bigger than an old-fashion cell phone, the kind you used to have to unfold to use and that had a retractable antenna. But the device had no antennae and didn’t look like any part of it flipped open. On one end there was a pair of metal knobs, like two silver molars. A rocker switch was built into the side. Other than that, the device looked like a harmless brick of plastic.
“You’ve probably never seen one of these before,” Teresa said.
“Bummer.”
The corners of Teresa’s eyes tightened, deepening the first hints of crow’s feet. “This was invented by an intruder. A gremlin of all things. Little twitchy creature usually responsible for destroying gadgets had actually invented one.”
Jessie had long since given up her surprise at the introduction of any new supernatural creature she had previously thought fictional. But the notion of gremlins literally screwing with mortal technology sparked an ember of amusement. It made her think of the movie. “These gremlins,” she said. “Do they multiply in water?”
“Quit the jokes,” Craig said. “This is serious.”
The wolves had stopped twitching and now lay still and steaming in the cool night. The iron smell of blood rolled off the remains pretty strongly. Though some of that scent may have come from her lovely vampire vomit. She could have gone a while longer without learning a vamp’s dinner looked pretty much the same coming out as it did going in.
A police siren whined in the distance. To Jessie’s sensitive ears, it sounded a ways off, which meant the others probably couldn’t hear it yet. “The police are heading in,” she said. “Shouldn’t we head home already?”
Teresa turned the device so that the metal knobs pointed at Jessie. “Where are you getting your power?”
“Seriously? You want to do this now?”
“How did you learn to do these things? To kill like this?”
“First of all, I didn’t learn to kill anything. I just know how to focus the power and get some kind of…result.” Jessie waved a hand at the werewolf remains. “I didn’t mean to do that. That’s just how it happened.”
Adam muttered something under his breath again and dragged his big hand down over his face. His eyes shined in the moonlight as if he had tears in them. No. Not as if. Those were tears.
Why was the huge ogre crying over a few werewolves? Jessie’s stomach clenched at the idea she was responsible for those tears.
Teresa, on the other hand, kept her stare as cold and blank as ever. “Are you telling us you aren’t the one controlling your mojo?”
“I’m telling you…I’m not telling you anything.” Jessie turned to Adam. “I’m sorry. I was trying to help. I didn’t want to upset you.”
Adam cocked his head and gazed at some point beyond her without speaking.
Jessie looked to her dad. “What else was I supposed to do? Let the wolves kill us?”
Craig crossed his arms, said nothing.
Teresa jabbed the device into Jessie’s sternum, pushing the metal part hard against her breast bone. Then she thumbed the rocker switch.
The whole world lit up. The sky, the clouds, the buildings around them, all seemed to turn into pure light. A thousand watts of pain crackled through Jessie’s body. She couldn’t tell her hand from her head. Everything just hurt. Her body shook. Foam curdled from her mouth and she felt it run down her chin.
Then it stopped.
The world had taken back the darkness. Everything looked the same as it had. No blinding light. The pain lingered, but at least now she could differentiate the parts of her body, could feel things besides the pain alone.
Her limbs went weak and she collapsed to the ground. She wiped the drool off her mouth with the back of her hand and tried to stop the mewling sound coming from the back of her throat. Control yourself. Don’t let the bitch know she hurt you.
A stupid thought. She had foamed at the mouth and fallen to the ground. Of course Teresa knew she had hurt Jessie. The question was how?
Jessie craned her neck back so she could look up at Teresa looming over her. “What did you do to me?”
“Think of it as a Taser, tailor made for supernatural creatures.”
“How?”
“Like I said. A gremlin invented this. I have no idea how it works. I just know that it works. Good enough for me.”
The disgust for this woman never felt stronger within Jessie. She knew Teresa hated her ever since the vampire king had turned Jessie into one of them. And Jessie had never begrudged Teresa for that hatred. Even though Jessie had all but brought the woman back to life, and had only been able to do that because she was a vampire.
But this was more than hate. Teresa had become sadistic. Jessie could see it in the woman’s eyes. She had enjoyed hurting Jessie. So much so, she couldn’t see the blatant hypocrisy in her last statement.
“Good enough to know it works even though you don’t know how?” Jessie pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. “That’s pretty much what I told you about my power. But the rules are different for you, huh?”
Teresa sneered. She opened her mouth to say something, but Craig talked over her.
“She’s right,” he said. “We’ve been messing with supernatural tech, biology, mojo…name it and the Agency played with it. And we never questioned the method once we got the means.”
“This is different,” Teresa said.
“It’s no different.” Craig stepped around Teresa and offered his hand to Jessie.
She gave the hand a derisive glare and then got to her feet on her own. “You’ve been looking for an excuse to use that thing on me since last June,” she said to Teresa. “You feel better now that you know it works on me?”
Before Teresa had a chance to answer, a wolf’s howl echoed through the night.
“The ones that retreated,” Adam said. “They’ve probably sought reinforcements.”
“Let’s go,” Craig said, his attention pointed at Teresa.
“She’s not telling us everything.”
“We can talk it out later.”
Hearing her dad become her advocate again after he let Teresa hit her with that device turned her stomach. He was acting like a politician. She didn’t want his help or protection.
“Forget it,” Jessie said. “You want to know how I learned to use my power? I’ll tell you.” She felt all three of them staring at her as if she were a bomb about to go off. And she could certainly oblige them.
“Gabriel,” she said. “He’s still inside of me. And he’s taught me everything I know about what I am and what I’m capable of, right from the beginning. Including how to keep my soul after being turned into a vampire.”
No one spoke.
Another wolf howled, closer now.
The police sirens had also gained volume. The others should have been able to hear them now.
Jessie didn’t know what to expect for a reaction after telling them about Gabriel. The usual shouting and bickering. Stunned silence. An attempt from Teresa to lodge a stake through her heart. Anything except for what came next.
Craig wrenched the supernatural Taser out of Teresa’s hand, marched up to Jessie, and jammed the business end up under her chin. Jessie had a second to gasp.
Then her dad hit the switch.
An instant of terrible pain.
Then darkness.



Chapter Six
Kate could still feel that strange tingle under her chin that had awakened her in the middle of the night. At the time, she thought she might have strained a muscle in her neck or something. She’d been in the middle of a nightmare at the time, though she couldn’t recall any details except for one strange phrase she had spoken in the dream herself.
This is how it starts.
What was starting and what was causing the start, she hadn’t the foggiest.
A couple years ago, she would have thought nothing of it. She never gave dreams any thought because she assumed they amounted to little more than the flotsam of the subconscious mind. But once she had been introduced to the supernatural world, she took nothing for granted, from the smallest coincidence to the warped visions in her dreams. It could all mean something more.
She scratched at the spot under her chin while trying to pay attention to what the woman across the table was saying to her. She found it hard to concentrate on the lady’s spiel because Kate had heard it so many times before.
How many boutiques with burning incense and some variation of sitar music had she sat in just like this one? The collection of statues on shelves—everything from Buddha to demonic cats. Even the creaky voice of the shop’s proprietor sounded similar to all the others.
This particular woman—Gala, she had introduced herself as, which made Kate think of the apple—reached across the table and held one of Kate’s hands in both of hers. Her skin felt softer than the wrinkles had promised. A nice variation to the leather and papyrus the many others offered. Kate could have done without the “natural” body odor from Ms. Gala, however.
“…almost as if you fear finding her.”
Kate blinked her way out of her reverie. “I’m sorry, what was that?”
Gala smiled. She had a single dimple that creased her left cheek and almost looked like a wound. “Your thoughts are elsewhere.”
Kate wasn’t sure if Gala meant that as part of her “reading,” or if she had stated the obvious to embarrass Kate into paying better attention. “I’ve a lot on my mind.”
“I know.”
Kate stifled a yawn. Why had she wasted her time on another place like Mystic Tree, the name of Gala’s supposed psychic boutique? It would end the same as all the others—with vague predictions as helpful as the fortune in a fortune cookie.
“I’m sorry,” Kate said. “I don’t think you can help me.”
The woman’s smile broadened. Her lone dimple grew deeper. “You really weren’t listening, were you?”
Kate pulled back the hand that Gala held, intending to get up, thank the woman for her time, and be on her way.
Gala gripped Kate’s hand tightly and refused to let go. “You need to hear what I have to say.”
“With all due respect, I have been to twenty or more places just like this one, and I’ve yet to hear anything that has brought me any closer to finding my daughter.”
The woman’s eyes flashed with mischievousness. Her smile broke open to show a set of teeth so white they looked fake, plastic. “I said you will never find her because despite what you say, you still disbelieve what you must believe in order to find your way. It’s as though you are afraid to find her.”
“That’s ridiculous. Finding her is the only thing that matters to me.”
“Then why haven’t you found her yet?”
Kate huffed. “Because I keep coming to charlatans like you instead of finding someone who really knows anything about the supernatural. I bet you don’t even believe in the supernatural. This is all just some fun trick to bilk gullible people out of their money.”
“You question my belief? How very strange.”
Kate tried to tug her hand free again. “Please let me go.”
Gala opened her fingers and raised her hands out to her sides in a surrendering gesture.
Kate gathered her purse from the floor beside her chair. She withdrew her wallet, counted out the fifty dollars Gala required for her services, and held the folded bills out to her.
Instead of taking the money, Gala folded her hands and rested them on the table in front of her. “I only expect payment from satisfied customers.”
Kate raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure?”
“Ma’am, it pains me to see your struggle. I wish you could see what I see.”
“I’ve seen plenty. Things even someone like you would not believe.”
“Again you question my beliefs. But it isn’t my belief that keeps you from finding your daughter.” She unfolded her hands and splayed them flat on the table, palms down. “I’m no charlatan. But neither do I have the kind of power you need. I suspect you have more ability to find your daughter than I, or anyone like me.”
“No. I don’t have anything like that.”
“We all have some untapped power within. She is your daughter. Let your passion and love for her do the work.”
“You’re trying to tell me that I can just wish my way to her?”
“Wish isn’t quite the word. But I suspect once you get over your disbelief in yourself, you will find the path you require.”
Kate sighed, tucked her money back in her wallet, her wallet back into her purse, and gave Gala a final once over. What she said sounded like more mumbo jumbo malarkey, only with a slight twist. First, she did not expect payment. Second, she was suggesting Kate not waste payment on any more of these so-called mystics. In other words, Gala was the first to give advice, no matter how opaque, free of attached strings.
“Well, I’ll think about it.”
Gala’s eyes narrowed. She shivered. “I feel like someone just stepped on my future gravesite.”
“Sorry.”
“It just means something important’s happened.” She smiled. “I’d guess that you have quite a journey ahead of you.”
Looks to me like I’m going nowhere fast. She forced a smile. “Thank you for your time.”
“Thank you.”
“Doesn’t seem like I did much of anything for you, seeing as you don’t want payment.”
“Oh, don’t you worry, honey. You’ve made me a small piece of history. That’s more than enough.”
Furling her brow, Kate caught herself from asking what Gala meant. She had met her daily quota of obscure and meaningless banter from old ladies pretending to be psychic. Instead, she gave a final nod and headed for the beaded curtain between this back room and the shop out front—another standard feature among these places. When she reached the beads, Gala called out.
“Remember. Believe. That’s all it will take.”
Kate slipped through the beads and made her way out the shop’s front door. The bleating horns and constant sigh of traffic noise greeted her along with the smell of rotten eggs and exhaust. When Kate had first arrived in New York City, all that noise and bustle had intimidated her. It took surprisingly little time to get used to, though. And getting used to it eventually came to actually enjoying it. Six months in the Big Apple and Kate could barely remember living anywhere else.
Which sometimes frightened her. She felt like forgetting about their home in Michigan was disrespecting her memories of Jessie. It took constant self-recrimination not to let it get to her. That home was just a place. Remembering Jessie and fighting to find her—that’s what mattered now.
All that New York noise almost masked the voice from behind her.
This is how it starts.
She whirled around, expecting to find Gala had snuck out of the shop behind her. All she found was her own reflection in the door’s glass.



Chapter Seven
Headquarters was a weird cross between a military base and an old farm. It always gave Lockman a surreal tweak whenever he stopped to look around. Today he stood under a noon sun, in what might be considered the base’s center square. Someone had even taken the time to install a flag pole and raise the Stars and Stripes.
Not that this operation was even remotely all American. Creatures from all over the world and in at least seven different dimensions populated the compound at any given time.
Lockman squinted against the sun and stared out at the farmhouse that sat toward the front of the roughly fifteen-hundred Texan acres they now occupied. What used to be a horse pen now sported a dozen motorized vehicles, from a muddy four-wheeler to an armored SWAT truck painted to look like a delivery truck on first glance. A second glance would tell even the wettest civilian it was anything but.
Quonset huts made up the rest of the base. They had erected six of them so far. Two of them housed bunks for the ranks that had signed up for full-time work. Another one served as a mess hall. A fourth housed their command center, which included a central war room as well as various other rooms centered around mission planning, debriefs, and an intelligence hub where the techies performed their own kind of mojo by hacking into various government surveillance systems to “borrow” their services. The fifth structure warehoused their growing collection of artillery. Finally, they had a sort of laboratory for handling the mojo side of things, even though Lockman didn’t exactly approve of treating mojo like science. The Agency had done that and it always made them think they understood more than they did. When it came to mojo, only one fact mattered—it was all bad.
He had forgotten that rule himself.
The farmhouse itself served as a sort of initial reception area. New recruits were briefed there. The few enemies they had apprehended were processed there before being detained in their underground cell block. This was also where they had installed their personal entrance to the inter-dimensional network of portals Lockman first discovered through a small café in the French Quarter.
The house also served the special purpose of housing Jessie, who slept in the old brick basement to avoid the sun.
That’s where she was now. They had put her, still unconscious, in there last night. So far he had heard no reports as to whether she had come around. For now, with the sun up, he didn’t have to worry about facing her again.
Gabriel.
His shoulder muscles knotted at the mere thought of the name. A strange thing considering those same shoulders used to belong to the man.
It was bad enough to know that Gabriel was trapped within Jessie. She hadn’t mentioned him much, though, so Lockman hadn’t thought about it in a while. Now he finds out all this time Gabriel has been feeding her advice and instruction, making her dangerous. A weapon. One he probably thought he could manipulate for his own gain.
Six months of putting together a paranormal army had occupied too much of his attention. Plus, Jessie had become so competent; he had stopped thinking of her as the daughter he had vowed to protect and began treating her as just another member of the team.
Last night had flipped that naiveté out the window and on its head.
Key images flashed through his inner vision—Jessie, face covered in blood and a ripped hunk of werewolf in her mouth was a persistent image. Then he had the bandage around his arm to remind him of her tearing a piece of him off and using it to fuel some seriously sadistic mojo. He didn’t care about the wolves. It wasn’t compassion for them that worried him. It was that his daughter could come up with such a wicked method of death.
She’s a monster.
He clenched down on that thought, stuffed it away. This wasn’t her fault. None of it. If he had destroyed that artifact like he was supposed to, Jessie would be the same old temperamental teenager she had been the day she knocked on his door in Los Angeles.
Blaming yourself isn’t going to fix anything, Craigy Boy. Nobody’s going to come to your pity party and help celebrate your failures.
Weird. His own chastising voice sounded a lot like Gabriel’s. Was it possible a piece of him still existed in Lockman? Had the psychopath passed out parts of himself like slices of pie? Here! Have a little Gabriel. I’m tasty, and will stick with you no matter how hard you try to get rid of me.
“We’ve heard back from the team in Alaska.”
Lockman started at the voice even though he recognized it. He turned and looked up at Adam. The ogre cast a large enough shadow to put Lockman’s whole body out of the sun.
“Sorry,” Adam said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It’s fine. What’s the report?”
Adam took a deep breath, which told Lockman everything he needed to know before the ogre said a word. “Rumors are true. Group of vamps collected up in Barrow to take advantage of two months of permanent night. Word is they’ve thinned enough of the population to get Feds out to take a look. Not all that thinning was food. They’re still turning.”
Lockman sighed and returned to staring at the farmhouse. “Can’t catch a break, can we?” They had hoped the vamps would remain relatively spread out across the country. It would require fewer recruits to take out the smaller groups of vamps. Even the ones that got into the hundreds like in New Orleans. Seemed a lack of leadership from their dead king didn’t keep them entirely from some organizing.
“What kind of damage can they do up there?”
“In the middle of the frozen nowhere? Depends. The sense is they’re on vampire vacation, living up the whole lack of a sunrise thing. No real strategy beyond that.”
“Tell the team to hunker down and keep us posted. Then set up a meeting in the War Room. Looks like we’re going to have to deal with Alaska sooner rather than later. ”
Adam nodded, but hung around.
“What is it?” Lockman asked.
“Some of us were wondering…”
A sour taste filled Lockman’s mouth. Adam didn’t have to say it. Lockman knew what they were wondering. He wondered the same thing. “What’s our current ranks?”
“Eight-hundred fourteen strong,” Adam said with pride.
“That include Jess?”
When the ogre didn’t answer, Lockman looked up in his eyes. He saw the pain in the pinched green face, the orange brows knit together, the thick creases across his forehead.
“So it’s eight-hundred thirteen,” Lockman said.
“I can’t believe you, of all people, would write her off so easily.”
“Easily?” A ring of heat circled Lockman’s neck. He took a deep breath, tried to gather in some cool. Through clenched teeth he said, “You saw what I saw last night.” He lifted his bandaged arm in case Adam needed a reminder.
Adam bowed his head. “I know.”
“I hate to break it to you, but it looks like Marty’s prophecy is wrong.”
“It can’t be.” Then, so softly Lockman almost didn’t hear, he said, “She’s the Chosen One.”
“She’s just a kid. At least, she used to be. What’s happened to her isn’t prophecy, it’s a fucking tragedy. And I carry that weight. So don’t talk to me about writing her off so easily.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Lockman’s cell buzzed in his pocket, saving them from an awkward silence. “Set up the meeting,” he said to Adam, then turned his back on the ogre and answered his phone.
“It’s Gentz,” the voice on the line said.
It took Lockman a second, then Lockman put a face to the voice and name—a gnome that worked in the farmhouse.
“Go ahead.”
“It’s Jessie, sir. She’s awake and asking for you.”
Lockman’s heart skipped a beat. “I’m on my way.”



Chapter Eight
“Step back from the door. I’m coming in.”
Lockman waited a handful of seconds, then opened the door to the basement. Only a bit of sunlight filtered through the back entry to the farmhouse, but they didn’t take chances. No point getting burned if she could avoid it.
He expected to find her still on the stairs, though. Instead he stared down at an empty staircase that disappeared into the dark about three quarters of the way to the bottom landing. She had lights down there. He didn’t know why she wasn’t using them.
“Jess?”
The blackness seemed to swallow his voice.
He called to her again.
“Come on down,” she said finally. “And don’t forget to close the door behind you.”
“I can’t see a thing. Turn on a light.”
“Hurts my eyes. That thing you zapped me with really messed me up.”
He didn’t know what to say about that. He could apologize, but she wouldn’t buy it. And he couldn’t sell it. The moment he had learned how much influence Gabriel had on her, the professional in him had taken over. With that amount of power she had displayed, they couldn’t take any chances.
“Will you please come down?”
Lockman pulled his smart phone from his pocket and used the illumination from the screen to guide him down the stairs without tripping and breaking his neck. When he reached the landing, he swiped the basement with the bluish light emanating from the phone. He stopped on Jessie, whom he found crouched in the far corner by the furnace.
She ducked her head down against her knees and moaned. “Dad, the light.”
“This little bit bothers you?” he asked and pointed his screen at his feet.
“Yes. Please turn it off.”
“The light barely reaches you.”
“It hurts my eyes, damnit. Don’t you even care?”
He turned the light off and the basement dropped into total darkness. Without his sight, other senses ramped up to compensate. He smelled something like cold meat, though he didn’t know what that could be. When they had first acquired the farmhouse, the basement looked like what you imagined it would in a hundred year-old house. Cobwebs, dust, and the musty smell of old things. But they had scoured the room when they prepared it for Jessie’s use. The basement had probably never been as clean but for the day the house was built. If then. When they got done with it, the basement had smelled mostly like bleach.
Something made him wonder if this new meat locker smell belonged to Jessie—the equivalent of vampire BO.
“How long have you been up?” he asked.
“A while, I guess. But my head hurt too much to get out of bed right away.”
“Why don’t you lay back down?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I had dreams in that bed last night.” Her voice shook. “Terrible dreams.”
Again, Lockman found himself without an adequate response. Any comfort he tried to offer would sound frivolous or disingenuous.
“You know I can see you? In the dark.”
“Yeah.” He was familiar with vamp night vision.
“Do you hate me?”
Lockman winced. He felt a pinch in his gut. “No. I don’t hate you.”
“But I disgust you.”
“Why are you saying these things?”
“Are you afraid of me?”
“Jess, stop. Have I ever treated you like I thought any of those things?”
“I saw the way you looked at me last night.” Something shuffled along the floor in the dark. “And you tazed me in the head. Not really something you do to someone you like.”
He caught himself grinding his teeth. He had to make a concerted effort to stop. “I made a judgment call.”
“Did you enjoy it?” Her voice sounded closer. Maybe five feet out in front of him.
“What are you talking about?”
“You found out Gabriel was inside of me—”
“I knew about that.”
“But you forgot. I didn’t talk about him and you let yourself pretend like he wasn’t here.”
She was a little closer still. Maybe within reach. Lockman stretched out a hand. Grasped nothing but air. “Why didn’t you say something? You could have let me know what he was up to.”
“The only thing he’s been up to is giving me real answers. Like right now. He says you probably would have locked me up if I’d told you he was training me.”
The idea that Gabriel was right there, polluting Jessie’s soul, made Lockman’s skin burn. “Training you?”
“How to use my power. Ways to cope with the vampirism. He knows a lot of stuff about the supernatural.”
“You talk about him like he’s your friend. That man is straight up evil, Jess. You can’t trust him.”
“He’s just a voice in my head. I can block him whenever I want. I don’t think he can do much harm from where he’s at.”
Lockman took a measured breath. This conversation had him nearly jumping out of his skin. He wanted to grab Gabriel around the throat and throttle him. But he wasn’t an actual person anymore. If Gabriel came back, it would mean taking over Lockman’s body. And what about Lockman’s consciousness? Less substantial than a breeze. He would not exist anymore.
“You can’t underestimate him.”
“You think I’m weak.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“You don’t think I have control. Like he’s going to pop out of me or something. I’m just the dumb kid, right?”
“No. That’s not it.”
“Bullshit.”
Her voice came from right next to him. He turned toward the sound, reached out and found her shoulder to grab. Her body felt miserably cold.
That’s because she’s a walking corpse.
No. That was movie stuff. Real vampires had significant differences from Hollywood’s take. A mistake many mortals made when they got their introduction to the paranormal. Like the scientists with their paranormal hypotheses, people could think they knew more than they really did about a creature if they used their fictional counterparts as research.
“Jess, this is all a lot to take in. We’re concerned about your safety.”
“My safety?” She chuckled. “I think you’re more worried about your own asses.”
“Fair enough. We’re thinking about everybody’s safety.”
She placed a hand over his, sandwiching his hand between her cold palm and cold shoulder. A chill ran up his arm. It occurred to him that they hadn’t had much physical contact in a long while. They probably both knew on a subconscious level that contact would only remind them of how much had changed, and offer little in the way of comfort.
“I’m fine,” she said. “I promise.”
Lockman swallowed, gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “We’re going to pull you off of missions for a while. Just to be safe.”
Her hand slipped off of his. “Are you serious?”
“It’s no big deal.”
“It is to me. What else have I got to do with my life? Hang out in my basement all day and watch TV while sucking blood out of plastic bags all night? There’s a good time.”
“We’re not doing this for a ‘good time.’ I just found out we’ve got a city in Alaska that doesn’t have daylight for two months, and vamps are tearing through there like it’s a buffet. This is a war.”
“That I’ve been a part of from the start. Whether you like it or not, this is as much my fight as it is yours. Maybe more, since I’m a fucking vampire and this is a war against vampires.”
“I’m not arguing. I’m in charge of this, for better or worse. It’s my call. You’re out for now.”
She hissed, an inhuman sound that raised the hairs on back of Lockman’s neck. She jerked out of reach from his hand on her shoulder. Next thing he knew, he was sailing through the darkness, the air knocked from his lungs by Jessie’s kick to his midsection.
He banged his elbow when he hit the floor, sending spurs of pain up and down the same arm Jessie had wounded the night before. He sat up on the floor and cradled his arm. He gritted his teeth and tried to coast through the pain until it subsided.
“Oh, god.” Jessie crouched at Lockman’s side as quickly as she had kicked him. He couldn’t see her, but he felt her hand on his back and the general presence of her body beside him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t believe I did that.”
“Help me up.”
She got behind him and lifted him to his feet easily.
When he regained his balance, he faced the general direction of where he thought she stood. “I should have seen this coming. But I didn’t want to. I let my feelings get in the way. That allowed me to forget what you are now. And you’ve played it pretty cool all along. Until last night. We all got a hard reminder.”
“I’m still your daughter. I still have feelings of my own.”
“I know.”
“Then don’t keep me cooped up here. I can help. Can you imagine what I could do to the vamps? With my immunity to silver and religious icons? Take me to Alaska. So what if there’s no sunlight? They don’t stand a frickin’ chance against me.”
Lockman pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’m going to turn on my light so I can make it to the stairs.”
“Aren’t you listening?”
“I heard you.”
“Well?”
He took in a heavy breath, smelled that cold meat smell again. Definitely coming from Jessie. “You remember one of the first things I told you about mojo?”
“It’s all bad,” she said in a typical teenage bored voice.
“Last night, your mojo stopped working. What did you have to do to get it to work again?”
Her sigh echoed in the dark basement.
“You used my flesh. My blood. Your father. Don’t you understand what that means?”
Silence except for a small shuffling of her feet on the cement floor.
“If you could maintain the level of power you showed last night, you’d be right. The vamps wouldn’t stand a chance. But what price will you have to pay in order to do that? A piece of your father’s flesh will only go so far.”
“It doesn’t have to be like that,” she said.
She didn’t sound convinced herself, though. Maybe he had gotten through to her, a little at least. “I’m turning on the light.”
He heard her footsteps walk away from him. After a second of silence, he tapped his phone’s screen and lit the way.
Jessie had returned to the corner by the furnace. She stood there with her nose in the corner like a delinquent student in a time out.
Lockman stayed put a few seconds longer in hopes he might come up with something comforting—and convincing—to say. Everything that came to mind sounded more like warnings or accusations. He gave up and headed upstairs. Just before he closed the basement door he thought he heard Jessie crying.



Chapter Nine
Kate’s closet-sized apartment shared a wall with a neighbor obsessed with bass drums. Almost twenty-four/seven the man—or woman; Kate had never met the person—played music that seemed entirely composed of bass rhythm with the rare hint of horns or guitar, and twice she thought she actually heard some singing.
This quaint New York feature made Kate’s life especially difficult because the only job she had managed to find when she first arrive at the city was working the night shift at a twenty-four hour convenience store. It meant trying to sleep during the day. Which meant, as neighbor to the true “Ace of Bass,” she needed to wear earplugs when she went to bed.
This was why she did not hear the pounding on her door until the person doing the pounding kicked the door clean off its hinges and barged in with a gun about three times too big for her small hands.
Kate had reached that hazy edge of sleep, right before the full dark plunge, which meant she was just aware enough to register the intruder bounding into her apartment despite the fact she couldn’t hear it. She snapped wide awake and sat up in bed, her heart racing and hands shaking from the sudden adrenaline dose to her system. She cried out as if she had awoken from a nightmare. Unfortunately, it turned out she had awoken into one.
The woman had jet black hair with a pristine white stripe down the middle. The only thing that kept it from looking like she wore a skunk on her head was the pretty face the hair framed, and eyes a shade of blue that seemed to shine in the shadows made by the drawn shades.
The woman approached Kate with the gun up and aimed straight at Kate’s face. She wore what looked like a black track suit, the kind that made a whisking sound when the legs brushed together.
She moved her mouth, but Kate couldn’t hear what she said because of the ear plugs. She quickly pulled them out and tossed them aside. “What? What do you want?”
“I told you to put your fucking hands above your fucking head.” The woman had an accent. Australian, maybe?
Kate complied. The barrel of that gun looked as wide as a manhole from her perspective. The thing probably shot missiles instead of bullets. “I don’t have a lot of money.”
“Don’t want your fucking money.” The woman came right up to the bed and pressed the barrel of the gun to Kate’s forehead. “Cross your wrists over your head.”
Kate crossed her wrists.
“Now hold still.” The intruder pulled a plastic loop from her pocket. She placed the loop around Kate’s wrists and pulled on a loose end. The loop zipped closed, the plastic cutting into her skin. The woman backed off and motioned with the gun. “You can put your hands in your lap now.”
Kate lowered her hands and checked out the zip-tie. Where the plastic dug in she felt a persistent sting. She also felt some circulation loss in her fingers. Five minutes or so and she’d probably lose feeling.
“What do you want from me?”
“I’m going to say a name. You tell me if you know it.”
Kate stared back, said nothing.
“Craig Lockman.”
This woman knew Craig? Was this some demented stroke of luck? She didn’t know what the woman wanted, but was it possible the woman could lead Kate to her daughter?
“I know him,” she said. “Do you know where he is?”
“I’m the one asking questions, love. You dig?”
Kate nodded. She glanced toward her door, wondering if anyone might walk by and notice the door itself was missing and the woman with the giant gun inside. This was New York. Even if they noticed, they’d probably pretend they didn’t.
But the glance at the doorway led Kate to then look at the door itself, flat on the floor in the middle of the room. A little kiss of vertigo came over her. This small woman, no bigger than Kate, had kicked the door clear off the frame and halfway across the apartment.
The woman must have noticed where Kate was looking and what was going through her mind. She grinned, revealing a diamond inset in one of her front teeth. “You like that, huh?”
“You’re not human.”
The woman raised her eyebrows. “Savvy.”
“So what are you?”
“Your fairy fucking godmother.” She waggled her gun barrel back and forth. “No more introductions. I have a few more Qs for you. Where’s your daughter? She at school?”
Kate sneered. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
“Don’t play with me, coochie. Where’s the girl?”
“I already told you. I don’t know. Her father took her away from me.”
That clearly caught the woman off guard. She lowered her gun, shoulders sagged, and she started pacing. “Un-fucking-believable. This is my luck. Romeo is going to pop a gear.”
Kate swung her legs down and sat on the edge of the bed.
The movement drew the woman’s attention. She snapped around and pointed her gun back at Kate. “Chill there.”
“I’m just sitting up.”
“And did I ask you to, love?”
“Who are you?”
The woman stared at Kate and clucked her tongue a few times, looking as if she were trying to decide what to do with her. “Why’d he take her?”
“I don’t know that either. Apparently, it was too much for me to handle.”
The woman smiled again, showing off her diamond. “Sweet of him to protect the poor civies.”
Kate’s hands started to throb. She tried to adjust them in the plastic loop and only managed to spike the pain around her wrists. “I don’t understand anything you’re talking about, but if you’re looking for Craig and Jessie, I’m on board to help. You don’t need this.” She held up her bound hands. “And you don’t need that.” She nodded at the massive gun.
Instead of answering, the woman started a tour of the apartment. She moseyed around the perimeter, checking out the limited amount of furniture while keeping the gun pointed in Kate’s general direction the whole time. It didn’t take long. There wasn’t much to see. The apartment didn’t even have a kitchenette. Kate warmed things up in the microwave sitting on her dresser or she went out to eat. She had eaten more fast food in the last six months than she had the whole rest of her life.
“Are you looking for something in particular?” Kate asked.
“I’d like it good if you stopped talking.”
“I’d like it good if you took this damn thing off my wrists before my hands turn purple and fall off.”
The woman smirked. She crossed the room to Kate, drew a switchblade from her pocket, and snapped the blade out. In a brisk sweep, she cut the plastic while somehow avoiding slicing a bit of Kate with it.
The rush of feeling almost felt worse at first. Then the pain gave way to pins and needles. She rubbed her hands together to help bring back circulation. “Thanks.”
The woman then surprised Kate by sitting down on the bed next to her. She didn’t keep the gun trained on her either, laying it across her lap instead. “It’s been a shit week, princess.”
“It’s been a shit year,” Kate said.
“You have no idea.” The woman leaned toward Kate as if she were going to sniff her. Her crystal blue eyes stared deep into Kate’s. “You got some, but nothing much.”
Did everything this woman say have to come across as a riddle? “Some of what?”
“What your little girl’s got. You know. The stuff.”
“You’re talking about magic.”
“Magic. Mojo. Superpower. The Touch. None of the names really work for me.” She shrugged, leaned away. “But your girl’s supposed to have the motherload.”
“Why are you looking for her?”
The woman laughed and gave Kate a look that made her feel dense. “Seriously?”
“Nothing you’re saying to me makes a bit of sense. And since you won’t answer any of my questions…” Kate tossed her hands up.
The woman rolled her eyes and let loose a long sigh. “This isn’t going anything like we planned.”
“Who are you?”
“My name’s Mica, but you mortals call me a pixie.”
“A pixie?” Kate looked Mica up and down, looking for any sign of what she was. Weren’t pixies the same thing as fairies? Shouldn’t Mica have been a lot smaller then? And have wings?
Mica stood. “Wipe that look off your face, Chica. I ain’t Tinkerbell. I’m a pixie. And never mind what you think that means.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.” She started to stand as well.
Mica whipped her gun hand out straight with the barrel centered on Kate. “Keep your seat if you like breathing.”
Kate sat. She raised her hands out at her sides. Her heart knocked hard in her chest.
“This is how this is gonna work,” Mica said. “I’m going to call my peeps and tell them what a cluster fuck we got. Then we’re going to decide what to do with you, though I think I know what they’ll say.”
Kate didn’t like the sound of that one bit. Decide what to do with her? In movies and TV that kind of talk meant they probably intended to kill her, tie off a loose end in whatever scheme they had running. Unless Kate could make herself seem valuable, they would have no reason to keep her around.
Mica drew a cell phone and started dialing one-handed while the other hand kept the gun trained on Kate.
Kate thought about something Gala had said. At the time, she was convinced it was a bunch of malarkey. She still thought so. But Mica and her people might go for it.
“I can help you find her,” Kate said.
Mica stopped dialing. “Oh, yeah? How come you haven’t already done it yourself?”
“I didn’t know about it before. But I met with a mystic. She said, as her mother, I had the power to find her.”
“A mortal mystic?” She scrunched up her face. “They typically aren’t very reliable, hate to say.”
“But it’s possible she’s right.”
“Yeah, it’s possible. Like I said, you got a bit of the stuff.” She shrugged. “You know how to work it?”
She was tempted to lie. Anything to buy some time. But that lie would crumble too easily to do much good. “I don’t. But one of your people probably does.”
“What do you know about my people?”
“How’d you find me?”
Mica clucked her tongue again. Her thumb tapped out the last digits to the number she had started dialing. Her gaze stayed locked on Kate as she placed the phone to her ear and waited for an answer. “I’m with the mom,” she said after a few seconds.
Kate strained to hear the voice on the other end of the line, but it was impossible.
“Mission’s a bust,” Mica said. “The girl and Lockman are in the wind. Mom doesn’t know diddly.”
Whatever answer came back made Mica wince.
“I know…I know… Look, I did what I was tasked. I can’t help it if the targets have domestic squabbles.”
She nodded at the response. Listened a few seconds longer. “She wants to help.”
Kate’s heart rate picked up, gathering that the conversation had turned to her fate.
So far, Mica had spent the conversation staring into middle space. Now her gaze turned to Kate. “She’s got it in her head some magic could do the trick, but she isn’t a caster. She’s one hundred percent civie.”
Another pause as Mica listened.
“You want me to bring her in then?”
Kate’s heart rate nearly doubled now. Her nerves made her feel like she might shake apart at any minute. Deep breaths helped some, but adrenaline had the best of her.
“Right,” Mica said. “She’s questiony. How much do we want to give her?” Pause. “That much, huh? You’re the boss.” She signed off with a curt “bye now” and returned her phone to her pocket.
Kate lifted her chin, raised her eyebrows. “Well?”
Mica lowered her gun. “Coach says he’d like you on the team.”
Sounded like good news, except for one glaring issue. “What kind of team?”
Mica walked over to the bed, leaned down so her face was in Kate’s. “The kind that always wins.” She rubbed her nose and sneezed. A blast of golden dust shot right into Kate’s eyes from Mica’s nostrils.
The whole world seemed to tilt. Kate’s stomach lurched as she felt herself falling backward. Before she hit the mattress, everything went black.



Chapter Ten
 “There has to be a way.”
The doctor wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve then looked at his arm as if he had expected to leave a streak. Apparently satisfied by what he found, he sniffed and returned his attention to Lockman. “You’re talking about exorcism, more or less.”
Lockman hitched a shoulder. “Call it whatever you want. Can it be done?”
They stood at one of over twenty work-stations arranged throughout the Quonset hut designated The Lab. From tables holding bubbling, steaming, and glowing substances in glass beakers to a corner sectioned off in an airtight plastic bubble and housing various nonhuman cadavers in equally various phases of dissection, the structure housed paranormal experiments put together by some of the greatest minds in the field.
It was Adam’s idea to start The Lab. Lockman didn’t see the benefit of fooling around with mojo, but the ogre had made the case they could use any advantage available. One of the things several of the scientists—if you could call them that—focused their experiments on were methods of killing vampires. They were hoping for some weapon or contagion that worked only on vamps and that could wipe out large numbers of them while leaving innocent mortal lives unscathed.
His initial doubts about The Lab would evaporate in a second if the doctor he now spoke with, Dr. Wendell Truman, could help with what Lockman was asking him about.
The doctor looked down at the long table that stretched between them. Piles of books of all size and manner of binding lay on the table, many of them open even while others were stacked on top of their pages. Truman didn’t seem to study any particular book. The one closest to his gaze’s aim was upside down and had a good amount of its pages torn out. He hummed to himself, scratched the side of his stubbled face. “The problem is—one of them anyway—is we aren’t sure of the nature of your daughter’s possession. I don’t even know if it is possession.”
“I don’t care what it is, doc. If that artifact put Gabriel in her, there should be a way to get him back out.”
“I don’t doubt it. But how?”
“Isn’t that what we brought you people here to figure out? Isn’t that what all these books,” he waved a hand at the table, “and all these experiments are for?”
Truman blinked and sniffed. “Frankly, Mr. Lockman, I was of the understanding our focus was on vampire weaknesses.”
Lockman clenched his teeth and took a measured breath through his nose. He reminded himself this wasn’t the Agency. No matter how much it seemed like what they were rebuilding here on this old Texan farm. “Vamps are the priority, yes. But you’ve been briefed. You know about the ogres’ prophecy.”
“Of course. In fact, I’ve even found literature that supports it.”
That stopped Lockman. He creased his brow. “What?”
Truman rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Oh, yes.” He scanned the pile of books on the table, looked over his shoulder at the two dozen bookcases that formed a partial cubicle separating Truman’s area from the others in The Lab. “I’d have to locate it. An old diary written during the American Civil War. It was kept by a wealthy slave owner in the South who apparently used slaves as test subjects in paranormal experimentation.”
Lockman’s stomach soured. He made a face.
Truman nodded. “His accounts are quite disturbing, indeed.”
“What could he have to do with a prophecy about Jessie?”
“It appears some of his experiments bore fruit, despite their distasteful nature. One area he seemed especially interested in was divination. Of course, who isn’t, right?”
“You mean predicting the future?”
A nod and another dab at his nose with his sleeve. Another peek to see if he’d left anything behind. “He wanted to foresee troop movements of the North. He never had much luck with that. However, his breakthrough came when one of his slaves turned out to be a sensitive.”
Lockman was having a hard time seeing how any of this could lead to a prophecy about Jessie and the end of the vampires.
Truman must have sensed Lockman’s doubts. He held up a hand. “Bear with me. The sensitive he discovered must have had a great deal of power, especially for a mortal. The only other mortals I’m aware of that come close are Gabriel Dolan and your daughter.”
“What did this guy make her do?”
“Petty things at first. Curse his enemies. Increase his wealth. Charm women.”
“All that power and she never fought back?”
“You have to understand. The woman had no idea what she was capable of. Not until this man began his experiments on her. She merely acted as a sort of conduit for his own designs.”
Lockman could just picture it. Another example of mojo’s corruption. Another reason to keep this Lab on a short leash and even shorter lease. After they took care of these vamps and got Jessie back to normal, he would send these “scientists” to opposite sides of the Earth and burn down the building with everything in it.
After a long, juicy sniff, Truman rapped his knuckles on the cover of a leather bound book on the table in front of him. “It didn’t last. She must have learned all the while he used her. The diary doesn’t go into much detail, but I gather she eventually used her magic to escape.”
“And that’s it? Where does the prophecy come in?”
Truman’s grin was worthy of a werewolf under a full moon. “The very last entry.”
Something like a firecracker going off in a frog’s mouth boomed through The Lab.
Truman started and drew up his shoulders toward his ears.
A foul odor soon roiled through the whole Quonset.
Lockman waved a hand in front of his face without much effect. From where he stood, he couldn’t see where the explosion had occurred. He did, however, hear the woosh of a fire extinguisher from somewhere beyond the wall of bookshelves behind Dr. Truman.
“Somebody made an oops,” Truman said.
Lockman took to breathing through his mouth to avoid inhaling any more of that nasty scent. “The last entry,” he prompted.
The doctor put his sleeve against his nose again, only this time he left it there. “According to the plantation owner, the woman actually returned after her escape. The diarist writes of her visit and how he was convinced she would kill him for what he had done. But she didn’t. She told him she couldn’t kill him because of a vision she’d had. She said he was to father a child with one of his mistresses, and that that child would begin a line eventually leading to the birth of a young lady destined to save the world from demons.”
It took Lockman a second to parse the last part of the story, mostly because it sounded so farfetched. He narrowed his eyes. “You mean this prick is one of Jessie’s ancestors?”
“Seeing as it was supposed to be a mistress that starts the birth line, I doubt we could research the genealogy. However, the prediction of a young woman responsible for saving the world from so-called demons sounds similar enough to the ogres’ predictions about Jessie.”
Lockman huffed. “So what? That’s all there is? One line in a diary? How does that help us one bit?”
“I don’t know that it does.”
“Nice. Thank you very much for wasting my time, Doctor.”
Truman dropped his sleeve from his nose. “Knowledge is never a waste, Mr. Lockman. And for the record, there was more to it than one line.”
“That’s nice. How about we focus on researching what I asked about in the first place? Finding a way to get rid of Gabriel.”
“That’s just it. I’m not sure we should.”
“Why not?”
“If she is somehow destined to bring an end to this vampire uprising, she must possess great power.”
Lockman thought about the things she had done to the wolves last night while hardly trying. “She’s got plenty of power, Doc. Trust me.”
“It’s quite possible that this merger with Gabriel’s consciousness, soul, whatever you like to call it, could be the source of that power.”
“What are you trying to say? That if we get rid of Gabriel, we lose our chance to win this war?”
Truman tossed up his hands. “I can’t say anything definitively. The nature of prophecy is so tenuous. But one that goes back at least as far as the American Civil War certainly shows veracity. I’d hate to be the one to meddle with such a thing and end up negating it.”
Lockman reached over the table and grabbed the doctor by the collar. He pulled until the doc’s face came within an inch Lockman’s. “My daughter is not some experiment. I’ll be damned if I let some mojo bullshit have me stand by and let a monster like Gabriel corrupt her.”
Truman sniffled. “I understand your personal feelings, Mr. Lockman. But you must acknowledge that Jessie is more than just your daughter. She very well could be the only thing standing in the way of Armageddon.”



Chapter Eleven
They fear you.
Jessie squeezed her eyes shut. Even with the basement in total blackness, she could still see. She wanted to close out all of her senses. If she could, she would have preferred the oblivion of sleep. But she had slept too much already. Drifting off would be impossible. Besides, she had learned that even vampires dream. The nightmares she was having since mutilating those werewolves were unbearable.
“Leave me alone,” she said aloud, as if Gabriel sat in the dark with her instead of speaking only in her head. She closed the part of her mind that let his voice in. Whatever her dad thought, she never mistook Gabriel as her friend. He was a tool, a source of knowledge, no more significant to her than a paranormal search engine.
Is that so?
She started, opening her eyes. The shape of the water heater stood before her, her vision as clear as it would have been on a moonlit night. How had he…? She set her jaw and focused on snapping shut that pocket of her mind holding Gabriel again. She hadn’t had to really try locking him in for months. It had become second nature.
You’re not the only one learning.
A gasp caught in Jessie’s throat. She scrambled to her feet from her seat against the brick wall. Turning, she scanned the basement as if she would find Gabriel standing somewhere nearby. She had the basement to herself. Just her bed in the corner. A dresser against one wall. An armoire for her closet against another. Mismatched furniture her dad had found at a consignment shop. The throw rug in the middle of the basement came from that same shop. A weird excuse for a bedroom, but she figured it beat a crypt or coffin.
She ground her teeth together. “You need to shut up now.”
We have so much to talk about.
Her breath hissed out between her clenched teeth. Not cool. Not one bit. If she couldn’t block him out anymore, she was looking at some seriously miserable days ahead of her. The dude liked to talk, for one thing. And when he got on a roll, some of the things he talked about gave her already cold skin the shivers.
Aw, I’m not that bad, am I? I taught you how to resist the pain from religious symbols. I explained how you could make yourself impervious to silver’s touch. If you let me, I can tell you how it’s possible to walk in the sunlight without bursting into flames.
Jessie made fists and paced. Yes. He had taught her those things—and more—but only when she had let him. That sense of control over when and if he could communicate with her had made her feel safe enough to allow it. If she couldn’t figure out how to shut him out again, then Dad was right. She was a walking bomb. Gabriel could drive her crazy just by nattering on non-stop.
What benefit would that bring me? Don’t worry, child. I’ll let you sleep. But you aren’t paying attention. I said I could teach you how to walk in sunlight.
“I heard you the first time.”
Well?
She stopped pacing, bounced her fists against her hips. Not for the first time, she wondered how he could know these things. She had stopped bothering to ask, though, because he refused to tell her. Still, having the ability to walk in the sun as a vampire was the last barrier to—
Immortality.
Gabriel’s voice felt like a wet snake twisting in Jessie’s brain. She shuddered. She pressed her fists against either side of her head as if she could squeeze him out of her mind. Listening to him would be a mistake. His managing to bypass her ability to silence him at will could only mean he was that much closer to using her for his own agenda.
But it was hard to resist his promise. Eliminating her weakness to the sun also eliminated the last thing that could kill her. Short of getting chopped into tiny pieces or vaporized by an explosion, she really would be immortal.
Then you wouldn’t need the others. Wouldn’t have to suffer their judgments. You could singlehandedly destroy the vampire army. Their fear would turn to respect, admiration, even loyalty.
Jessie dropped her fists and forced her fingers to relax enough to open. “You must think I’m a real douche. I’m not a power hungry psycho like you are. I don’t need all that.”
Of course not. But how about a little self-determination? Or do you prefer letting your father lock you underground in the dark until he decides it’s okay to let you out?
“I’m not falling for it, Gabe. Sorry.” The truth behind that last bit did sting a little, though. No hiding that sting from Gabriel either.
He treats you like a child.
“He treats me like a threat. And as long as you have free reign in my head, he’s right. You can teach me all you know about sun walking as soon as I figure out how to turn you off again.”
The sound of Gabriel’s laughter sent a tremor through Jessie’s body.
Oh, child, there’s no switching me off. Not anymore.

The darkness peeled away like dry tar, thick and heavy. Kate’s head pounded. Her brain felt two sizes too big for her skull. The crick in her neck and the drool on her cheek came from her sitting position. The chair under her had a pathetic excuse for a cushion on the seat, but it felt better than the bare wooden frame digging into her back. The rope around her arms and torso tying her to the chair didn’t help with comfort. At least the plastic tie around her wrists had been removed. Kate never liked to overlook even the smallest of favors. Though life over the past couple years had done much to chisel away at her natural optimism.
She sat in the center of a plain room, beige plaster walls and a white tile floor the only offered view. No other furniture besides her chair. Not pictures or paintings hanging on the walls. She couldn’t even see a door. If there was one—there had to be, right?—it had to sit directly behind her, because no matter how she twisted her head, she couldn’t find it.
Despite the austere décor, the temperature was perfect, neither too hot nor cold. A good thing considering the final insult to this whole situation—Kate was completely naked.
Mild temp or not, she shivered.
What the hell had she gotten into?
Last thing she remembered was the woman with the skunk stripe in her hair sneezing in her face. Sneezing? Yeah. And the gold dust that come out of Ms. Skunk’s nose stinging Kate’s eyes and sending her off to sleep.
Kate snorted a laugh. The woman had claimed she was a pixie. So had that been her pixie dust? 
She squirmed against her restraints to test their hold. The rope burned and cut into her naked skin, offering no real give. She wasn’t leaving this chair until her captors decided she was. Craig would probably have some trick he learned from his secret life as monster slayer for the government, a way to pop loose a joint and wriggle free of the ropes. She wasn’t an ex-government agent, though. She was just a normal woman who wanted her normal life with her daughter back.
Instead, every day seemed to pull her further away from anything close to normal.
But this?
Come on. She had done nothing to deserve this. Just more fallout from once falling in love with a man keeping too many secrets.
“Let me out of here,” she shouted hard enough to hurt her throat.
The air turned cool, so quickly it seemed like a response to her shout. Gooseflesh rose on her legs and arms. Her bare shoulders reflexively hunched against the sudden cold. The drop in temp had nothing on the icy clutch in her chest from what she saw next.
A spectral green light coalesced on the wall in front of her. The light took shape as it grew. A translucent and glowing face formed, followed closely by a matching body as the apparition passed through the wall and into the room. The man standing before her looked like a green hologram. She had seen another man just like him once before.
A ghost.
One who had pushed himself into her body and possessed her.
Kate screamed, thrashed, kicked. The chair should have toppled, but it was somehow fastened to the floor. Her struggles only coaxed soft creaks from the chair’s wooden frame.
The ghost with her now held his hands out. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
Kate stopped kicking, but nothing could stop her trembling. Hot tears streamed down her face. Her stomach turned as she remember the feel of that foreign presence slipping into her, forcing her own consciousness into a backseat as inescapable as a police car’s. No handles on the doors. An iron mesh separating back from front. A position so untenable, it had driven her mad.
Only Jessie had managed to bring Kate back to sanity.
“Please,” the ghost said, “I promise. I have no intention of harming you in any way.”
A ridiculous claim. Why else would he have her naked and tied to a chair? Fear kept her from being able to say as much.
“You’re probably wondering why I have you restrained.” He folded his spectral arms. The ghostly suit and tie he wore wrinkled and shifted like real fabric. “This is all a precaution. My people can never be too safe.”
Safe? From her? He could walk through walls. He could possess bodies. What in hell did he have to fear from her?
He studied her a moment, focusing on her eyes, maybe reading her thoughts for all she knew. “You’ve seen a ghost before, haven’t you?”
Kate tamped down her fear enough to nod. The fear came swelling back before she could gather any words, though.
“Despite the fiction, there aren’t many of us out there. And most aren’t very well behaved. On behalf of whoever he or she was, I apologize. It’s a hard transition, going from corporeal to spectral. People like me don’t belong on the mortal plane. We’re not meant to face the things in death we once faced in life.”
Kate ground her teeth to hold back the scream that wanted to burst out. His words reached her, but they meant nothing. All she could think about was how to get away from this thing before it hurt her like the last ghost she’d encountered.
“Please,” the ghost said. “Please try to relax.”
“Let me go.” Her voice sounded guttural and ragged.
“I will. I promise. But you must answer a few questions for me. I have to be sure you aren’t…tainted.”
The air had dropped at least six degrees since the ghost entered the room. Her shivers from the cold were indistinguishable from those caused by fright. She would have killed for a little warmth. A blanket. Better yet—her clothes.
“I’m not answering anything,” she said in that low and grinding voice—if she’d heard it on a recording, she never would have recognized it as her own. “Not until you untie me and give me back my clothes.”
The ghost sighed, the sound like wind through a crack. “I’m afraid we’ve destroyed your clothes. I apologize.”
“What? Why?”
“Our mystics attempted a ritual to track your daughter and her father. It appears you’ve had no contact with them in a while, though. The ritual failed.”
“I could have told you I haven’t seen them in months. I have no idea where they are.”
He nodded. “We needed to be sure. Again, I apol—”
“Don’t.”
He held out his hands again. Looked like a politician when he did. “Fair enough.”
“I’m freezing. I’m not talking to you like this. I need clothes.”
“That’s me. Ghostly presence tends to drain heat from an enclosed area. I should have thought of that. I’ll have some fresh clothes brought right away.” He looked over Kate’s shoulder, toward an upper corner of the room, and nodded.
A few seconds later, Kate heard the sound of a door opening behind her. Footsteps came in and around to Kate’s side. Mica, the pixie with the skunk stripe, stepped into view holding a small duffle bag. She set the bag on the floor by Kate’s feet, then drew her switchblade. She circled back behind Kate. Kate felt a tug against the rope binding her to the chair, followed by sudden release.
The ropes fell away.
Kate had two breaths worth of time to decide what to do next—stay docile and go along with what they wanted or try to break for it now that she was free of the ropes. The duffle probably had clothes for her. She could grab it, spin around, bolt for the door.
And face off with Mica and her switchblade.
Kate had no fighting skills, no special training. Again, she found herself up against the wall of her own limitations.
The door clicked shut behind her.
Kate tossed aside the limp ropes, picked up the duffle, set it on her lap. The bag was already unzipped. She ruffled through the set of clothes inside. A basic outfit, but complete. From the Chicago Cubs sweatshirt and jeans to the sweat socks and off-brand sneakers. They even provided a pair of cotton panties and matching bra, all in her size.
“Will they do?” the ghost asked.
Instead of answering, she stood up and got dressed.
The ghost turned his back to provide some privacy. A hollow gesture considering the surveillance camera Kate could see now that she was up from the chair. The camera’s beady lens stared down at her, a red light winking on and off underneath.
When she finished cinching the belt they had provided, Kate realized a good chunk of her fear had given way to a flood of anger. She faced the ghost, her back straight and shoulders square, and cleared her throat.
He turned to face her, must have noticed the change in her, and took a step back. Not that he had anything to fear from her. They both knew if she took a swing at him, her hand would pass straight through his form.
“What do you want from me?” Kate asked.
“Your help.”
She looked around the room. Nothing in there except the camera and chair. The only break in the plain walls was a steel door with a few fist-sized dents in it. These made Kate wonder if the walls only looked like plaster, but were actually made of something stronger. If someone—or something—could punch dents into steel, plain old plaster wouldn’t prove much of a barrier.
“You don’t have to be psychic to know what I’m going to say next.”
The ghost smiled. “I’ve a funny way of asking for help.”
“Funny’s not quite the word I’d use.”
“You should be very proud of yourself. Despite the fear that must be coursing through your veins right now, you’ve managed to pull together nicely. You’re a strong woman.”
Her heart hammered a million times a second. Her muscles felt like they would unravel at any moment from all the trembling. Even with the clothes on, her skin rippled with cold gooseflesh. She did not feel like a strong woman. But apparently she was faking it well enough.
“It’s a little late for flattery to work on me.”
“I suppose you’re right.” He crossed his ghostly arms. “Let me give it to you straight. We need to find your daughter and Mr. Lockman as quickly as possible. We had hoped to find them both with you.”
“Can’t you find them the same way you found me?”
“Finding you was a fluke. In retrospect, we should have realized Lockman wasn’t with you simply because you were so easy to find.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our mystics managed to track you because you weren’t doing anything to keep us from tracking you. In fact, you did quite the opposite. Your engagement with those various freelance practitioners left a large trail for us to follow.”
Kate curled her hands into fists. She stalked away from the ghost. The walls felt closer. The camera’s stare felt more pointed, accusatory. What a fool she’d been. Her efforts to find Jessie had only managed to make her an easy target. She had no idea what she was doing. She was in over her head. That’s why Craig had sent her away in the first place. This world was not her world.
“I don’t know how you think I can help you.”
“What you said to Mica back at your apartment is true. You have a blood connection to your daughter. There is little that is stronger.”
“So what? You’re going to rely on my motherly instincts?”
“It’s a little more complicated than that.”
“I don’t care. I’m done here. I don’t know what you want with Jess, but you aren’t getting to her through me.”
The ghost reached out a hand. “Don’t you want to find her?”
“Not if it means leading the likes of you to her.”
“You know,” he said with a lopsided grin, “the mortals I work with have a nickname for me. They call me Casper.”
Kate folded her arms. “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”
“It’s because I’m friendly.”
“I get the reference. You’ll have to excuse me for not taking the word of a couple of nameless people.”
“I don’t have any intention of harming you. If you want to leave, you can leave. But you’ll be walking away from any chance of seeing your daughter again.”
Heat crackled up the back of Kate’s neck. “You just got done saying I have a strong link to her. Seems like I’ll have better luck finding her than you.”
“How’s that? You going to enlist the help of another powerful mystic you look up in the Yellow Pages? Maybe you can dial up one of those psychic hotlines and do the whole thing over the phone?”
“I’ll figure it out.”
“Maybe. Of course, by then it could be too late.”
It was bait and Kate knew it. She couldn’t keep herself from taking it, though. “Why?”
“Because if we can’t find your daughter and Craig Lockman soon, they’re going to set off the end of the mortal world as we know it.”



Chapter Twelve
Lockman couldn’t let Gabriel continue using his daughter. But that’s what Dr. Truman basically suggested. Sit by and do nothing, because getting rid of Gabriel might disrupt their stupid prophecy.
A gust of wind rattled the glass in the old window by the bed. His quarters were on the second floor of the farmhouse, the only other person besides Jessie living in the house itself. He sat on the edge of the hard mattress, staring out the window but not seeing anything outside. He saw pictures of Jessie with wolf blood on her face and vacant rage in her vampire eyes. He saw the quivering innards of a wolf turned inside out, a heinous punishment delivered by his teenage daughter. Images from nightmares. Only these were real.
What have I let happen to you?
This didn’t have to go on, though. Maybe there was no cure for vampirism. That didn’t mean he had to let Gabriel continue haunting her mind. Truman thought it possible to get rid of him, perform some kind of exorcism. He owed his little girl that much.
To hell with the prophecy.
He stood and strode to the door. Paused with his hand half-reaching for the knob.
You’re letting your emotions muddy this.
Jessie could be the only thing standing in the way from an all out vampire apocalypse.
He had promised himself he would keep his head.
I am keeping my head.
Gabriel was a danger, no matter how you looked at it. Having him around would jeopardize what little they’d managed to cobble together in the last six months. Lockman could quantify that. The mission was to stop the vamps from reorganizing into an army that could eventually take over the mortal world. A tangible objective. No prophecy necessary.
Jessie was a definite asset, but she wasn’t their only asset. They had pulled together a small army of their own. They also had the infrastructure in place to wield that army with speed and precision. Small ops directed at specific targets had kept the vamps broken up and disorganized just like vamps should be. And if any vamp tried to rise up like the king had and try to better organize them, a simple assassination would squelch that before it began. Once they had larger numbers, they could push forward and begin full-on vamp culling. Wipe vamps out of the mortal plane altogether.
A solid strategy.
They didn’t need a prophecy. They needed clear vision and sound tactics.
Let’s get this done.
He strode out of the farmhouse and right back to Dr. Truman’s lab.

“Have you consulted with the others?”
Truman’s voice shook, which told Lockman all he needed about how this was going to go. He grabbed the doctor by the lapel and backed him into a filing cabinet. On top of the cabinet, a ceramic figurine of a dolphin on a pedestal of waves tipped over.
“I don’t need to consult anyone. This is my daughter we’re talking about. I want that fucker out of her head ASAP.”
“There’s no need to get rough, Mr. Lockman.”
Lockman let go and backed off. “What do we need to do?”
Truman adjusted his collar, but his trembling didn’t help with straightening it. “I’ll need to call Father Caruthers.”
“A priest?”
“As I said before, it will be an exorcism of sorts. Father Caruthers used to be a physicist before he became ordained. His specialty is possession.”
“But this isn’t a demon. This was once a man.”
 “I know full well who Gabriel Dolan was.” Truman lifted an eyebrow and gave Lockman a pointed look. “The mechanics of possession are rather uniform. The Father will know what to do.” 
“How fast can we get him here?”
“He’s already here. We’ve had him working on the loss of one’s soul during vampiric transformation. We were hoping to find a way to perform a ‘reverse exorcism.’” He raised his hands and curled his fingers into quote marks. “Seeing if there’s a way to put a soul back into a vampire.”
Lockman couldn’t see the point. Did they think they could go vamp by vamp and restore souls fast enough to keep up with all the new turns the vamps made every day? Would stuffing a soul into a vamp make any difference anyway? The only vampire with a soul Lockman had ever seen was Jessie. They couldn’t count on the others turning out like her. She’d had a good soul to start with. Who knew what kind of life some of these vamps had led before getting turned?
He kept his doubts to himself.
“Tell the Father he’s got a new project. Fill him in and have him ready in an hour.”
“An hour?”
“That a problem?”
The doctor blinked rapidly for a moment. “Of course not.”
“Then I’ll have Jessie back here in an hour.”

All he had to do now was convince Jess to go along with the exorcism.
When Lockman entered the stairwell, he found the lights still off. Staring down into the pitch black made him dizzy for a second. His stomach gurgled, a reminder that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast and it was now two hours past dinner time.
“Jess,” he called into the dark. The stairwell seemed to swallow his voice. “I’m turning on the lights.”
No answer. The silence quickened Lockman’s heartbeat.
He snapped the light switch at the top of the stairs. A single bulb in the stairwell came on and obliterated the dark. The sudden light forced Lockman to squint. More light came from down in the basement, several other bulbs all tied into the single switch.
Lockman grabbed the railing and headed down.
At first glance, he couldn’t find her. A cold wash ran through him. His heart rate cranked up. Then he spotted her, a hint of her leg visible behind the sheet draped over her bed.
“Jess?”
He approached the bed, crouched beside it, and lifted the sheet.
Jessie lay face down underneath the bed, her face buried in her folded arms. She didn’t budge. Even when Lockman poked her in the ribs, she remained perfectly still. Corpselike.
Oh, god, he got to her. Somehow he got to her.
In one fluid motion, Lockman gripped the bed frame and lifted, tilting the bed up on its side and against the wall. He scooped Jessie up into his arms, turned her so he cradled her like he would have if he’d been around to carry her to bed when she was a little girl. Gave her a gentle shake.
Her eyes fluttered open. When her gaze focused on Lockman her brow wrinkled. Her mouth cocked to one side. “What are you doing?” she asked slowly.
“Are you all right?”
She looked around, took in the bed propped up against the wall, looked back at Lockman. “I was hiding under my bed.”
He didn’t like the drunken slur to her voice. “What the hell is going on?”
“Gabriel.”
Lockman’s chest squeezed at the sound of the name.
“I can’t shut him up anymore. I had to force myself to go to sleep. It was the only way to get away. It wasn’t easy.”
He eased her onto her feet and took her by the shoulders, looked her straight in the eye. “Do you want to get rid of him?”
“I can’t. He just keeps…” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Shut up!”
“He’s…talking…to you? Right now?”
She pulled away from him and started to pace. “The guy is a fucking chatter box. I think he’s trying to drive me insane.”
She might have meant that as a figure of speech, but Lockman figured that might be exactly what Gabriel was trying to do. If he drove her mad, weakened her mind, he might be able to exert even more control over her. Use her like a puppet. A damn powerful one at that.
“Jess, listen. I’ve talked with a doc in our labs. He thinks we can force Gabriel out of you. Get rid of him once and for all.”
She stared at him, but looked as though she were listening to something else. Someone in her head perhaps. Her eyes narrowed. “He says you can’t do it.”
“I wouldn’t expect him to say anything else.”
“He seems pretty confident. I can usually tell if he’s lying.”
“I don’t care what he thinks. I’ve got this set up. They’re going to be ready for us in less than an hour. Are you in?”
She frowned, still with that far away listening look. “He says we should go for it.” Her gaze focused onto Lockman. “If he says we should do it, we definitely should not.”
“He’s playing games. You have to block him out.”
“I can’t,” she shouted, baring her fangs. A flash of red sparked in her eyes.
Lockman shuffled back. His hands curled into fists on instinct. “Easy.”
She hung her head and covered her mouth with a hand. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled against her fingers.
Lockman reached out and touched her arm. “It’s okay.”
“He’s stopped.”
“Gabriel?”
 “He won’t say a word to me now. Last thing he said was…” Her face scrunched up. “Enjoy Armageddon.”
The bastard was toying with her, stirring her doubts, her fears. Which could mean he was worried, trying whatever tricks he could to get Jessie to refuse going through with the exorcism because he thought it could work. “He’s just trying to scare you.”
“He is scaring me.”
“Then let’s kick his ass out and put Gabriel Dolan to rest once and for all.”
A few seconds passed as Jessie stared down at the floor, mulling it over. Then she lifted her chin, nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”



Chapter Thirteen
Doctor Truman led them to a corner of the Quonset where they had installed moveable partitions to create a separate “room” for Father Caruthers’s experiments—or whatever he called what he was doing. The room didn’t look anything like a laboratory. Instead of microscopes, glass jars, test tubes, and textbooks, the space was furnished with a recliner, a couple softly lit floor lamps, a sofa, and a plush throw rug that looked like it could have come off of a bear. There was a single bookcase with a few leather-bound tomes that had probably seen a couple centuries. A gold crucifix hung on the wall. A portrait of Jesus hung on the opposite wall.
Father Caruthers stood in the center of the room when Jessie, Truman, and Lockman entered. He wore a plain button-down shirt and khaki pants. No priest’s collar. He did hold a rosary in one hand, though, his thumb worrying at the beads.
He smiled in greeting. “Welcome.”
Lockman noticed Jessie eyeing the crucifix. It might have been as tall as she was. Lockman didn’t know if size mattered when it came to the effect of religious symbols on vampires. Smaller crucifixes hadn’t bothered her in some time, but maybe a bigger one still held some power.
“You okay?” he asked her.
Her gaze stayed locked on the cross. “I feel a little tingly.”
“Pain?”
“Just…tingly.”
The father’s smile twitched. “You are as amazing as they say.”
Jessie took her eyes off the cross and studied the father. “I don’t think ‘amazing’ is really the word you mean.”
A little more of Caruthers’s smile crumbled. “How do you do it? This symbol should be driving you mad.”
Jessie snorted. “Do you even know why religious symbols bother vampires?”
He glanced at Dr. Truman as if expecting an answer from him. Truman looked as flummoxed as the priest. Not for the first time, Lockman wondered if any of these people who “studied” the supernatural knew a damn thing. Full of a bunch of theories as substantial as hot air.
“They are representations of faith in a higher power. A benevolent God. Vampires are demons, minions of evil. It makes sense that they would fear God.”
That got a typical teenager eye roll—an all too human expression that almost belied her vampiric features. Almost. “You don’t have a clue. It’s got nothing to do with God.”
The father’s smile curled down into a frown. He raised his chin and looked down his nose at Jessie as if she had personally insulted him. “It has everything to do with God.”
“As the only vampire in the room, I think I’d know better than any of you.” She strolled toward the giant crucifix. With her hands clutched behind her back, she studied it much like a museum patron would admire a Rembrandt. “You people forget that vampires did not start on this plane. Where they come from, symbols like these were used by their natural enemies to strike fear in them, warning them of the torture and agony that awaited them. This enemy has instilled such fear into vampire kind, that the fear has become a part of them, and is passed on to any other being who becomes one of them.”
A cold rock dropped in Lockman’s gut. First, because of the professorial tone Jessie took on as she spoke. This wasn’t her talking. It was Gabriel. Second, because of the idea that some other kind of creature existed that vampires feared on the level Jessie was talking about. He’d never heard of such a thing. He sure as hell knew he never wanted to see such a thing.
“That’s preposterous,” Dr. Truman said. “You’re saying this fear is so strong, it carries over to vampires who have never even met the enemy who inspired it?”
Jessie turned away from the cross to face them. “Thanks, Doc. That sums it up about right.”
“Preposterous,” he said again, though it sounded more like self-denial than an actual stance on the subject.
Father Caruthers crossed his arms. He looked far less convinced. “I find it hard to believe this so-called vampire enemy used any kind of symbol like the Holy Cross.”
“Symbols of faith, Father, are universal. And not limited to religion. Those are just some of the more powerful. I bet you didn’t know that some vamps get a little queasy at the sight of the American flag. There’s a lot of blind faith in that symbol, and vampires can feel it.”
Caruthers and Truman both stared at Jessie with their mouths hanging open.
Lockman couldn’t take much more of this listening to Jess talk like the evil bastard he’d brought her here to get rid of. “Fascinating stuff, but we’ve got more important things to deal with.”
The priest cocked his head as if he meant to argue. He took a deep breath through his nose, nostrils flaring, then uncrossed his arms and nodded curtly. “Yes. Very well.”
Truman cleared his throat and moved to Jessie’s side. “Right over here.” He gestured toward the recliner.
Jessie let the doc guide her over and she took a seat. She gave Lockman a look, raising her eyebrows.
He shrugged. They were both in the hands of the doctor and the father. They would have to trust the two men knew what they were doing. Which was a trick, since Lockman didn’t trust they knew much of anything. Especially after seeing Jessie give them a lesson in vampire lore. Or was it Gabriel that had actually given the lesson? In either case, Gabriel proved to know a hell of a lot about the supernatural. In any other case, Lockman would have considered keeping him around to pump for intel they could use against the vamps.
But this was Jessie they were talking about. Lockman didn’t give a damn what Gabriel knew. He wanted him out of his daughter.
Father Caruthers took up a post beside the recliner. “Try to relax.”
“If you knew the litany of things getting shouted at me in my own head, you wouldn’t have even bothered suggesting such a thing.”
“I’m sorry. This will just go a lot smoother if you let me do the work.”
“I’m committed. Do what you have to do. Just get it over with.”
Lockman couldn’t hold back his curiosity. “What’s he saying now?”
Jess scrunched up her face. “Nothing that makes sense. Something about a hundred year reign of darkness.”
Why did he bother asking? Gabriel was obviously trying to scare them out of going through with the…procedure. That made Lockman all the more certain of their path.
So long, you son of a bitch.
The father rested a hand on Jessie’s forehead. “Close your eyes and take deep, even breaths. Try to imagine your muscles turning to warm putty.”
Jessie closed her eyes, but her face looked pinched, not the least bit relaxed.
“If you feel like drifting off to sleep, go ahead.”
Eyes still closed, Jessie quirked up one eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right?”
Caruthers scowled. If Lockman could have read his mind at that moment, he guessed the father’s thoughts weren’t the most priestly. The father managed to hold back his ire, though. He sighed heavily and said, “Just try your best. And don’t speak.”
Jess harrumphed, but left it at that.
Dr. Truman looked from Jessie to Caruthers like a sugar-stoked six year-old checking out the presents under the Christmas tree. He rubbed his hands together. “Shall I get the holy water?”
“Holy water?” Lockman asked. “Come on. I thought you said this was like an exorcism. We’re not casting out Satan here.”
“No,” Jessie said, voice guttural. “Much worse than that.”
The father and doc exchanged worried looks.
“No,” Caruthers said slowly. “But as we’ve said, the process is similar enough. The trappings don’t matter. Only the intention. And I intend to rid your daughter of the monster possessing her.”
Jessie opened her eyes. In her typical voice, she said, “I wouldn’t go as far as possessed. More like occupied.”
“Please. Do not talk. Keep your eyes closed.”
She rolled her eyes before closing them again.
Truman looked at Caruthers expectantly. Caruthers gave him a nod and Truman shot over to the lone bookcase. The shelves only came to his waist. An ornate golden chalice sat on top of the shelf next to a glass decanter half filled with water. Truman poured some of the water into the chalice and then carried the chalice to the father.
Caruthers took the gold cup in both his hands. He muttered something, eyes closed. A prayer, Lockman figured. Then the father dipped the tips of his fingers of one hand into the water. With his wet thumb he drew a cross on Jessie’s forehead.
Jessie bucked in the chair. The skin on her forehead turned bright red, as if sun burnt. A strange contrast to otherwise gray pallor. For an instant, that patch of skin looked human again.
The red faded quickly however. In its place, a darker, bruise-like color remained in the shape of the cross Caruthers had drawn.
Lockman didn’t know if that reaction was because of her vampirism or part of the exorcism. Wouldn’t Gabriel have taught Jessie how to resist the effects of holy water the same he had silver?
As if in answer to his question, the dark mark faded right before their eyes. Jessie let out a soft breath and short moan. “You can do that again if you want,” she said. “Shouldn’t bother me now.”
The hand Caruthers had used to draw the cross still hovered over Jessie’s head. It began to tremble. He closed the hand into a fist and pressed it against his lips.
“You all right, Father?” Lockman asked. The guy looked ready to snap.
But Caruthers nodded, pried his fist away from his mouth, and set his shoulders with new resolve. He handed the chalice over to Truman, which Truman took with quivering hands of his own.
Caruthers reached into his pocket and withdrew the rosary he’d held earlier. He dangled the cross over Jessie’s head and began swinging it in a slow circle around her face.
“Spirit, I call you by name. Gabriel Dolan, do you hear my voice?”
“He can hear you fine,” Jessie said.
“Jessie, I need you to remain silent from here on. I only want to speak with Gabriel directly.”
That set off a spark in Lockman. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“The only way to draw out the spirit is to commune with him directly. Now, please. Stop interrupting and let me do this.”
Lockman crossed his arms and could feel the tension in his biceps. He did not like where this was headed.
Truman slowly backed away as if afraid sudden movement might set off an explosion. Not exactly comforting behavior from one of the so-called experts.
The only thing that kept Lockman from calling off the whole thing was the memory of Kate’s face when he told her he was taking Jessie away from her and she could never see her daughter again. A reminder of all the horror he had brought on the two women he loved most in this world. Jessie was a vampire because of him. Gabriel’s soul literally haunted her body because of him.
If he could do anything to repair some of that damage, he had to try. Evicting Gabriel from her mind would go a long way.
He set his jaw and let the priest continue his ritual.
“Gabriel Dolan,” Caruthers said in a deepened voice. “Christ’s power commands that you speak to me.”
Jessie’s eyes twitched under the lids as if she were in REM sleep. Her hands clawed into the recliner’s arms. Her breath quickened.
The tendons in Lockman’s neck felt ready to snap. He gritted his teeth and kept silent.
“Gabriel. Do you hear me?” The rosary swung above her face and cast a moving shadow across her features. “Answer me.”
The air took on an electric quality. It smelled like burnt wires. The hair on the back of Lockman’s neck and arms stood on end.
“Something’s happening,” Truman whispered.
Caruthers shot him a dirty look, then returned his attention to Jessie. “Christ demands a response.”
“Then why don’t you fetch him and we’ll talk.”
The words came from Jessie’s mouth, but sounded nothing like her. Not just the tone or inflections. Somehow her voice had actually changed, as if it weren’t her speaking at all.
The change wasn’t the strangest part, though. Lockman recognized the voice. It sounded like him.
The father licked his lips. His voice had the slightest tremor. “The Lord is always with us.”
“See? That stuff always confused me. I thought we were talking about Jesus, not God.”
“They are one in the same.”
Jessie’s eyes snapped open. Her gaze locked onto Caruthers. She grinned. “Mortal religion is so strange.”
“Gabriel?” the father asked.
“Who else?”
Lockman couldn’t hold back. “Get out of my daughter you son of a bitch.”
Caruthers glared at Lockman. He didn’t say anything, though.
Jessie grabbed the rosary still swinging above her and jerked it out of the father’s hand. She gave the wooden cross on the end of the bead chain the kind of look a four year-old gives a mound of over-cooked peas. Then she tossed it aside. The beads clicked and skittered across the floor before coming to rest against the far wall.
Caruthers jerked back as if singed.
Truman slinked backward another couple steps.
Then Jessie sat straight and eyed Lockman. “You aren’t taking very good care of my body, Mr. Lockman.”
“Not yours anymore.”
She smirked. “Ah, yes. This is my body now.” She ran her hands down her chest and over the tops of her thighs.
“That one isn’t yours either. You’ve over-stayed your welcome. Time to get out.”
“Where would I go? Back to you?”
“I don’t give a damn where you go. To hell would be the best choice.”
She turned her attention to Caruthers. “Did you hear that? He wants to condemn me to hell. I though only the good Lord could do that.”
Caruthers stammered. The sheen of sweat on his brow and the pasty cast to his skin suggested he had never really expected to speak with Gabriel. Apparently, the father’s faith had a few chinks in it.
Lockman crossed over and grabbed Caruthers’s arm. “Get a hold of yourself.”
Jessie snickered.
Caruthers wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, took a deep breath. “I’m fine.” He dipped his fingers back into the holy water and flicked some drops in Jessie’s face.
She flinched, but the water had no effect on her skin. Her tongue snaked out and licked at a drop by the corner of her mouth. “Refreshing. Better if it were blood, though.”
Lockman wanted to physically strike out at Gabriel, but that meant attacking Jessie. The evil man sat protected within his host and hostage.
“Get him out, Father.”
He made the sign of the cross and mumbled a prayer under his breath that started with the plea, “Lord, give me strength...”
Jessie smiled wide enough to show her fangs. “I think I’ve seen this movie,” she said. “It didn’t end well for the preacher.”
“The Lord works through me. His power is my power. I command you, spirit, leave this body.”
“Well, since you asked so nicely...no.”
Gabriel had managed to take over Jessie so thoroughly, she had nearly become him. Lockman’s desire to grasp her throat and squeeze grew despite his knowing he would be hurting her more than he would Gabriel. Which raised the question—where was Jessie now? Was she in there, muscled out of her own rightful spot in her consciousness by Gabriel because of the priest’s summons?
Why the hell did I agree to this?
The father seemed to gain confidence. His prayers had given him strength. He puffed up his chest and bellowed, “Out with you, demon. The power of Christ demands you leave this innocent body.”
Jessie threw back her head and laughed. Her whole body shook with it. “Innocent body? You call me the demon, but this body is a vampire. This dear girl lost all hope of innocence when she drank her own regurgitated blood and left the mortal world behind.” She reached out and grabbed Caruthers by the throat, pulled him down so she could look him straight in the eyes. “This girl’s body is lost to you.”
And then she tore the father’s head off his shoulders.



Chapter Fourteen
Kate had clothes again, but what helped most with staying warm was the absence of the ghost. She sat alone in a room furnished to look like an average living room you’d find in any suburban house right down to the HDTV and shelves with knick-knacks on the walls. The only thing that ruined the impression was the steel door and the two-way mirror built into one wall.
She assumed she was in the same building as the last room, but because of another dose of Mica’s pixie dust, they could have taken her anywhere while she was zonked out. All sense of time had blown to pieces for her as well. For all she knew, they had her in an underground lair in the South Pole two months after Mica had grabbed her from her apartment in New York.
The where and when didn’t matter, though. Not anymore. She had agreed to help. She wanted to find Jessie, and if anyone could help her better than a pixie and a ghost, she didn’t know who.
The strange rooms gave Kate the impression they had resources. And Thom—the name the ghost had used to introduce himself—had suggested there were others like them on their “team,” though he had yet to explain the function of this team.
Kate had her own ideas. Something like the Agency that Craig used to work for, she guessed. A government operation that dealt with what Craig had once referred to as the Darker Things.
She had the TV on, tuned in to some reality show featuring make-up artists who competed by turning models into various fanciful creatures. The contestants lived in happy ignorance that some of the creatures they designed actually existed in the real world and were far more horrifying than their mere appearance suggested.
Much of what Kate had experienced in the last year had made fiction look pretty silly.
The hinges on the steel door creaked as the door swung open. Mica entered the room alone—at least that’s what it looked like at first.
Then Kate noticed the three foot-tall man walking beside her.
He didn’t have the features of a human dwarf or little person. In fact, he looked perfectly human except for his size—a shrunken man wearing a suit as fancy as anything Armani put out for the standard-sized gentleman. Age-wise, he resembled a full-grown man in his thirties. His small patch of hair was neatly coiffed on his baseball-sized head. He had a striped tie around his tiny neck. His eyes shone a marvelous blue, like glowing gems inset in his face, the only other feature besides his size that marked him as non-human.
The small man must have enjoyed the attention Kate gave him. He smiled, shot his cuffs, and straightened his tie. “You like the merchandise?”
“Stuff it, Wertz. For mortal girls, size does matter.”
He shot her a dirty look—having to crane his neck back to do it—but his smile quickly returned, and with those beautiful eyes Kate felt a tinge of attraction despite his stature.
“You never met a gnome, I take it?” he asked.
Kate stammered, the question too surreal. Though you’d think I’d be used to this crazy stuff by now.
“Don’t let the size fool ya,” he said and waggled his eyebrows. “Good things come—”
“Cool it, Wertz, before I drown you in my vomit.” Mica gave him a nudge with her foot, which almost toppled the little guy.
He dusted off his suit with his hands. “Watch the duds, Dusty. You know how much Giorgio charges to custom design for a gnome?”
“Those...” Kate started and felt a sudden urge to giggle that made it hard to go on. “Those are really Armani?”
“Damn skippy, they are.”
“But aren’t gnomes...” She tittered. “Aren’t you supposed to live in gardens?”
The glow in his eyes dimmed. He crossed his arms. “I expected better from someone of your pedigree.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Everyone with an un-rotted brain in the supernatural community knows who the mother of the Chosen One is. And frankly, I thought you wouldn’t be caught up in all the mortal clichés. Next, I supposed you’ll ask where my red pointed hat is.”
That cinched it. Kate broke into full laughter. Once she started, she couldn’t get herself to stop. The laughter came like steam from a cracked pipe, a release of pressure.
The gnome dragged his hands down over his face and groaned. “I get no respect.”
Mica shook her head and strode over to the couch where Kate sat. She held out her hand. “Come with me, love. It’s time for orientation.”
“Orientation?”
“The whole naked questioning thing with Thom was your initiation. Now it’s time to get smarted up on what we’re for.”
“When do we find Jessie?”
“All things in time, sweets.” She wagged the fingers of her outstretched hand. “Let’s not keep the boss waiting.”
“Thom’s the boss?”
The creased brow and incredulous look Mica gave reminded Kate of Jessie so much she almost started crying as quickly as she had started laughing.
“Kinda hard to be a boss when you can’t touch anything, eh?” Mica said. “Boss has got a little more substance, if you know what I mean.”
Kate took Mica’s hand and let Mica help her to her feet. The strength Kate sensed in the woman’s arm gave her pause. The pixie had kicked Kate’s apartment door in and halfway across the room. Kate had a feeling if Mica had used her hands, the door would have continued sailing straight through the opposite wall.
Wertz bowed and swept an arm out toward the door. “Ladies.”
Mica guided Kate out into a long hallway with other steel doors matching the one to the faux living room.
“What is this place?” Kate asked.
“Headquarters’ subfloor,” Wertz answered. “With a room for every occasion.”
“Subfloor?” Maybe they had taken her to an underground lair.
“Fancy for the basement,” Mica said. “You’ll find we got a fancy word for just about everything. One of the few things I don’t like about this outfit.”
“What exactly is this outfit?”
“We’re taking you to find out.”
“No pixie dust this time?”
One corner of Mica’s mouth curled up just barely. “Nope. Sleepy time is over, love. Time now for you to wake up and see it all.”
The hall eventually led to an elevator. Based on the numbers above the elevator door, the building they were in had seven floors. Once inside, Mica gestured at Wertz. “Push the seven for me, will ya?”
Wertz spat air, fluttering his lips. “Funny gal.” The button for the seventh floor was well above the gnome’s reach.
Mica smirked as she tapped the button herself.
The rise made Kate’s stomach spin a little. She took a deep breath and tried to prepare herself for whatever came next. Impossible, she knew. In this secret world of gnomes and pixies and vampires and ghosts, you couldn’t prepare, because just about anything could come next. In this world, life seemed to have no rules.
The seventh floor did not disappoint in the surprise department. The doors split and the three of them stepped out into a penthouse apartment that could have fit three of Kate’s old houses inside. A hodgepodge of exotic paintings and statuary made up the bulk of the décor. A half-man, half-dragon carved from marble sat atop a Grand piano, the piano situated in a corner made of glass, a view of endless plains stretching out below, the setting sun turning the tips of the browning grass a glowing amber.
Kate’s breath caught at the view.
More sculptures like the man-dragon sat on shelves or stood as tall as Kate on the floor. Winged creatures, giant snakes, men clad in armor and wielding swords. Paintings on the walls depicted scenes both macabre and inspiring—like the one of the man dancing with a glowing angel, unaware of the twisted demon close behind with bared fangs and a long sword.
Mica and Wertz let Kate gape for a bit before ushering her further inside.
The floor plan was mostly open, but the furnishings and a few select walls provided enough of a maze for them to go through that Kate did not see the man waiting for them on the red leather couch until they turned a corner guarded by a life-sized sculpture of an ogre that doubled as a pillar bracing the ceiling.
For the second time, Kate’s breath caught.
She knew the man on the couch, his arms stretched out along the seatback to either side of him, legs casually spread, dark gaze locked directly onto her. She had seen his face on countless magazine covers, movie trailers, TV interviews and exposes. The even stubbled head. The matching stubble on his face. Both carefully groomed to look perpetually, but handsomely, un-groomed. His most famous feature was his eyes, though. Cool, gray, and always with a hint of the sinister. Those eyes, more than any acting talent, were what made Romeo Kress, according to People Magazine, America’s favorite bad guy.
The closest Kate had ever come to meeting a celebrity in person was when she had lunch one table over from her local weatherman. In any other situation, she would have been plenty blown away with meeting the legendary Romeo Kress. She’d seen his movies, loved several of them. But to meet him under these circumstances? That he had something to do with the likes of Mica and Wertz, that he wanted to find Jessie himself, that he was a part of the supernatural world?
Kate almost fainted.
“Easy, tiger.” Mica put an arm around Kate’s shoulders and held her steady. “A fan, I take?”
Blinking away her lightheadedness, Kate stared at the man on the couch. “Is that really…”
“That really is,” Wertz said.
Romeo Kress smiled. He gestured to a matching chair of candy red that looked like it could fit right in at an old 1950s diner. “Please have a seat.” His voice held that signature rumble that had delivered so many wicked lines.
Kate drifted over to the chair as if walking through a dream. She sat on the edge, folded her hands in her lap, and leaned forward to give her host a long look. She felt the dumb grin pinching at her cheeks and could do nothing about it. “What in the world do you have to do with any of this?”
“What a question,” he said and raised his eyebrows. “All depends on what you mean by ‘this.’”
Kate waved a hand at Mica and Wertz. “Them. The supernatural stuff. My daughter. Craig. Any of it.”
“Well, the supernatural stuff, as you put it, I don’t have much choice with, seeing as I’m a card carrying member.”
“You’re a…?”
“Mortals don’t have a mythical counterpart for me. Much as I’ve searched the globe, I believe I’m the only of my kind to find myself on this mortal plane.”
“You look human.”
He hitched a shoulder. “So does Wertz.”
“Yeah, but he’s—”
“Careful,” Wertz warned. “I’m sensitive about my size.”
“Mica looks like an average mortal, too,” Kress said.
“Barring her poor sense of style.” Wertz waggled his eyebrows.
Mica gave him another nudge with her foot, sending him stumbling into the ogre pillar.
“Many beings from beyond the curtain share mortal features,” Kress continued, clearly used to and unfazed by this duo’s antics. “After all, in the grand scheme, we are all related.”
“What grand scheme?” Kate asked.
He waved a dismissive hand. “Bah, who wants to get philosophical at a time like this? We have more important things to tend to.”
Kate felt a twinge in her chest. “Does that mean you’re finally going to tell me what you guys are all about? And how to find Jessie?”
“Yes and yes. First, some background on us. My wealth from making films has allowed me a great deal of resources. Ever since finding myself on the mortal plane, I’ve wanted to know more about how this dimension fits in with the others. How a being from a parallel world can suddenly find themselves outside of their own realm.” He hung his head and smirked. “Looks like we’re going to get philosophical after all.”
“I don’t understand any of this. Craig tried to tell me some, but he always seemed skeptical of his own explanations. You…people…supernatural people…beings…don’t come from our world?”
Mica and Wertz stood like a pair of guards where they had entered this section of the penthouse. Kate supposed that’s exactly what they were, too, for the moment. As if they expected she might try to run for it. In the meantime, their presence, along with Kress’s, made Kate the only mortal in the room and outnumbered three-to-one. It made her self-conscious about how to address their kind.
No one appeared bothered by her awkward address, though. Kress crossed his legs and rested his arms on the couch-back again—relaxed, unworried. “That’s the trick question everyone wants the answer to. The truth is, our planes have cross-pollinated enough that it doesn’t matter who is from where originally. An easy example is the vampire. Many vampires seen today—”
“If you see ‘em before they see you,” Mica interjected.
“—were born here on the mortal plane. Actually, I’d say most.”
“But why did you come here in the first place? And how?”
“It’s different for every case. Some were summoned by mortals who thought they could control the inhabitants of other worlds. Some of us slipped through natural tears between worlds. Still others came here on a pilgrimage of their own making, each with its own design.”
Interesting information, but Kate couldn’t see how it mattered. It brought her no closer to finding Jessie. And it didn’t cover the original question about who these people were and what they wanted with her daughter.
“Tell me why you brought me here.”
“We are looking for your daughter and Craig Lockman.”
“Why?”
“Because they are key in rebalancing this plane.”
“Rebalancing?”
“Another fancy word,” Mica said, looking like she wanted to spit. “Means there’s too many of us here.”
“Too many supernatural people,” Kate said.
“As I suggested, some cross-over between worlds is natural, unavoidable, and mostly harmless. But in the last decade or so an expanded era of invasion has reigned.”
“That includes you, doesn’t it? I mean, no offense, but aren’t you part of that invasion?”
Kress uncrossed and recrossed his legs. He laced his fingers together across his knee. “That’s right.”
“But if I’m reading you right, you guys want to stop that invasion.”
“Not just stop it,” Kress said. “Reverse it.”
“Including yourselves?”
“Eventually, yes.”
“But if you’re part of the problem, why do you care?”
Wertz grunted. “You think we want to be here? You think I like hearing cracks about my size and my gardening skills every damn time I have to deal with a mortal?”
“It’s simple.” Kress shrugged. “We want to go home.”
“How does this tie in with Jess?”
“Your daughter is referred to by several groups of supernaturals as the Chosen One. Not all agree on exactly what she’s been chosen for. But it is my belief,” he looked up at his companions, “our belief that she can bring about what some have called The Return.”
Contemplating that made Kate a little dizzy. “Why Jessie?”
“Destiny does not deal in whys.”
“This…Return? How does that work? You all just disappear and end up back home?”
“Wish I knew,” Kress said, “though I doubt it will be that easy.”
Something occurred to Kate. “The ghost. Thom. He said Jess and Craig were about to end the mortal world or something like that.”
For the first time since she sat down with him, Kress hesitated. His gaze shifted to his companions as if looking for backup. Then he looked back to Kate with some of the color leached from his face. “Why did Lockman take your daughter and send you away?”
“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. Said I couldn’t take it.”
Kress scratched the side of his neck, the sound of his fingernails against his scruff loud in the interim silence.
“Why?” Kate asked. “Do you know?”
Kress shook his head. “The last bit of concrete intel we have on Lockman came when he went up against Otto Dolan in Detroit. We had eyes and ears on Dolan for some time. That’s how we learned about you and Jessie. After Lockman took out Dolan, a little research made the connection between the prophecy of the Chosen One and your daughter. But Lockman took the two of you into hiding and that’s the last we had.”
That didn’t explain the hemming and hawing over Thom’s warning. They were keeping something from her, just like Craig used to do. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Perhaps it’s better if you don’t know.”
“That’s not going to fly. You want my help, you stay honest with me. Craig kept me in the dark about so many things, that’s how I ended up here.” She looked Kress square in the eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”
Kress met her gaze and stared long and hard.
Wertz’s small feet shuffled nervously on the polished wooden floor.
The air felt thicker.
“Fine,” Kress said. “Some members of my team are concerned that something may have happened to Jessie.”
Kate’s stomach clenched. “Like what?”
“No one is certain. Much of this was gleaned through supernatural means. Scrying. Tarot. Induced visions. These techniques aren’t always reliable. Your story seems to back up that something happened, though. Why else would Lockman take Jessie away from you?”
He was still holding back. Kate could feel it. “You must have some idea. You don’t make a prediction about the world’s end on a whim. If you’re trying to spare my feelings, you’re wasting your time.”
“The specifics do not matter. I’m not going to make you suffer through a bunch of possibilities when that’s all they are. The important thing is that something has changed, and I’m worried that if we don’t find Jessie and put things back on course, we’ll lose our chance at bringing about The Return. And that means your mortal plane could become overrun with all manner of dangerous creatures.”
He leaned forward. “Mortals will become the minority.”



Chapter Fifteen
The stream of blood pumped out of Father Caruthers’s stump of a neck in time to his heartbeat. He remained standing for a surreal few seconds before tumbling sideways to the floor. Meanwhile, his head sailed across the room and bounced off the wall like a tossed basketball, leaving a slap of blood on the white paint.
The smell of iron bit at Lockman’s nose and made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.
Dr. Truman screamed. He spun and ran for the door.
Jessie—it’s Gabriel now, don’t let yourself forget that—leapt out of her seat and into a perfect arc that had her landing on Truman’s back. She wrapped her legs around his waist, locked her arms across his chest, and sank her fangs into the side of his neck.
He screamed again, a wet gurgle dulling the pitch this time. With her on him, he lost his balance and fell forward. Jessie—Gabriel, damn it!—stayed on his back a few seconds longer. The moist sucking sounds made Lockman’s stomach do flips. As disgusted as he was, his instincts remained lithe.
He drew his weapon and trained it on Jessie, lining up the notch on the barrel with the center of her back.
As if she sensed the move, she tore her mouth loose from Truman’s throat and looked over her shoulder at Lockman. The blood around her grin made her look like a deranged clown with a bad makeup job. “Oh, Daddy, you’re not going to shoot me are you?”
Most frightening in all this, he could see his Jessie hidden beneath the horror show. Despite the blood, the gray complexion, the fangs, and her new, Gabriel-twisted voice, he could see his daughter in her eyes. A random memory from before the vamp king had turned her scrolled through his mind. The taste of pumpkin spice coffee. She had made him try some at a coffee house when they were living in Illinois with Kate, during those days he thought he had made them safe. He had insisted he would hate the coffee, but once he had a sip he was hooked. It was one of a handful of good memories with her during that time, when her obsession with mojo hadn’t kept her locked in her room and cutting herself.
Jessie stood and squared off with Lockman. She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist and only managed to smear the blood across her cheek. “So here we are. My body facing off against my soul. Strange, isn’t it?”
“This isn’t your body. Hasn’t been for a long time.” Lockman’s words sounded hollow to himself. He wished he hadn’t said anything at all. Bantering with Gabriel would get him nowhere.
“What about this body?” Jessie—Gabriel!—dragged a slow hand down her chest to her waist, stopping just at her belt. “Is this my body now?”
“No,” Lockman ground through his teeth. “And it’s time you got out.”
“Or what? You’ll shoot me?”
Both Truman’s and Father Caruthers’s bodies made squirting noises as blood pumped out of them. The room smelled more and more like a meat locker with the cold turned off. Lockman remained frozen in his shooter’s stance, no palatable options before him. He considered winging her. But a shot to a vampire’s arm or leg, even with silver rounds, wouldn’t slow her down much. He also didn’t want to hurt Jessie. Gabriel might have somehow got control of her body, but it was still her body, and he didn’t know how much she could still feel of it.
An old voice spoke up in his head. A voice straight from his Agency days.
It didn’t matter whose body that was. Gabriel had control of it now, and Lockman could not let Gabriel Dolan, one of the world’s most dangerous supernatural terrorists, escape.
Which meant what? Shooting his daughter in the head?
Nice to know that old voice still had a say, but Lockman had come too far to let its cold calculations make all the decisions for him. There had to be another way. There had to be a way to get Jessie back.
Jessie’s lips curled in what Gabriel probably thought qualified as a smile. “I can see the agony in your eyes. You must feel like Abraham at the stone, knife raised to sacrifice your own son. Or daughter in this case. Only God isn’t going to stay your hand, Craig.” She spat his name like a curse.
“Get out of my daughter.”
“I’ve nowhere else to go. Besides, she’s the one who let me in. She took up the artifact.”
“She didn’t let you in.”
“Well, not exactly. You’re right. Let’s not blame the girl.” Jessie tapped the corner of her bloody mouth. “Hmm. Who can we lay this on? I know. How about the man who chose not to destroy an artifact he knew nothing about because he thought he could someday use it? Who would that be?”
The palms of Lockman’s hands oozed with sweat, his grip on his weapon slick. His finger curled a little tighter around the trigger.
“How did that work out for you?”
The son of a bitch was right, of course. All Jessie’s suffering led back to Lockman’s choices, starting with the one to bury the memory artifact that held Gabriel’s soul, among others, instead of destroy it like he had promised Kate he had. He had intended keeping it as another failsafe in his effort to protect Jess and her mom. That intention turned into another paver for the road to hell he had led them on.
“You know, during all that internal struggle you’re suffering through, I could have killed you by now?”
“You don’t want to damage your old body in case you can get back in.”
Jessie shrugged. “Maybe. Really, I just want to prolong your suffering. You have taken so much from me. My brother. My legacy. My dignity. To trap my soul, use my own body as an agent against my aspirations. That’s just sick.”
“You would be the expert on sickness.”
“Let’s face it, Craig Lockman. You’re a straw man. That agency created you like a Frankenstein monster. They used not just my body, but my power to make you. They had no idea what they were doing. Your precious Victor Creed was jealous that I knew how to harness the supernatural unlike anyone else. That’s what this really comes down to.”
“Are you trying to convince me of something?”
“I posses my power and knowledge because I have access to a million ancient minds. Don’t you know what that means? What I could accomplish? I can remake the world.”
“Spoken like a true terrorist.”
Jessie shook her head like a disappointed parent. “After all you’ve seen, you’re still brainwashed.”
“The only thing I care about is my daughter’s safety. I will find a way to get you out of her and then I will banish your soul to oblivion like I should have when I had the chance.”
“You’ll run out of priests with heads long before you get me out. The only way I’m leaving this vessel is by my own decision.”
This whole time, Lockman watched Gabriel speak through his daughter down the length of his gun’s barrel. His arms ached from holding them out for so long. He stank of sweat. The air tasted like blood. He’d run out of things to say. He couldn’t reason with this madman. He couldn’t kill him without harming Jessie. Never in his life, even at the hands of the vampire king, had he felt so impotent.
Then his brain caught up with what Gabriel had just said. The only way he would leave Jessie was if he decided to on his own. So how could Lockman convince him to leave?
By offering him something better.
“You can have my body back,” he said.
Jessie cocked her head to one side. Her gray brow wrinkled. A lock of her night black hair dangled down the center of her face. “Excuse me?”
“Leave Jessie. Take me instead.”
Jessie laughed so hard her body shook. She pressed a hand to her chest, threw her head back, mouth wide and flashing her fangs.
Lockman’s shoulders knotted. Her wild laughter made his nerves curl. “Stop it.”
After a handful of seconds, she got control of herself—or Gabriel did, anyway. The laughter petered out and in its place Jessie looked at Lockman with what seemed like pity. “You sad little man. You have no idea. I don’t want your body back. I spent too much time creating this.” She held her hands out at her sides. “What happened to your daughter was no mistake. This is destiny...prophecy.” Her voice slithered around the last word.
A shiver ran the length of Lockman’s spine. “You planned this?”
“I simply took my place in Fate’s grand scheme. Everyone has their take on what is to become of young Jessie. The ogres, the vampires, the werewolves, the fey. Only I have all the pieces and know the true prophecy. Remember those millions of ancient voices I told you about?”
“Bullshit. All of those prophecies are guesses. They might have some mojo behind them, but they’re no more accurate than a ten-day weather forecast. If that.”
“Believe what you’d like. But know this—your new supernatural friends are all right about one thing. Your daughter has been chosen to bring about great change to the mortal world. I will be there to help make it happen.”
Lockman blinked, and the darkness within that blink was all the time it took for Jessie to cross the room, wrench the gun from his hands, and throw him to the floor. He landed in a puddle of Father Caruthers’ blood which seeped through his shirt straight to his skin.
Jessie pounced on Lockman’s chest, using her knees to pin his arms. Despite her small frame, her strength gave her enough leverage to hold him for a second. Long enough to whisper in his face. “I’ll make sure you live long enough to see your own progeny destroy everything you’ve tried to protect.”
Vampire strength or no, Jessie still had the body of an early teen and weighed as much. Lockman twisted under her, worked his arms loose, then grabbed her by the waist and tossed her off of him. By the time he collected his gun, Jessie had reached the door.
The door led to the maze of cubicles set up in the larger structure. All the other “scientists” working in this building apparently hadn’t noticed any of the ruckus in the Father’s office. Jessie had killed both the father and doctor relatively silently, and Lockman knew most of the people working in the building stayed plenty distracted with their own studies and experiments. Jessie stepped out without meeting any resistance.
Lockman hurried after her.
She didn’t run, but she moved swiftly enough that she reached an outside door within twenty seconds. She looked back at Lockman again, hand on the door handle.
He stopped short, still holding his gun, but lose at his side. He knew he wasn’t going to shoot her. Knew he wouldn’t have to.
“See you later, Lockman.”
“It’s still daylight. You’re not going anywhere.”
Jessie smiled. “But you learn so much from a million ancient voices.”
She opened the door.
Sunlight blasted in, turning Jessie into a silhouette. Cool air blew through, carrying the smell of a Texas winter, which felt more like early fall compared to what Lockman grew used to while living in Illinois.
“Looks like a nice day,” Jessie said and stepped outside. Sunlight touched every inch of her exposed skin and did nothing.
Nothing.
The sunlight had no more effect on her than it would any mortal.
He should have raised his gun at that point. Should have fired and kept firing until he emptied his clip. Though if the sun didn’t harm her, silver bullets might not have bothered her either, not unless he got a clean headshot.
He should have at least tried.
He would have, too, if it had been anybody else besides Jessie.
Instead, he watched her turn and run, leaving him behind open-mouthed and squinting against the sunlight.



Chapter Sixteen
I failed.
All my efforts...
Failed.
Lost.
“Lockman.” Teresa snapped her fingers in his face. “Craig.”
Lockman blinked, found Teresa’s eyes. There were lines around them he hadn’t noticed before. Preparing for a looming war with the vamps had aged her. Had aged them all.
She slapped his cheek. “Snap out of it. What the hell’s going on?”
A siren wailed across their encampment. Armed supernaturals of every stripe that could handle sunlight raced back and forth. Someone had raised the alarm. When? How long had he been standing in this doorway?
Teresa’s eyes kept flicking toward something below Lockman’s neck. He looked down at himself. Father Caruthers’s blood had seeped around to the side of his shirt. His shirt stuck to his skin in the red mess.
“Jessie,” Lockman said. “Gabriel.”
Teresa’s eyes narrowed. “Where is she?”
“Gone.”
“You...you killed her?”
He looked at the gun in his hand, shook his head. “She walked out this door and ran off.”
Teresa grabbed him by the jaw and turned his head up to look in his eyes. Her nostrils flared. The color in her cheeks counteracted the age lines he’d noticed earlier and gave her back some youth. “You need to pull it together. I’ve got a report of two dead.” Her gaze dipped to his bloody shirt again. “What happened?”
“We attempted to get Gabriel out,” he said. He tried to ignore the smell of the father’s blood on him, never mind the tacky feel of it across his back and around his ribcage. “Doc Truman and Father Caruthers thought they could do it.”
Teresa’s lips curled back from her teeth. “You set this up on your own, without consulting any of us?”
An acid taste boiled up from the back of Lockman’s throat. “I don’t need your permission to help my daughter.”
“You blind son of a bitch. What happened to you? What happened to the professional I used to know?” She pointed at the gun in his hand. “Did you even fire that thing? No one heard gunshots.”
She expected him to shoot his own daughter. Of course she did. She had expected him to shoot her sister after she’d been turned into a vampire, and he had. Fair was fair, right? That’s what the arguments between them always came down to. Teresa was pissed because she didn’t get to kill Jessie in exchange for her sister.
He almost said as much, but they had covered this territory dozens of times already. Besides, after what happened with Gabriel taking over, Lockman didn’t have much of a case to argue.
“Where is she, Lockman?”
“I told you. She ran off.”
“So she’s hiding in the building?”
He tossed his hand out, waving at the grounds beyond them. “She ran out the door. Into the sunlight. And it didn’t do a damn thing to her.”
Mouth hanging open, Teresa stared at him a good ten seconds before speaking. “What else?”
“The ritual backfired. We didn’t get Gabriel out. He...took over.”
“Jesus Christ. We need to mobilize a team. Fan out. Bring her in.”
Lockman gazed past Teresa, out toward the tree line that surrounded the far edges of the acreage their compound sat on. Despite the cool air, the sun warmed his skin. “She’s a vampire that can travel by day. There’s no way we’ll track her. She’s long gone.”
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
He knew, but he let Teresa say it anyway.
“Our whole operation’s at risk. Everything we’ve accomplished here.”
“I just wanted to get him out of her.”
Teresa pointed a finger in his face. “You, of all people, should have known better than to play with Gabriel Dolan.”
He didn’t know what else to say. She was right. He had blown this big time. Fretting over it wouldn’t get them anywhere. “We can’t track her, but we can try to work out where Gabriel’s going with her. He said some things to me maybe we can use to get an idea of his plans. I’ll get Adam to pull together some scholars and—”
“No.”
“What do you mean no?”
“You could cowboy your way through when this was just about taking down some vamps in New Orleans. But the mission is bigger than both of us now, and you’ve proved you can’t stay objective. You’ve gotten reckless. So you’re done.”
Lockman snorted. “You are not going to stop me from trying to save Jessie.”
“That’s just it,” Teresa said. “We’re not out to save Jessie. We’ve got to clean up your mess and stop Gabriel.” She whistled sharply and waved over one of the supernaturals passing by. A tall thing with what looked like suction cups all over its face. He didn’t need the AK he carried to intimidate anyone. The saw blades in his mouth passing as teeth did the trick fine.
The creature jogged up to them, nodded at Teresa.
Teresa hooked a thumb at Lockman. “We need to detain Mr. Lockman. He’s to be held in the prison block until further notice.”
The thing’s three yellow eyes widened to the size of golf balls. “Ma’am?”
“You heard me.” She turned to Lockman, held out her hand. “Give me your firearm.”
Lockman ground his teeth. “Go to hell.”
“Don’t make this harder than it is, Craig. I let you roam free, you’ll go after Jessie on your own. You’ll keep undermining what we’ve built here, letting your emotions get in the way.”
“What do you know about emotions?”
Her mouth curled up on one side. “Ironic. Used to be I could have asked you that. No one in the biz had a cooler head than you.”
“I found something outside the job.”
“Well, I lost everything because of the job.” She tipped her head at the sucker-face thing.
Sucker-Face leveled his AK at Lockman. “Hand the lady your weapon.”
The breath flaring out of Lockman’s nose felt like dragon’s fire. He’d been wrong about the lines around Teresa’s eyes. They didn’t make her look older, they made her look mean. He tossed his gun at her, a part of him hoping she’d accidently shoot herself when she caught it. The idea that they had once been lovers seemed ridiculous now. He didn’t even know this woman.
Teresa caught the weapon without so much as a flinch, let alone a misfire. “You might think I’m a cold bitch, but I’m just looking at the bigger picture. This isn’t about saving any one person. We have a whole world to save. At least I can see that.”
“Whatever helps you sleep at night.”
Sucker-Face grabbed Lockman by the arm while digging the barrel of his AK into the small of Lockman’s back. Extra cautious for something that looked like it could take off Lockman’s head in one bite.
Lockman and Teresa shared one last smoldering glare.
Then Sucker-Face escorted Lockman to the prison block.



Chapter Seventeen
They took Kate to a circular room that looked like something out of a movie set. Having Romeo Kress in the room only added to that effect. For a moment, Kate could imagine herself about to act out a scene with Kress, in his famous bad guy mode, having his minions chain her to the massive pentagram engraved into the marble floor.
Turned out, the plan didn’t stray much from her imagination.
“I’m afraid you’ll have to disrobe again,” Kress said from the edge of the circle room by the door they’d come in through. Wertz and Mica stood on either side of Kate in the room’s center, whether escorts or guards, Kate still hadn’t decided—though it was hard to feel at all intimidated by a three foot-tall man in a miniature Armani.
Despite the marble floor and what looked like solid-gold walls, the room’s temperature matched that of a mild summer day in mid-Michigan without the humidity. Stripping down in front of a Hollywood star, however, gave her plenty of goose pimples.
Mica carried Kate’s clothes out of the room without a word.
Wertz had backed off some, giving Kate space, but he couldn’t help stealing frequent glances at her nakedness.
“Please,” Kress said. “Lie on the floor, head facing the engraving of the sun on the wall.” His gaze never changed its style from when she’d been clothed till now, all professional, as if this were a part from one of his films.
Kate searched out the engraving on the wall, lined herself up, and lay on her back. The marble felt shockingly warm. The bigger shock came from the ceiling. She gasped at the sight. A mural depicted a massive crack in the Earth that nearly split the planet in half. Flames and gouts of lava spewed from the canyon accompanied by swarms of black, winged demons. In the air above the crevice, winged angels armed with spears battled the demons. But it didn’t look like a fair fight. The demons kept coming while many of the angels fell from the sky.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Kress asked.
“Horrifying. Does it have some significant meaning?”
Kress tilted his head back to take in the mural himself. “It’s what’s to come if we cannot bring about The Return.”
“Angels and demons? Really?”
He shrugged. “This room was built thousands of years ago. The painting is a representation of what mortals thought they knew at the time. We’ve grown more sophisticated about the details of the supernatural, but the message remains the same. One final battle for the sake of our world, and our side clearly losing.”
“So this supernatural overpopulation thing’s been a worry for a while, huh?”
Kress smiled, showing teeth. “Since the first mortal met with a being not of this plane.”
The mural looked like it could swallow Kate. The longer she stared the more this feeling of her rising up toward it came over her. She closed her eyes. That’s when she noticed the smell. Rubbing alcohol.
Something soft and wet slid across her wrist.
She opened her eyes to find Mica had returned and now crouched beside her. She was smearing rubbing alcohol up and down the inside of Kate’s arm with a cotton ball.
“What’s that for?” Kate asked.
“Avoid infection.” The straight razor appeared in Mica’s hand as if from nowhere. She had it flipped open and against Kate’s wrist before Kate had any chance to react. With a quick jerk, Mica sliced the blade up the length of Kate’s arm and opened the skin at least four inches.
Kate shrieked, though any pain hadn’t hit her yet, the cut was so quick and clean.
Mica lifted Kate’s bleeding arm and set it down with the wound positioned against the groove of the pentagram. “Hold it there, love. The blood’ll know what to do.”
Sure enough, the blood did. As if drawn by invisible force, it rolled into the groove and ran through it like a small, red river.
Kate grew light headed, and the cut began to sting terribly. How much blood did they need? They couldn’t mean to fill the whole pentagram? She would never survive.
A whiff of cologne drew Kate’s attention upward. She found Wertz standing over her by the crown of her head. He bent over and patted her check. “Try to relax. We know what we’re doing.”
“The blood will help me find Jessie?”
“Can’t have real magic these days without some blood.”
Didn’t feel like some, though. It kept gushing and gushing out of her arm. The lines of the pentagram around her turned red with it. Meanwhile, the edges of her vision closed in. Any second now, she would pass out. Then her life was in the hands of a movie star, a gnome, and a pixie with a skunk stripe in her hair. Though, who was she kidding? Her life had been in their hands from the moment Mica had kicked in her door.
“What...do I...need to do?”
“No worries. It’s real simple.” He patted her cheek again. “Just lay there and die.”

The prison block consisted of six cells made of reinforced concrete with bulletproof Plexiglas doors, all walls and doors laced with silver and treated with mojo that supposedly counteracted other mojo. Fighting flames with a tank of gas in Lockman’s opinion, but like several elements of this large operation, he was not consulted on the matter. Sitting on the slab of concrete acting as the only surface to sit or lay upon, Lockman realized how much this had grown beyond him. He’d liked things better when it was just him, Kate, and Jessie living out in the woods.
They had installed the prison underground, under one of the Quonsets, and it smelled like a basement, dank and earthy. No one had bothered installing temperature control on the level. The blood soaking Lockman’s shirt had gone ice cold and he couldn’t stand the feel of it against his skin any longer, so he had whipped the shirt off and tossed it into the corner of the cell. Now he fought the urge to shiver. Sucker-Face stood guard on the other side of the door and Lockman would be damned to show the slightest weakness.
A check of his watch put the time at four thirty, which meant he’d only been held captive for about thirty minutes. Felt more like hours to Lockman. He didn’t have the patience for captivity. It went against his nature to sit and do nothing for any length of time, unless he was sleeping.
From the corner of his eye, Lockman noticed a change in Sucker-Face’s stance. Lockman looked up from his watch and saw Adam step up, say something to Sucker-Face, then Sucker-Face nodded and left.
Adam turned to the cell door and peered in at Lockman.
Lockman shot off the cement slab and crossed to the door. “Let me out of here, Adam. She’s gone nuts.”
Adam raised his auburn eyebrows. His large mouth curled down at the corners. “Teresa has gone nuts?” His voice sounded tinny coming through the grate built into the door. “What about the man who tried to use a priest to exorcise a mortal soul?”
“Truman said it would work.”
“Dr. Truman knows...knew...no more about Jessie’s unique condition than a third grade school teacher. Who knows what you might have caused?”
Lockman’s hackles rose. “Don’t you start. Gabriel was already influencing her. I had to try something.”
Adam’s frown deepened. His green complexion seemed to darken. His gaze drifted to one side. Lockman could practically see the steam pumping out the ogre’s ears. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“You’re talking about your prophecy?”
Adam’s eyes turned back to Lockman. “Now is not a good time to mock me.”
Lockman put one hand on his heart and the other up in the air as if swearing an oath. “Not mocking, big guy. Gabriel had a lot to say about that prophecy. He’s a believer. He just has a slightly different take on the whole deal.”
“What do you mean?”
“Let me out of this cell.”
“That isn’t my call to make.”
“What are you talking about? Who put Teresa in charge of this outfit? Last time I checked, we had split the load between the three of us. We were a team.”
Adam crossed his tree-trunk arms. “A funny remark coming from the guy who conducted a ritual on the Chosen One without consulting his team.”
“What do you want? An apology? Forget it. I am not sorry for trying to save my daughter.”
“You could have come to us, explained your intentions, handled it with care instead of selfish recklessness.”
“Teresa would have never gone for it. She would have—”
“Then you could have come to me,” Adam shouted. Red patches speckled his green cheeks. His dime-sized nostrils flared. He took a calming breath and spoke in an even tone. “I would have helped Jessie in any way I could. I would have backed you up. Haven’t I always?”
Damn. Lockman felt deflated. He shuffled away from the cell door, head hung. The ogre was right. He had stood up for Jessie’s place among them as much as Lockman. Never treated her like a freak or a burden.
“You have a hard time making friends, Lockman.”
Lockman laughed. “Never been a strength.”
“But you have always commanded respect.”
“Does that mean you’re going to let me out of here?”
Adam stepped a little closer to the door. His breath fogged the Plexiglas. “I’m trying to make a point.”
Lockman kept his mouth shut and let Adam finish.
“We need you, Lockman. We need your strength, your leadership, your cunning. I know you’re used to going it alone. I know that’s part of who you are. But times have changed, my friend. You helped bring together this growing army. You are now accountable to it. This is no longer a rogue operation.”
Even with his shirt off, Lockman could still feel the stickiness of the priest’s blood smeared across his skin. The feel brought back the image of Jessie tearing the man’s head off. He would never scrub that from his mind.
“All I’ve ever done in life is take orders or make up my own. I’m not a leader, Adam.”
“Hate to break it to you, but we’ve got a compound full of supernaturals you helped recruit that feel otherwise. And having to lock you up for jeopardizing our operation does not play well with morale.”
“What do you want then? A promise to be good?”
“I want a decision,” Adam said. “Right now. Are you with us? Or are you on your own?”
Lockman threw up his hands in exasperation. “Of course I’m with you.”
Adam shook his head. “Not good enough.”
“You want a blood sacrifice to make it official? This is ridiculous. I don’t belong in this cell. I belong out there trying to fix my mistake.” Adam opened his mouth to speak, but Lockman held up a hand to stop him. “Yeah, I fucked up. I admit it. I’m not operating the same way I used to. I’d love to go back to the cold bastard that could make every choice about the greater good. But my greater good has changed.”
“No one is looking for a cold bastard. Emotions give strength. Ogres know this better than most. Emotion is what powers magic.”
“Blood powers magic,” Lockman corrected.
The ogre’s shoulders sagged. His sigh sounded like a jet taking off. “You mortals have twisted magic so horribly on this plane.”
“Look, Adam, I appreciate that mojo might have a better rep in your homeland, but around here it’s dark, bloody, and always a bad thing. Forgetting that’s what led me to helping Gabriel take over Jess.”
The expression on Adam’s face looked as if he stood beside a relative’s gave. “I feel sorry for your world.”
“It’s your world, too, now.”
“Yes. I’m very sorry about that, as well.”
“Nothing’s going to change that. That’s why you’re here, trying to save this pathetic planet from vampire domination, right?”
A second passed, Adam’s gaze downcast. When he looked up, Lockman thought he saw a wet shine in the ogre’s eyes. “I told you it was not my call in letting you out.”
“Whose is it, then? Teresa’s?”
Adam tapped a finger against the Plexi. “Yours.”
Freakin’ ogres and their cryptic talk. Made Lockman miss Marty’s foul mouth, though he had gotten heavy into the mumbo-jumbo toward the end there. Thinking of Marty made him think of all their loses—Vera, Marty, Creed, Rodriguez, and Jessie’s mortality. Maybe even Jessie’s soul if they couldn’t get her back and finally do something about Gabriel.
And Kate.
He hadn’t exactly lost her. No. He had sent her away. The look in her eyes when he told her she could never see her daughter again found its way into almost every dream Lockman had, the very definition of a haunting memory. Whenever he thought of her, wondered where she was, what she was up to, it felt like his heart sprung a leak and poured blood into his belly. He tried to banish thoughts of her altogether. So far without any luck.
He raised his chin, stood straight, and looked Adam in the eyes. “I’m with you. Let me out of here.”
Adam took time staring back at Lockman as if he could see into Lockman’s mind. He must have found what he was looking for. He grunted softly and poked at a keypad by the door. A second later there came a metallic snap. Adam pulled the door open and stepped aside.
Lockman stepped into the hall leading between the cells, gave his cell one last glance over his shoulder, then faced Adam. “What’s next?”
“We have to bring Teresa down from the edge. She’s talking about a full-scale assault and we don’t even have a target to strike.”
Lockman’s muscles tensed. Full-scale assault meant taking Jessie out. He knew that’s what Teresa intended. “Even if we knew where to find her, we can’t just head out and obliterate Jessie.”
“We have to convince Teresa that Jessie is still important to the war.”
“Good luck with that. You all never had me fully convinced about this Chosen One stuff.”
“You doubt she is special?”
“I make it a habit to doubt everything,” Lockman said with a smirk. “But Jessie’s special to me, and that’s good enough. Winning over Teresa, who wanted to stake Jess from the beginning? Totally different story.”
Adam stroked his chin like a giant, green Confucius. “I may know of a way to change her mind.”
“I’m listening.”

Kate woke up in the mural.
She floated above the massive canyon splitting the earth, angels and demons swarming around her, clashing with swords and spears, claws and teeth. The air smelled of sulfur and blood. The sound of clanging metal and tearing flesh underscored the countless variations in pitch to the screams all around.
Kate didn’t know what kept her suspended in the air. After a second of thrashing her arms and kicking her legs, she found some control over her trajectory. The large, swinging limbs motions as if trying to swim, kept her floating in place. If she made subtle moves, though—a tilt to her arms, a cant in her feet—she could turn and sail like a kite. Not exactly flying, but able to dodge the combatants and change her view of the battle.
No one seemed to notice her. Demons would flap by without turning a glance her way. Angels soared toward her as if she didn’t exist and they would have collided if Kate hadn’t learned to get out of the way. Then, one time, she didn’t move fast enough, and a pair locked in combat whisked straight through Kate as if Kate were a ghost.
I’m not really here, she thought.
But this wasn’t a dream, either. The heat from the gorge below felt too real. All the smells and the ashen taste in her mouth too vivid. This was something more than a dream.
She thought back to what had happened before she found herself in this place and remembered lying on the marble floor in the center of the pentagram. Remembered the feel of her blood being drawn out of the cut in her arm and into the grooves of the engraving. The blood flowed out of her so quickly she hadn’t had a chance to fight.
Then she recalled Wertz’s words right before she fell unconscious.
Just lay there and die.
So was she dead? Or was this some place in between?
A splash of lava shot from the crevice below and engulfed Kate.
While the angels and demons passed through her with no more substance than a breeze, the lava burned. The liquid rock weighed her down. The spray fell back toward the Earth and she fell with it, spatters of hot liquid clinging to her naked skin, searing her while not marring her.
Like molten fingers, the lava drew her down into the crack. The lava had cooled and lost its light. She continued to plummet, down so deep that all turned pitch black. She couldn’t see. The dominant sensation that of falling. The air snatched out of her lungs.
Something cold touched her chest.
A second later, electric pain shot through her whole body, emanating from whatever touched her in the dark. At some point she had stopped falling. She felt hard, smooth ground against her back.
The shock came again.
Her body convulsed.
A flash of light touched her eyes, then went immediately dark again.
A third shock.
Her nerves felt as if an army of rats gnawed on every inch.
Light touched her eyes again. A couple flickers. Then gone.
A frantic male voice came through the dark with a slight squeak to it. “God damn it. Why isn’t she waking up?”
“Told you, you waited too long, ya crank.” This was a woman’s voice, the accent familiar but still strange. “Go her one more.”
“All right. Charging, charging...clear!”
Another pulse of electric agony cut through Kate, making her feel as if she might burst out of her skin. The smell in her nose reminded her of this time from her childhood, when her cat had peed on an electrical cord. The spark had left a burn mark on the carpet. The next day, little Katie didn’t have a pet cat anymore.
This last jolt shook something inside of Kate. Afterwards she felt a hard knock in her chest as if her heart had punched her breastbone. Her lungs took in air all in a rush as if they hadn’t had any to start with.
As her eyes fluttered open, Kate realized all at once that her lungs hadn’t had any air. And that knock in her chest hadn’t been a punch, but the first beat after a long break. She had died. They had killed her.
And now they had brought her back to life.
Mica and Wertz knelt on either side of her, staring with wide and worried eyes. Wertz held a pair of defibrillator paddles that looked like medieval shields in his small hands. Between the gnome and the pixie’s heads, Kate had a view of the mural. It looked different. Had more angels joined the fray? Had some of the demons been crawling back into the crevice before? Obviously, no one had repainted the thing. She couldn’t have been dead that long. She couldn’t pass the seeming changes off as her imagination, though. Maybe they had moved her to a different room.
While this passed through her mind in jagged flashes, she gasped and coughed. Her heart pounded so hard it hurt. Her tongue felt like an obstruction in her mouth. She couldn’t get enough air in and out of her lungs fast enough. Lying on her back made it all the harder, so she tried to roll on her side.
Her muscles spasmed. All she managed was to jerk her body up and then roll right back onto her back.
“Easy, love,” Mica said. “I’ll help.” She gently lifted one of Kate’s shoulders and tipped her onto her side.
Breathing came easier. Kate closed her eyes and did nothing else for a while. She didn’t know how much time passed like that and didn’t care. While she lay there, she felt Wertz bandage and tape up her arm. Mica stroked Kate’s back. Everyone real nice to her now after they had killed her.
She didn’t have the strength to question them about what the hell they were doing to her. But when she got the chance, she would make sure to rail not only at Mini-Man and Skunk Girl, she would give hell to the movie star who had stood by watching it all happen.
Just as she made this promise to herself, Romeo Kress’s voice oozed in Kate’s ear like audio caramel. “Rest easy, Kate. I know you have many questions and probably a few choice words.”
Kate tried to say, “You better believe it.” Instead, it sounded more like, “Rooerrveught.”
“It would have been much harder to convince you to go through this part of ritual if we’d told you about it in advance. Trust me when I tell you the worst is over, though. You have given blood to the Great Maker and, most importantly, crossed the Great Threshold and come back again.”
If Kress hadn’t addressed her personally, Kate might have mistaken his diatribe as lines from one of his movies. Great Maker? Great Threshold? What did any of this have to do with finding Jessie?
She felt Kress put a calloused hand on her bare arm. “We have awakened the dormant power within you, Kate. The very same power you passed onto your daughter. The power you can now use to find her.”



Chapter Eighteen
“It feels good, doesn’t it?”
The girl still wouldn’t speak to him. A shame, after all the wonderful conversations they had had in the past. All the things he had taught her, like a father really. And wasn’t that partially true? He was her father. After all, those were his genes passed down to her. It mattered not one whit that another soul had been joyriding in his body at the time of conception.
Gabriel tilted his head back, putting his face to the sunlight streaming through the treetops. A strange sensation, having cold vampire skin yet feeling warmth from the sun. The flesh would not give up its chill any more than the sun would surrender its heat. Nature meeting the unnatural.
A laugh bubbled through him, from his narrow chest, through his slender throat, out his dainty mouth. Well, maybe not dainty with the fangs and all. Still, this girl’s body held such wonder for Gabriel to explore. Nothing perverted or sexual. He had no time or interest for that. He ran a hand along the skin of his arm. The arm still held scars from its mortal days. Slices across the inner arm, signs of a troubled teen crying out for help by cutting herself. At least, that’s what it would look like to the common mortal. Gabriel knew better. The girl had told him about her early experiments with magic.
How cute.
Gabriel inhaled deeply through his nose—and it was his now, no matter what Lockman wanted to believe, the fool. A vampire’s sense of smell rivaled that of a bloodhound, yet it picked up on different things. Pheromones. Emotion. Even ten miles out from the compound, Gabriel could smell the fear building there. Obviously, word had gotten out about Gabriel’s triumph. Their precious Chosen One had turned against them.
“No arguments?” he asked aloud. “No insistence that your daddy will stop me and save you? No threats of your own to offer?”
The girl lay dormant within him like an old memory half-forgotten.
Sad.
He supposed the process of his take over might have disabled her soul’s presence somehow. After all, there were a million other souls and more within this body, all deposited by what those buffoons referred to as the Memory Artifact. These were more than mere memories. Even soul wasn’t quite the right word.
The wind carried a change in the scent coming from the compound. They still feared, but a hint of confidence twined with that fear. They still thought they were important, had some influence over the course of events to come.
Fools.
Reverie time had come to a close. Gabriel saluted in the direction of the compound, bidding them adieu, and continued his run toward the smell of civilization—exhaust, fryer oil, overflowing trash bins, the yummy fragrances of mortal men, soon to be extinct, except for those, like Gabriel, who would thrive in the new world.
You’re not a mortal, dumb shit.
The girl. She had spoken.
Gabriel smiled as he ran, trees whizzing by in brown and green blurs. Glad to have you back, my dear. And quite right. I forgot that I’m a vampire now.
Don’t get used to it. Her soul’s projected voice tickled like a feather at the back of the brain. You’re not staying for long.
There was the fiery little girl Gabriel had grown so fond of, even though her impotent threats had become so predictable. She had no idea, the poor thing. He was not only staying long.
He was staying forever.



Chapter Nineteen
“What the hell is this about?” Teresa asked the second Adam entered the conference room.
The ogre had set up the meeting, just the three of them. The conference room was one of a few they had available outside of their main war room where most of the planning happened. A simple set up—long table with chairs around the perimeter and a magnetic whiteboard mounted to the wall. Nothing else.
“You want to hold a meeting when I’ve got a team ready—”
“Ready for what?” Lockman asked.
She hadn’t seen him come in behind the big ogre and started at the sound of his voice. He skirted Adam so she could see him now, crossed his arms, and waited for an answer.
Fire glared in Teresa’s eyes. She glared at Adam. “You let him out?”
“We can’t just throw each other in a cell every time we have a disagreement.”
“Disagreement? He unleashed Gabriel into the world. Maybe you don’t understand. You never had to face that man. Gabriel Dolan is responsible for some of the most destructive supernatural terrorism...ever.” Her face turned red. The top of her skull could pop off at any minute. She turned on Lockman and pointed. “You should have known better.”
Lockman opened his mouth to say something, but Adam beat him to it, with a voice that boomed so loud it sounded like it could crack the walls. “Bickering isn’t going to stop him.”
Teresa jerked back. Her angry gaze turned a shade fearful.
“Sending a team out there isn’t going to accomplish anything,” Lockman said in the following silence. “If Gabriel has full grasp of Jessie’s power, one team won’t do a damn thing. And that’s assuming they can track him in the first place.”
Teresa’s nostrils flared, but she said nothing.
“I recognize the danger,” Adam said. “Even if I haven’t seen it firsthand. But I’m afraid you are not looking at the larger picture.”
“So you’re on his side,” she said, lifting an eyebrow and crossing her arms.
“We are all on the same side.” Adam had to push the words through his clenched teeth. “Everyone in this room wants Gabriel Dolan stopped. Everyone here signed up for the fight against the vampires. Everyone here wants to see the Chosen One achieve her destiny.”
Both of Teresa’s eyebrows lifted. She looked at Adam as if he had accused her of indulging in ogre porn. “You had me up until the Chosen One crap.”
“You wish harm on Jessie?”
The corners of her eyes tightened. “I didn’t say that.”
Lockman stepped forward. “You don’t have to. We all know you’ve wanted her dead from the start. Now you think you’ve got your go-ahead.”
“She’s not Jessie anymore, she’s Gabriel. Thanks to you. And he’s a target we need to take out as quickly as possible.”
Adam shifted so he stood between Lockman and Teresa like a barricade. He put his back to Lockman and addressed Teresa. “Jessie is still with him. Inside.”
“How can you be sure of that? How do you know the priest didn’t exorcise the wrong soul?”
A slimy chill rolled down Lockman’s back. That had never occurred to him. He felt shaky. The fresh plastic smell of the unused furniture in the conference room turned his stomach. Could he have had Jess banished into nothingness like he had hoped to do to Gabriel?
“That is extremely unlikely,” Adam said. He sounded confident enough, but it didn’t comfort Lockman much. “The ritual the father was attempting was archaic and inappropriate. An exorcism was no more useful in that situation than pouring fruit juice into your car’s gas tank.”
“Trick like that could do a lot of damage to an engine, though.”
Adam sighed. “An inapt analogy, then.”
Lockman caught the loophole in Adam’s reasoning before Teresa. “If it were that harmless, then how did Gabriel get control? The ritual did something.”
“I never said it was harmless. I said inappropriate.”
“You’re splitting hairs.”
“What I’m saying is that you cannot exorcise a mortal soul. And as demonic as Gabriel might be, his is still a mortal soul.”
Teresa paced around the far end of the conference table, kicked the chair at the head, and sent it rolling until it bumped into the wall. “We’re wasting time talking about this. He is getting further away.”
“We are not wasting time,” Adam said. “We are clarifying our mission. We’ve let this issue fester too long, and now, faced with this situation, we can’t afford to let it go any longer. Because we will face Gabriel, and when that time comes, we will have to decide how to handle him.”
“Simple,” Teresa said. “We kill him.”
“And sacrifice Jessie,” Lockman said. Jesus, the woman would never change her mind. He hoped Adam’s idea went further than trapping her in a conference room and talking her to death.
Teresa stood straight, chin up. “For the greater good.”
“There,” Adam shouted, cutting Lockman off from telling Teresa just how pious she sounded. “That is what you are missing, Teresa.”
She gave him that look again that said What did you just call me?
“The greater good,” Adam repeated. “Sacrificing Jessie does not serve the greater good. Losing the Chosen One threatens the greater good.”
“Only if we buy she’s been chosen for anything.”
Adam hung his head. Then he looked back at Lockman. “You see? There remains common ground between you after all.”
Teresa came around the table to Adam and rested a hand on his arm. Her voice softened for the first time in...over a year it seemed to Lockman.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to insult your people. I certainly don’t want to sully Marty’s memory. But no one can even say what Jessie’s exact role is in your prophecy.”
“She is to bring an end to the vampire reign.”
“Yes, but how? One little girl, even a vampire girl with all the mojo in the world can’t stop a vampire army alone.”
“Not alone. No. But she’s only alone if we abandon her.” He leaned down, bringing his eye-level closer to Teresa’s. “Or turn against her.”
For an instant, Teresa almost looked convinced. Those mean lines around her eyes smoothed out. Lockman thought he recognized his former lover come back from the bitterness that had warped her. As if catching herself, she turned her face away for a moment. When she turned back, the lines had returned, deeper even. “I’m not turning against anyone. I’m doing what I was trained to do. What I joined you to do. What we assembled our own forces to do.”
Lockman dropped his shoulders. He knew this wouldn’t work. The Teresa from before her sister was turned into a vampire then killed was long gone. And the grudge she held against Jessie for not suffering the same—and in Teresa’s eyes, appropriate—fate would stick to her like an inoperable tumor.
Only Adam had one last trick up his sleeve—or in his back pocket, since the ogre never wore shirts with sleeves.
“If you can’t swear an oath to protect the Chosen One, you can no longer serve this mission.”
Lockman’s and Teresa’s eyes went wide in unison. Judging from how much of the plastic air touched his tongue, his jaw probably had dropped as wide as well.
Her brow creased. “What are you talking about? You can’t...you can’t.”
Adam stepped back, aligning himself shoulder-to-shoulder with Lockman. “We started this with an alliance of four. Only three remain here to vote. If you cannot swear an oath to protect the Chosen One, I vote for your expulsion from this alliance.”
The ogre turned to Lockman. “How do you vote?”
Lockman closed his gaping mouth. He wished Adam had filled him in on this part of his plan. A little warning would have been nice. He looked at Adam. He looked at Teresa. “Can you swear an oath?”
Her lip curled. Her eyes bulged as she glared at Adam. “This is ridiculous. Fine. I swear.”
Adam shook his head. “We demand the most binding of oaths.”
“What are you talking about?”
“A sacred blood oath,” Adam said. “One that will bind you to your promise until death.”
“You mean some kind of mojo. Something that will keep me from being able to hurt her even against my will.”
Lockman felt as blown away by all this as Teresa sounded. The seriousness in Adam’s tone gave him chills.
“No,” Adam said. “When you make a blood oath in the tradition of the Gulogich, the oath becomes your will.”
“So then it’s magical brainwashing?”
“Call it what you like, I can see no other way. Your rage will not let you see the Chosen One’s importance—”
“My rage?”
“—so you must leave or take the oath.”
“This isn’t rage.” Teresa pounded a fist against her chest. Her eyes glistened in the light from the bare fluorescent bulbs mounted to the ceiling. “This is passion for doing what’s right. Everyone here’s become so wrapped up in their personal agendas, they’ve lost sight of the bigger picture.”
Lockman snorted. “We could say the same about you.”
“So you’ll force me to agree with you,” she said to Adam. “Make me suffer some ritual to work as your puppet? Fuck that. You don’t have to vote. I’m out of here.” She shoved her way between Lockman and Adam, but Adam grabbed her by the arm.
“Wait,” he said. “The oath does not change you. It only forces you to commit.”
“It doesn’t matter. I will not swear to protect what I think needs to be destroyed.” She yanked her arm free. “Good luck, guys. I’m sure we’ll all meet again in hell.”
She flung open the door and slammed it behind her, shaking the flimsy walls.
A moment of silence passed as Lockman and Adam both stared at the door.
“Did we really just kick Teresa off the team?”
Adam dragged his massive hands down his face and groaned as if sick to his stomach. “I thought I could convince her.”
“With or without us, she isn’t going to let this go. You know that, right?” Lockman turned to the ogre. “Knowing Teresa, she’s going to go after Jessie on her own.”



Chapter Twenty
The feel of silk against her naked skin drew a memory across Kate’s half-sleeping mind of Craig on the night he had proposed to her. She had put a new set of silk sheets on her bed. She hadn’t known he was going to ask her to marry him, but she sensed something special about that night. It would have been the same night Jessie was conceived. And the last time she would see Craig for fifteen years.
Special wasn’t the right word at all.
She opened her eyes and found herself in yet another room, though she had little doubt it belonged to the same building she’d spent most of her day in. This room actually had a window, and sunlight filtered in through a sheer set of peach curtains, and lay across the bed in soft, bright bars. Dust motes swirled in the shaft of light. A quaint antique dresser that could have come out of the Victorian era sat against the wall opposite the window. On the dresser, and reflected in its mirror, stood a music box with a ballerina posed in a frozen pirouette.
Kate sat up. Her head swirled. Pain lanced her right arm. Blood had begun to seep through the bandages. They would need changing soon. Gritting her teeth, Kate snarled internally. Whenever she’d seen magic done with blood before, the blood disappeared and the wounds closed. Did these people even know what they were doing?
Her cheeks burned.
She tossed the sheet off and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her head throbbed and spun. She did her best to ignore it. But when she tried to stand and her vision grew hazy, she knew she could only push herself so far and eased back to the mattress. She hung her head and took deep, steady breaths.
First things first. Get some damn clothes on. The obsession with these folks keeping her naked drove her nuts. Not that she didn’t understand the strategy behind it. Especially the time with the ghost. Keep her feeling vulnerable. Make her easy to manipulate, intimidate.
No more.
She wanted out of this house of a thousand rooms. Nothing they had done so far had brought her any closer to finding Jessie. That was the only reason she had cooperated with them on any level. Screw this. She had to find a way to escape.
She laughed at herself.
She couldn’t even stand up to get dressed and already she’s making plans to escape. They had her in some massive castle or something, who knew where? She didn’t stand a chance. She wasn’t leaving until they wanted her to—if they ever wanted her to.
If Craig had been here, he would have figured out a way.
But she wasn’t Craig. She was a nobody, powerless, caught in a world beyond her comprehension no matter how many times someone tried to explain it to her.
The spinning in her head had eased off. She could lift her chin and look around a little more without feeling on the verge of passing out. She chuckled to herself again. Unless they kept the dresser stocked, Kate didn’t have any clothes to get into. She made a fist and thumped the mattress. The frustrated gesture cost her some pain, since she had used her cut arm to do it. The bandages felt wet against her skin. The stinging brought water to her eyes.
“Let me out of here you bastards,” she shouted. She knew they could hear her. Probably see her too. If they didn’t have surveillance cameras installed in the room, they were using some kind of magic to observe her. She felt like a guest on some obscure reality show. “I’m done. I want out.”
Silence.
What had she expected? A voice over an intercom?
She peered along the edge of the ceiling looking for cameras. Didn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. She wanted to face off with someone, even if only through the lens of a camera. Tell them what she thought about their “team” and how she refused to be a part of it. She was tired of their hollow promises couched in their doom-and-gloom predictions of the world’s end.
“Did you hear me?” Her voice buzzed in the corners of the room. “I want out.”
She tried standing again, slowly this time, and got to her feet without too much wooziness. Once she felt steady enough, she shuffled to the dresser. She slid open the top drawer and huffed. About a week’s worth of bras and underwear lay neatly in the drawer.
Since no one seemed interested in her tirade, she might as well get dressed.
She helped herself to a matching set of undergarments and checked the second drawer, apparently the pants drawer. Seven pairs, from jeans, to khakis, to what looked like leather, sat folded and stacked inside. She checked a few tags—all her size. Even the leather. They knew her size. They did not know her style. She settled on a pair of khaki cargo pants.
Drawer number three was full of basic t-shirts, a different color for each day of the week. Kate took a black t-shirt off the top.
She wanted to yank on the clothes as quickly as possible, but she forced herself to take her time and avoid any more lightheadedness than necessary. The act of getting dressed made her feel more herself and a little stronger. When she had finished, she sat at the foot of the bed and looked around her again.
The window, you fool.
They had her so used to rooms without windows she had missed the significance of finally having one now. She wanted to leave. Climb out the window.
Before she got her hopes too high, she stood and crossed over to take a look out. For all she knew, this room sat on the hundredth floor of this seemingly endless building. She pushed aside the curtains and peered through the glass. The view was astonishing. Kate had never seen such a wide open and unbroken expanse of land. Grassy plains seemed to stretch to infinity, the sky the only thing keeping it from going any further. Not even a mountain range blocked the horizon. Just a flat, straight line where grass met sky.
She shifted from one side of the window to the other, trying every angle she could see, but the view didn’t change. There was nothing out there except plains. How was that possible? Where on Earth could they be?
She recalled the view from Kress’s penthouse and realized it had been exactly the same. She had been so preoccupied with the meeting and finding out what they wanted with her, she hadn’t noticed the strangeness. But the only difference between these views was that Kate’s sat at ground level. Only about four feet stretched from the bottom of her window to the grass below. So she could easily climb out the window, even if she had to break the glass.
But where would she go once out? There was nothing out there for hundreds of miles. Nowhere to even hide.
She backed away from the window, shaking her head. Had to be some kind of illusion. More magical trickery. Before she could think on it any more, she heard the soft click of the bedroom door opening. She spun around. Too fast. Dizziness piled onto her. The floor tilted under her feet. She kept just enough control of herself to stagger to the bed and flop onto the mattress instead of hitting the floor.
Mica hurried into the room and reached to help Kate.
Kate swatted her away. “Didn’t you hear what I said?”
Mica lifted her eyebrows. Her lips twisted to one side. Then she said, “Just got here, love. Haven’t heard a thing.”
With her cheek mashed against the bedclothes, Kate smelled detergent, a gentle, spring like scent that reminded her of the endless grassy plains outside. “Don’t give me that. I know you guys have me monitored.”
“‘Fraid you’ve got the wrong impression. This is your room. We don’t snoop on our people.”
Kate clung to the sheets. The whole bed seemed to corkscrew through the air like a wing-clipped jet plane. Any minute, she’d crash. Closing her eyes only made the spinning worse. “What do you mean my room?”
“It’s yours. Just like the clothes in the dresser, which you done a good job getting some on. You’re tougher than you look.” She scrunched her face. “But you’ve pushed too hard. Now you’re getting blood all over the sheets.”
Kate rolled her eyes back—she didn’t dare move her head—and saw the red smears across the sheets by her arm. The bandages barely did a thing to stop the blood flow now. Her arm looked as though someone had wrapped it in strips of gauze dipped in red paint.
“Let me help you get back to bed proper.” Mica bent to take Kate by the good arm.
Kate kicked out, her bare heel connecting with Mica’s hip.
Mica shuffled back and rubbed at the spot Kate had kicked. “Ow, there. What was that for?”
“Stay away from me.”
Mica tilted her head so that it lined up with Kate’s. “What in hell’d I do to you?”
A laugh bubbled out from Kate’s very core. Once loose, she couldn’t pull back. Her whole body shook with laughter. Each new burst jolted the pain in her arm and threw another spin through her head, but she couldn’t stop herself. It took some doing to speak through the laughter. “Are you serious?”
Mica stared at her, blank.
A hot rage cut through the laughter, stopping it dead. “You fucking killed me,” Kate screamed.
God, was she losing her mind? Her emotions spun almost as fast as her head. After the angry outburst, she felt her insides drop. The urge to cry overcame her. She clenched her teeth and squeezed the sheets in her fists, willing herself to keep the tears in. While she managed, a sob still coughed out between her lips.
Mica raised a hand to touch Kate, thought better, and folded her hands across her belly instead. “Easy, love. Take deep breaths. I’ll get someone to mind that bandage.”
“No.” Kate barely recognized her own voice. The taste of mucus filled her mouth. She hadn’t let any tears fall, but she was still crying, damn it. “I want out. All I want is to go home.”
“No you don’t,” Mica said. “Ain’t nothing to go home to. This is your home now.”
Each word made sense, yet Mica still sounded like she was talking gibberish. This can’t be her home. Why would she ever want to live with these people?
“You’re right pissed about us kicking your bucket then tipping it back straight. I get that. But don’t let all that go to waste.”
Kate looked at her arm again. Blood everywhere. It was hard to even see the bandages under it all. More blood rolled through the folds in the sheets. The fingers of that hand had turned numb, only the faintest tingle in the tips. Even if Mica held the door open for Kate and waved her on her merry way, Kate wouldn’t get far in this condition.
After what they had done to her, they expected her to still help them? Live here? Mica made it sound like a privilege.
The anger rose again and burned out the sobs clogging her chest. A new strength filled her. She pushed herself up to a sitting position and glared at Mica.
The ballerina music box on the dresser tinked to life, slowly at first, so that each pinging note did not quite add up to a song. Then faster, until the song became recognizable—music from Swan Lake.
Mica and Kate both turned toward the plinking music. The little ballerina twirled on top of the music box in an infinite pirouette.
“Are you doing that, love?”
“Me?” Kate’s heart pounded in her chest as if she had just quit after her three mile jog—a daily routine lost to her old life before Craig’s reentrance. The skin under all those bloody bandages prickled. “I can’t...”
Only she could. All at once, she knew she could. She could do more than that. She could—
The music box flew off the dresser as if kicked by an invisible foot. It sailed across the room and struck the wall. The box broke open at the hinge. The ballerina shattered. The pieces fell to the carpeted floor. The box played a last few, slow notes, then went silent.
“Well bend me over and fuck me sideways,” Mica said. “It worked.”
Kate turned to Mica. The dizziness was gone. She could stand. She did. “What did you do to me?”
“We woke up your mojo, sweets.” Mica stared at the debris from the music box as if it had religious significance. “Be damned if we didn’t.”
A sound pulsed in Kate’s ears, low and heavy, like a bass beat and a hum. Her heart continued knocking in her chest at a burst-worthy rate. She could smell her own sweat and blood. With only a thought, she pushed Mica up against the wall.
The drywall cracked around where Mica’s shoulders hit. She looked like she was struggling to move away from the wall, but she couldn’t.
Kate wouldn’t let her.
“Better take it easy, love. Mr. Kress won’t like you hurting his fave pixie.”
“I have power,” Kate said as both a question and a threat. All she had to do was think it, and she could hold this woman who had kicked a door off the hinges and across the room against the wall. “Now you’ll have to let me go.”
“You don’t get it.” Mica’s voice sounded strained, as if she couldn’t breathe. “You ain’t a prisoner.”
“Really? I can leave at any time?”
Mica’s face had turned red. Her cheeks puffed. Her eyes bulged. She didn’t answer.
Kate realized she was still “pushing.” She not only had Mica pinned, but she was crushing her chest. She tried to ease off, but found she couldn’t finesse this new power like that. As long as she kept pushing, she kept crushing. She had to stop all together.
When she did, Mica sucked in a massive breath that sounded like a howl going down her throat. On the exhale, she lifted a fist to her mouth and lurched toward Kate. Kate was too distracted by thoughts about this power she had to recognize what Mica meant to do. Then Mica opened her hand, palm up, and blew sparkling dust into Kate’s face.
Kate felt a rush go through her similar to the feel of going down the first hill on a rollercoaster. Her whole body seemed to lift right before she tipped backward. As she fell onto her back on the bed, she glimpsed her arm. The bandages had turned to ratted shreds and most of the blood had disappeared. A section of her wound was exposed. Some of the flesh had closed into a puckered scar.
Before she passed out, she tried to counteract the effects of the pixie dust using her new power, but she had no idea how to target such a thing. Pushing Mica back had been a primal act, intuitive. This last magical effort, however, used what remained of her blood and zipped up the rest of the wound.
She drifted off into pixie sleep with a canted smile on her face.
I have power.



Chapter Twenty-One
Scraps of the six hours they spent in the War Room trying to work out their next move ran through Lockman’s dreams. He might as well never have left the War Room, because he continued hashing things out in his sleep—if you could call it sleep. Since he had entered REM, technically he had slept. But when his alarm on his watch woke him at five the next morning, he didn’t feel the least bit rested.
He woke disoriented, heart rate accelerated, because he didn’t immediately recognize his surroundings. The brick walls. The exposed wooden beams across the ceiling. The faint scent of earth. Then his memory caught up. Last night he had come down into Jessie’s room, looking through her things in search of some sign of where Gabriel might have gone. He had found a diary under her mattress and felt no qualms about sitting down to read it. Not when it might lead to getting her back and safe.
He must have fallen asleep in her bed while reading it.
There weren’t many entries. She apparently didn’t care much for, or lacked the discipline to, keep at it regularly. She barely mentioned Gabriel throughout. Most of the entries talked about how much she missed her mother. A few mentioned her old boyfriend, who had been possessed by a ghost and driven insane by the experience. She still thought about him and using her power to bring him out of his insanity like she had with Kate, who had been possessed by the same ghost.
Not a single entry mentioned Lockman.
He didn’t know what to make of that, if anything. He had thought their relationship strong, despite typical disagreements. But not even any of those disagreements had made it into her diary’s pages.
He sat up and swung his legs off her bed. The diary plopped to the floor. It had still been in his lap. He picked it up and tucked it back in place under her mattress where it would wait for her return.
He wanted to head straight back to the war room, but took long enough to grab a couple pieces of toast with a fried egg between them from the mess hall. The mess hall had a team of gnomes working it seemingly 24/7. For some reason, all their names ended with the letter z. Gentz, Stutz, Kurtz... Adam had said that it was simply a gnome thing. No one besides the gnomes knew the significance, if any.
Lockman stuffed the last bite of his egg sandwich into his mouth as he entered the War Room. Adam was already there, staring at the fifty-inch touch screen mounted to one wall. The screen displayed a map of the US with known concentrations of vamp activity highlighted in a color that indicated severity. Green meant relatively average levels for those places that commonly had a vampire population—they were there, but you hardly knew it if you weren’t looking for them. Most of the highlights were this color. Yellow suggested heightened activity with potential to threaten local populations if left unchecked. About a half-dozen of these marked the map. It didn’t sound like much, but compared to before the vampire king’s rise and fall in New Orleans, this was far beyond normal. Especially the size of these highlighted areas, which meant large numbers as much as it did increased activity.
They had saved red for any area that might break beyond “high activity” into full-fledged epidemic. If any spot turned red, it meant the vamps had grown so bold and/or numerous as to reveal themselves to the civilian population. In other words, they had traded slinking in the shadows, stalking their prey, to feeding openly and walking among mortals without fear.
None of them expected to see any red on the map. That, after all, was their mission. To stop the vamps from ever achieving that level of dominance.
Lockman choked on that last bite of sandwich when he saw what Adam stared at.
Though small, a section of Alaska had gone red.
Adam must have heard Lockman come in, or the gagging sound he had made because of the sandwich. The ogre turned around showing a face a shade of green lighter than Lockman had ever seen on him before.
“Our team in Alaska...” Adam’s voice shook. He swallowed. Tried again. “We’ve lost contact. But our last transmission suggests the vampires discovered them.”
Lockman managed to choke down the toast and eggs. They left a horrible taste behind. “Why did it go red?”
“Last report indicates an FBI team sent to investigate the large amounts of missing persons was...confronted...by vampires.”
Lockman’s stomach roiled. He wished he’d never made that stop at the mess hall. “The vamps openly attacked federal agents?”
Adam nodded once. “We have no word on how the feds plan to respond or how much they know.”
“Either way, they’ll send backup. Eventually, they’re going to figure out what they’re dealing with. Then...” He trailed off. Who knew how mainstream law enforcement would react to vamps? There was a reason the Agency had been a secret branch of the government. Mainstream agencies and civilians couldn’t handle this kind of reality. Problem was, the Agency that had been built to deal with these threats, according to his old boss, had been disbanded. Odds were, they would throw more feds at the situation, maybe pull in military support. None of those guys were trained for this. None of them would survive.
Some of them would become the enemy.
The whole thing would have to end with the Pentagon somehow justifying a full-scale bombing on American soil. Of course, by the time the politicians finally came to terms with the need for such a thing, it would be too late. Vamp numbers would have swollen beyond containment.
The whole nightmare scenario played through Lockman’s mind and made him nauseous.
They had to stomp this out before it grew to that point. Plain and simple. “How long until they get sunlight up there?”
“Couple of weeks.”
Too long to wait and hope the vamps disbursed on their own. The constant night gave them a frightening advantage. It certainly changed things tactically.
“You’re thinking we have to go in there,” Adam said. His voice sounded thick, sleepy.
“We don’t have much of a choice.”
“It’s going to take more than a single ops team.”
“I know,” Lockman said. The aftertaste of his egg sandwich grew rancid. “We’re going to have to send the whole army.”

Adam and Lockman called together six of their highest ranking members. Two of them—a golem that looked like a clay sculpture of the old cartoon hero, He-Man, and one of the few other humans brought into the fold—had worked on putting together ops for them before. The others had yet to enter the War Room before today.
They all sat around the central table, but most eyes stared at that red spot on the map.
One of the newbies, an ogre brother of Adam’s, raised his hand as if in a classroom.
Lockman tried to remember his name. No matter how much time he had spent with Adam’s brothers, the damn ogres still all looked the same to him.
Adam saved him the trouble and called on his brother. “Yes, Troy.”
“What are our estimates on numbers? Can there really be enough vamps to require our full force?”
Lockman took the question. “Based on intel from the team we lost contact with, we could safely guess that the vamps have either fed on or turned most of Barrow’s population. Depending on how directed they are—”
“You mean, if they have a new king.” The thing that spoke resembled a man-sized slug with pink legs and two mouths. One mouth looked almost human. The other was circular, more like a hole in its face, and lined with needle teeth in at least a half dozen rows. The creature was one of a number of beings they’d recruited that didn’t have a mythological counterpart, something that would traditionally be referred to as simply a demon. They called it an ally.
“King, or any kind of leader. Our impression is that the town’s occupation is more recreational, though. Still. To be safe, let’s assume they turn half the population. That’s two-thousand vampires, give or take.”
The slug thing made a slurping sound through its round, toothy mouth, then spoke with its mortal looking mouth. “That’s more vampires than we have troops.”
“That’s why we’ve gathered the six of you. We need ideas, strategies. We need to come up with a plan to contain that force in Barrow before the situation gets out of control.”
“It’s already out of control,” the human, Dixon, said. His square face had a scar than ran around the edges like a frame. Rumor was, some kind of demonic ritualist had removed his face, and that’s where the scar had come from. No one knew how he got his face back on. He didn’t talk about it. “We were supposed to recruit enough to keep this size of gathering from ever happening. They beat us to the punch. Game over, gents.”
“It’s not game over,” Adam said. “This is not an organized group like we saw in New Orleans. They are also in an extremely remote location. If we play it right, we can thin them out before they realize they’ve got a full assault on their hands.”
Dixon narrowed his eyes. He absently stroked one line of his scar with a thumb. “Maybe. If they’re not organized.”
Lockman shifted in his seat. He hated these kinds of meetings. Hating sitting. He wanted to be up and moving. “Like we’ve said. Intel seems pretty solid. This is the vamp version of spring break.”
The third newbie to the War Room didn’t look a day older than ten. She had black button eyes and wore a red and white checkered dress. She was a shape shifter of some kind, and probably about four-hundred years old. Why she chose to look like a toy doll most of the time was beyond Lockman. He had little doubt of her great power, though. He had once seen her take the form of a mastodon, staking vamps with her tusks while stomping the rest under her massive feet. Those mashed under her feet survived only long enough for the follow-up team to blowtorch them to ashes.
A creative way to clear a vamp nest, for sure.
They called her Virginia. Her real name some unpronounceable thing that started with a V sound, so Virginia was close enough. Some called her Ginny for short. She tilted her head back and tittered as if her blood were made of saccharine. “Vamps gone wild,” she said.
A few around the table forced laughter, but most of them probably felt the creepy vibe as much as Lockman. Ginny definitely qualified as one of those We’re glad she’s on our side kind of supernaturals. Of course, the golem stared blankly from his chiseled face. Stone men neither laughed nor got creeped out.
The last of the six, the remaining newbie, cleared her throat. This supernatural was classified as a mermaid—or merperson if you wanted to be politically correct. While able to breathe outside of water, unlike how some myths portrayed them, merpeople could not transform their lower bodies from fishtails to legs. This one, who went by Alexia, used a souped-up electric wheelchair to get around on land. Aside from her scaled lower-half, she looked human, and a beautiful one at that. After several meetings, Lockman insisted she begin wearing tops, as she otherwise went about naked, a sight distracting even to some of the non-mortals who recognized human beauty when they saw it.
Her voice sounded like the chiming of crystal, as beautiful as she was. “What of the Chosen One? Surely she can help us.”
Lockman clenched his jaw. Not everyone had yet heard about what happened with Jessie. He wanted to keep it as contained as possible. The golem and Dixon were the only others at the table besides Adam and Lockman who knew. The golem remained his stoic self, but Dixon snorted. “That pooch has been screwed. We’re on our own, beautiful.”
Alexia canted her head and looked at Lockman. “Something has happened to your daughter?”
Interesting how she worded the question, referring to Jessie as his daughter instead of the Chosen One or simply by name. The concern in her voice sounded different to Lockman, too. She wasn’t asking about the loss of an asset. She was asking about an actual person. Something most of these people seemed to forget that Jessie was—a person.
“I’m afraid so,” Lockman answered. “The soul of Gabriel Dolan somehow managed to overpower her.”
Alexia reached across the table and touched Lockman’s hand. “I’m sorry.”
“We’re all going to be real sorry,” Dixon said, “if we can’t contain all this shit. We still haven’t figured out where Gabriel’s headed. Now we got this vamp party in Alaska.”
A jolt shot up Lockman’s spine. He went rigid. His mind drifted away, chasing the thought that had sneaked around the edge of his consciousness. The conversation continued around the table, but he didn’t hear any of it.
Not until Adam shouted his name, snapping him back.
Everyone—everything—stared at him. Even the slug demon that had no visible eyes, had its needle-filled hole aimed in Lockman’s direction. “What?” he asked.
Adam slouched back in his chair, which groaned under his weight. “You’ve heard nothing we’ve just discussed.”
“Last I heard was Dixon whining.”
“Troy came up with a pretty good idea for thinning the herd up there.”
“Alexia over there made me think of it,” Troy said. Then he leaned his large elbows on the table and said, “Crop dusters.”
Lockman stared, wondering what in hell Alexia and crop dusters had to do with killing vamps.
“We fill them with water,” Troy went on. “Have some priests bless the water. Then rain holiness on their vamp asses.”
A rain of holy water. Lockman smiled. “Nice.”
Troy did the ogre equivalent of a blush, spots on his cheeks turning a darker green. “Like I said, Alexia inspired me, got me thinking about water, and then it was just like...ping!”
Lockman turned to Adam. “Feasible?”
“We have connections that could get us the equipment. It’ll take time putting it together, though. Especially getting it to a location like Barrow.”
The muscles in Lockman’s neck twinged. Before this day ended, he would probably be chewing on aspirin. “Make it happen as fast as you can. We have less time than we realize.”
Lockman felt that communal stare at him again. He had the attention of the entire table and he was making them nervous. Good. Because it was time to be nervous. Real nervous if what he’d been thinking about when he had zoned out earlier was right.
“Last night I told Jessie about the situation in Alaska,” Lockman said. “If Jessie knows, that means Gabriel does, too. The opportunity is too ripe for Gabe to pass up.”
“Whoa, hold it a sec,” Dixon said. He’d lost some color in his face, accentuating his scar. “You’re saying Gabriel’s headed to Alaska to throw gas on that vamp fire?”
“I’d bet my life on it.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
Even without the fatal weakness to it, traveling by daylight was tricky for a vampire. Mortals did not react well to the gray pallor and dark veins, nor the fangs when they accidentally flashed. Going unnoticed proved difficult. Gabriel had filched a makeup kit from a department store and did his best to cover the most obvious indicators of vampirism. Still, when he tried to interact with anyone, they refused to take him seriously because to them he looked like a fifteen year-old girl with a bad makeup job and even worse complexion.
While he did manage to hitch a ride to the nearest airport, Gabriel had to kill the driver when the driver attempted to rape the girl. Gabriel blamed himself for the attack. He should have known better than to hitchhike in the body of a young teen. However, Gabriel took the opportunity to feed on the failed rapist and drove the old Pontiac himself, with the body in the trunk, the rest of the way to the airport.
All for naught.
The woman at the ticket counter refused to sell Gabriel a ticket—which he planned to buy with the cash he had taken from the rapist—insisting he needed parental permission to travel as an unaccompanied minor. Apparently, some airlines had tightened up restrictions since Jessie had flown from Michigan to California to find her father a couple of years earlier.
Alas, day walking had not been as freeing as Gabriel thought it would.
You really thought you could just catch a flight north looking the way you do?
The girl again.
Gabriel sat at a back table in a fast food restaurant at the airport, contemplating his next move, when her voice interrupted his thoughts. He swallowed his irritation. After all, she was correct. In his haste, he had become short-sighted. Conventional means of travel would not serve. But if a group of average-brained vampires could find their way to a remote city in the middle of the frozen tundra, surely Gabriel could as well.
After the woman refused to sell him the ticket, he had purchased an atlas from a gift shop. He opened the atlas now to a full map of the United States. He pinpointed his location in Texas and looked at the surrounding areas, not recognizing any of the names outside the big ones like Dallas, Austin, or Fort Worth. He had little knowledge of this state, and no connections to anyone. He knew of no supernatural hotspots, though there had to be some. Such beds of supernatural activity existed in every state.
Not to worry. He would simply have to make his way out of state. The closest locale he knew that had a strong supernatural presence was in New Mexico. If he pushed, he could make it there by that evening. Of course, he would have to obtain a new vehicle, one without a body in the trunk. Finding and stealing a car added one more annoying step between him and his destiny.
Embarrassing that he possessed so much power, yet could be stymied by such ridiculous complications.
Just a common murderer and car thief now, huh?
Gabriel slapped the atlas shut and stood. Enjoy your laughs now, girl. When darkness reigns, I doubt you’ll find much funny.
Whatev.
Ignoring the girl, Gabriel strode out of the restaurant with the atlas tucked under his arm and began the search for his next prey.



Chapter Twenty-Three
This time they sent the ghost.
He loomed over Kate as her eyes fluttered open. His glowing face floated only inches from hers. She imagined he meant to scare her, but she managed to close her throat before she screamed and kept as stoic a face as possible while her senses returned after the pixie dust coma Mica put her in...again.
The ghost named Thom smiled. “Here’s where I say boo.”
Like with Mica, Kate mentally shoved at the ghost.
He didn’t budge. That’s when she realized not just his face hovered above her. His whole body floated in the air about six inches over hers. He quirked an eyebrow. “Neat trick, huh?”
A deep cold oozed through Kate. Goosebumps covered her skin. The memory of another ghost invaded her mind. That was why they sent in Thom. And why he had been the first to interrogate her. They somehow knew about her experience with the ghost who had possessed her. They were using her fear of that encounter against her.
She wouldn’t let them.
“I don’t know what you want, but you better back off before I make you.”
“I’m only here to make sure you don’t put anymore holes in the walls.”
She tried again to push at him with her mind and got nothing. Her power was gone. Had they somehow taken it? Then why send the ghost. No. She hadn’t lost her power.
She lifted her arm, the one that used to be wounded but now only showed the faintest hint of a scar. While she had slept, someone had removed the tattered bandaged.
No more blood.
“You don’t have to fight us,” Thom said. “As Mica tried to explain, we’re on the same team.”
“A team that kills its own members.”
He made a face as if she had told the world’s worst joke. “Nobody killed you. Are you dead right now? Are you even a ghost?” He floated away from her, tilted back, and gently eased down so that he stood, or appeared to stand, on the floor beside her bed. “We took you on a trip to the other side. It was the only way to do it.”
Now that the ghost wasn’t right over her, the cold dissipated some, though she could still feel it emanating from him like winter air through a cracked door. The room smelled like the first hour after a fresh snow. “Do what?”
“Wake up the stuff that you threw at poor Mica.” He crossed his translucent arms. “You know, I’ve never seen Mica scared like that. And, as a ghost, I know fear.”
“Is that your sole purpose?” Kate asked. “To scare?”
He hitched a ghostly shoulder. “If Mr. Kress hadn’t taken me in, probably. He’s given my ‘tween life meaning.”
Despite the cold and the anger still simmering in her, Kate couldn’t deny her curiosity. She propped herself up on her elbows. “What’s a ‘tween life?”
“The closest thing to a name my kind of existence has. It’s not life. Not death. Just somewhere in between. ‘Tween.”
He sounded sad. Kate caught herself feeling sorry for him. Then she remembered where she was and how they’d been treating her. “I want to leave.”
“Okay.”
“That’s it?”
“Can you at least talk to Mr. Kress first? Let him explain some things.”
“Fine. Take me to him.”
Thom frowned. “Can you promise not to break the furniture?”
Kate held her formerly wounded arm up. “All outta blood.”
The ghost cocked his head, brow furled. “You’re full of blood.”
“You think I’ll cut myself just to use...” She couldn’t get herself to say the word magic. Even after all she had seen, it still sounded too ridiculous. Especially when talking about herself. Now she had a sense of why Craig and his friends referred to it as mojo. Magic just sounded so...fanciful.
“I don’t know what you’ll do. None of us do. You’re kind of a loose cannon at this point.” He held up his hands, palms out. “No offense.”
Kate’s head spun. All of this trouble over her. Did they really have no better way to find Jessie? Did she really have the kind of power they alluded to? “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said. “But I’ll be damned if I let you people keep manipulating me.”
“Fair enough.”
“Take me to Kress.”

Thom took her to Kress’s penthouse floor again. He escorted her as far as the door, then drifted back and waved in the door’s direction. “Go on in. He’s expecting you.”
Though Kate wasn’t sure how, since Thom had been with her since leaving her room, and had not communicated with anyone else on the way up. Before she could say anything about it, Thom sank down through the floor and out of sight.
Kate opened the door and stepped inside.
The sound of piano music greeted her. She didn’t recognize the song, something classical, Bach maybe. The whole room filled with it. Kate remembered the piano in the penthouse from her last visit and knew someone was playing it now. The music sounded too full to be coming from any kind of stereo.
She moved through the entryway and around the corner, bringing the piano into view and confirming her hunch. Kress sat on the bench, head bowed, eyes closed, his fingers flickering over the keys. He played for about a minute more, Kate content to let him go on forever. Then he stopped abruptly, dropping an almost painful silence onto the room.
He opened his eyes, lifted his head, and smiled at Kate. “As a child, I wanted nothing more than to become a concert pianist.”
Kate remembered that Kress claimed he wasn’t mortal. She tried to imagine a non-human childhood with such a seemingly human aspiration. “You grew up in our world?”
He nodded. “My parents were brought here at the turn of the century.”
“But you look...”
“Human?” He slid the cover over the piano keys and stood. “Some of us do.”
“What are you?” The question popped out automatically. Kate covered her mouth, cheeks flushing. “Sorry. That was rude.”
He laughed. “I had you killed and brought back to life in order to awaken a power in you you probably aren’t equipped to handle. I think I can forgive a little rudeness.”
Good point. Why did she care at all about insulting him? She had intended to tear into him the moment she saw him. Instead, she was acting like a star struck fangirl. Somehow, Kress projected a disarming charm that was nearly...
Supernatural.
As Jessie would have said, Duh.
Kress pushed in the piano bench, came around to her side of the piano, and leaned against it. “Like I said before, there is no known mythological corollary to my kind on your world. I could tell you what I call myself, but your ear would not know how to hear the name. My parents were killed almost immediately after arriving on this plain. So, if you’re at all privy to the tabloids, you know the rest of my history here, as it’s mostly true.”
All the celebrity news shows like to play up Romeo Kress’s life growing up in an orphanage, getting a scholarship to Julliard, being discovered while performing a stage version of Oliver Twist, the beautiful irony of a life destined for stardom. But in all his interviews, he claimed never to know his parents.
“Your artistic talent,” Kate said. “Is that a part of who you are?”
He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I imagine it is. But I was very young when I arrived here. Without my parents, I had no one to tell me who I am. To this day, I only know that I don’t belong here.”
“That’s what all of this really comes down to. All that talk about The Return, saving the mortal world from over-population. It really comes down to you wanting to go home.”
Kress pushed away from the piano, a wolfish grin on his face. “You seek the Chosen One. If you find her, you could help save your world from destruction. But that would be a happy side effect. All you really want is your daughter back.”
“I’ve never pretended to want anything more.”
“But you’ve been given something more. A role in the fate of this world. What good is having your daughter back, only to have the world end? Yes, I want to go home. I want to know what I am, why the rules of this world work differently for me than everybody else. But I have come to accept my motives are only a means to the larger end.”
Again Kate felt like a player in one of Kress’s movies. She wished she could have read the script ahead of time. She shook her head, bewildered. “You know, before Craig Lockman came crashing back into my life, I was just a suburban mother trying to raise a difficult teen. I’m not a secret agent or superhero. If you think I can help find Jessie, fine. But that’s as far as I go. I can’t save the world. That just isn’t...me.”
His brow creased. “But you saw what you did to Mica? There are very few who can subdue one of her kind so easily. That wasn’t a parlor trick. That was true power.”
“Power I don’t have any idea how to use. Power I didn’t even have before you bled me to death and then shocked me back to life.”
“If you’re worried about control, we can help you.”
“I didn’t ask for this.” She started to tremble. All at once, his magical charm had worn off and her anger came boiling back. “You had no right to...change me. I didn’t want to become a part of this world. I wanted to rescue my daughter and get the hell away from it.”
Kress stepped toward her. “I’m sorry you feel that way. But if you truly believe you could have stolen Jessie away and lived a so-called normal life somewhere, you’re more naive than I thought. Your power was dormant. Left alone, it never would have surfaced. But Jessie’s power...” He slowly shook his head. “There is no containing what she is. You will never be able to hide her.”
A hint of incense cloyed its way into the room and made it hard for Kate to breath. She waved a hand in front of her face to no effect. “She’s hidden pretty good from you.”
He closed his eyes with a long sigh. “Those that wish her harm are far more powerful than me. They may already have found her.” He opened his eyes and glared into Kate’s. “It may already be too late.”
A bitter flavor filled Kate’s mouth. “Is that a threat?”
“Stop being so stubborn. I understand your fear, but it’s time you stopped fighting me and directed your battle to those who’ve earned it.”
She started to say she was pissed off, yes. But she wasn’t afraid. She stopped, looked inward, and could easily see her anger only a coat of paint over the fear. Not of Kress or his menagerie of paranormal oddballs. What scared Kate most was this expectation that she could find Jessie and rescue her from some dark fate. What if she couldn’t, though? What if, even after they had given her magical powers, she didn’t have it in her to save her daughter? What if she failed her?
Kress had the wisdom to let Kate work things out on her own. He stood quietly, his gaze on her focused but soft. He must have turned on whatever magic he possessed, because that inexplicable desire to please him came over her again, not in any crude way. She felt like a favored student desperate to make her teacher proud. If she focused, she could dampen the feeling. She couldn’t banish it completely, though.
“I want to help,” she said.
“But?”
“Are you sure about my...power?” God, how stupid did that sound?
“I’m not the one who has to be sure.”
“But it’s real, right?”
“You know it is.”
“Is it enough?”
He moved close to her. His cologne smelled natural, like a collection of fresh spices. He rested a hand on Kate’s shoulder. “They only way to know is to use it.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Help us find Jessie, Kate. Then help us save your world.”
“Turn it off. Whatever you’re doing, turn it off. I can’t know if I’m making the choice on my own if you’re going to try to manipulate me with your tricks.”
“It’s not meant as a trick. I’m able to project my emotions. The only thing you’re feeling is my sincere desire to help you.” He removed his hand. “But I’ll back away.” He skirted the piano and crossed over to the sofa where he sat when Kate first met him. He sat and folded his hands in his lap.
Kate sensed his influence fade, though it left her feeling chilled, as if someone had stripped her of a warm blanket.
She had her wish. Time to decide what came next. With this new power now in her, she might be able to find Jessie on her own. She didn’t need Kress and his team for that. But what then? She knew deep down what he had said about Jessie’s own power was true. She had seen for herself her daughter unleash that power. She had even used it to save Kate from insanity.
And what of the things she had seen during that insanity?
Visions of Jessie bringing about terrible darkness.
Kate had tucked those images away as mere scraps of an addled mind. If they had been glimpses of a possible future, though, how could Kate stand by and not try to redirect that fate? Hiding Jessie away would not work. These dark forces would find her again and again, just as they had in Illinois from that terrible artifact. Just as they had to somehow make Craig take Jessie away from her.
Now, Kate had power of her own to fight back with. And a powerful group of potential allies to back her up. Craig had had his chance at protecting Jessie. From the sounds of things, he had failed. It was time she took over.
“Okay,” she said. “Here’s the deal. We find Jessie. We kick the crap out of everything that’s trying to get at her. We help her do her thing to trigger The Return. We save the world. I get my daughter back. You get to go home. Sound about right?”
Kress grinned, clapped his hands together once. “Sounds perfect.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Waiting was the worst part. But mobilizing an army, even a small one like theirs, took time. Mobilizing equipment took time. Gathering resources, arranging travel, and staging a military assault on a city in the middle of the frozen nowhere took time.
Time.
Meanwhile, the vampires continued to feed on and turn the small city’s entire population.
Lockman slammed his fist on the table. He sat alone at the long conference table in the middle of the War Room. Maps, photographs, and schematics littered the surface like some creative tablecloth. Among the mess, Lockman had enough room for a laptop and a thermos full of coffee the gnomes in the mess hall dutifully replaced with a fresh one every hour. He used the laptop to surf the Net, keeping tabs on public knowledge of the situation in the north.
Rumors that Barrow had ceased contact with the outside world cropped up on some fringe internet news sites. Lockman knew this wasn’t entirely true, as their resources showed the vamps making fake standard communications to fool any outsiders into thinking nothing was wrong in Barrow. This included regular contact from local law enforcement. It appeared the vamps were keeping cops alive and hostage to vouch for their city’s safety.
The ruse wouldn’t last long. But the vamps had three more weeks of night, and that’s probably as long as they planned on staying. They had little concern for the mess they would leave behind.
Word down the line said that federal law enforcement wasn’t so easily fooled. They wanted to know what had happened to the team they sent to investigate the initial swath of missing persons reports. They weren’t getting answers they liked.
Lockman knew it was only a matter of time before the FBI sent more men into Barrow. The last thing he wanted was for his crew to get tangled up with the feebs. Slim chance they would see an army of supernatural monsters as an allied force. Lockman wouldn’t have the time or patience to try to explain the situation. If mortal law enforcement got in the middle, they would have to fend for themselves.
“How much longer till we hear about those crop dusters?”
Adam stood at the touch screen on the wall. He had it zoomed to a satellite pic of Barrow, working on drawing up a tactical approach to the city. From the aerial view, the city didn’t look like much more than rows of shoeboxes lined up along roadways with a whole lot of ice surrounding them.
“About fourteen minutes less than the last time you asked.”
“Don’t give me lip, Adam. The longer we wait, the more people get killed or turned into vamps. If it’s not too late already.”
Adam tapped the screen and zoomed into the city’s local airfield. He stroked his chin and stared at the screen, silent.
Lockman shoved the laptop back, crinkling some of the papers on the table. He turned his chair to face the ogre. “You hear me?”
“I hear an echo,” Adam said. “The next part goes something like, ‘And then Gabriel gets there and leads his new-found army south, where it continues to grow until all of North America becomes a vampire breeding ground.’”
“Is this a fucking joke to you?”
Adam turned away from the screen, offering Lockman a grave look. “No. But we are mobilizing as quickly as we can. We were not prepared for something like this. We can’t drop a fully equipped army into Alaska as if by magic.”
Lockman cringed at that last word. He hated it. Worms crawled under his skin at the sound. But after he got past his initial disgust, he realized something they had missed. “Why not?”
Adam cocked an orange eyebrow. “Magically transport eight-hundred men and a pair of crop dusters loaded with holy water? Why hadn’t I thought of that?”
Sarcasm sounded strange coming from Adam. Unlike Marty, Adam always had such a formal way of speech. Lockman kind of liked the sarcasm, despite its point being directed at him.
“Nothing that drastic. Even if that were possible, I wouldn’t allow it, because we both know the cost of something like that. But the vamps made it up there somehow, and I doubt they rode snowmobiles.”
“We’ve checked. None of our interdimensional portals have an exit anywhere close to that locale. Nothing even in Alaska, period.”
“There has to be something.”
The ogre turned back to studying the map, as if the answer might be marked there. He grunted. “I’ll have some of the science team look into it.”
“Someone better qualified than Truman, I hope.”
“We have an astrophysicist on retainer. He’s studied the similarities between interdimensional portals and wormholes. Rather, he has studied to find if there are any.”
“Are there?”
“You’d have to ask him.”
Lockman glanced at his laptop. The screen displayed an article written by a fringe news site claiming Barrow had been occupied by the military due to some science experiment gone wrong. The tremors of the situation up there reaching mainstream awareness had begun.
“Sounds like a long shot,” Lockman said.
Adam threw Lockman a huge grin, showing off his dice-sized teeth. “Come on, Lockman. When has anything we’ve done been any less than a long shot?”
Lockman chuckled. “Okay, keep the mobilization running as fast as we can, but call this guy in to see if we can’t jump things ahead a little.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
If Gabriel still possessed a mortal body, he would have crashed the stolen Civic hybrid miles ago. Instead, he felt as fresh and vibrant as if after the most restful night’s sleep. This probably had something to do with the woman who had caught him stealing the car and whose blood he had drained.
Vampires did, in fact, sleep. But Gabriel wondered if that behavior wasn’t a holdover from having to stay cooped up during the day. Now that the sunlight no longer posed a threat to his vampiric body, he imagined he could go on indefinitely as long as he fed regularly.
My how those ancient voices had changed the proverbial playing field. Lockman and his ilk were in for a horrible surprise if they met again.
He’ll find me, the girl said. And he’ll rip you the hell out.
Gabriel admired the endless stretch of dessert on either side of the road. Some might call the landscape barren and dull. He found it hypnotic. Not barren at all. Life teemed even in the harsh, dry openness. A different kind of life. A more dangerous, hardy life. Plants with quills and lizards with quick tongues. And snakes with fangs.
The girl didn’t like being ignored. She demonstrated what Gabriel could only describe as a psychic temper tantrum. A quiver ran through their shared body. Their heartbeat quickened. An inexplicable anger made Gabriel throttle the steering wheel as if he meant to tear it loose.
Enough!
Like that, the sensations quit. He had blocked her and whatever she was doing. Yet he could still sense her within him. In his mind he heard her weeping.
He returned his focus to his driving. An hour later, he reached his exit. He followed the road signs to a blip of a town called Sombrero. The whole town consisted of two motels, three restaurants, a gas station, and the few houses that belonged to those that ran these places of business. Except for the folks that lived in Sombrero, this place was merely a stop on the way to somewhere else.
Gabriel pulled into the dirt strip that acted as parking lot for the La Posada De Rosa motel. He parked the car in front of a pink shack separate from the motel proper. A set of sagging wood steps led to a screen door with a neon sign above it that read No Vacancy but with only Vacancy currently illuminated. Gabriel doubted the No saw much light. The pink paint job had faded and peeled in spots, though the side of the building closest to the motel had a fair amount of shade from a Burr Oak and the neighboring structure that had protected the paint, leaving it as bright as flamingo feathers.
Gabriel climbed out of the car and up the steps into the shack.
The screen door looked like it should have creaked, but it didn’t make a sound until Gabriel let it smack shut behind him. Inside, the air smelled like goat cheese and mint. The space consisted of a single room with an L-shaped counter walling off one corner. A Mexican flag the size of a sheet for a queen-sized bed hung on the wall opposite the entrance. All the remaining walls hosted framed photographs of an infinite variety of sizes. Every photo featured various groups of smiling people—wedding photos, vacation photos, class photos from as far back as the 1930s.
The girl behind the counter didn’t look much older than Jessie. She wore a halter top that barely covered what it was made for. As Gabriel approached the counter, the mint scent grew stronger and he realized it came from the gum she chomped on. The goat cheese smell remained a mystery, and just as well.
“You want a room,” the girl said, the faintest touch of a Hispanic lilt to her voice.
“I’m looking for someone,” Gabriel said, still a little surprised at the sound of his own voice, since it now came from a teen girl. “I don’t know their name. I don’t know what they look like. I only know that I can find them here.”
The girl popped her gum and stared at him as if he had asked her to wash his underwear. “Um, okay.” Then she seemed to take a closer look at him, realized something was off about his appearance. “You sick or something?”
“Yes,” Gabriel said. “And this person I’m looking for? They can make me well.”
The girl’s eyes narrowed. She chewed her gum and stared. “You ain’t talking about crazy Lucia are you?”
“Perhaps. What makes Lucia so crazy?”
The girl rolled her eyes and snorted. “What ain’t crazy about Lucia?” She leaned conspiratorially over the counter. “She’s always talking about the days she did peyote with the Indians.”
“Why is that so crazy?”
“Because she says she did it back before...” She puckered her lips and scrunched her brow as if trying to remember exact words. “Before the white man scoured the land.” The girl giggled, the sound like water chugging down a drain. “That’d make her a million years old or something, right? Then she talks about how she can do magic. Says she cured Mr. Aiken’s—he’s the guy owns the gas station. She says she cured his cancer. Like it had nothing to do with him driving a hundred miles three times a week to get chemo.” She shook her head. “Bitch is crazy.”
Gabriel smiled along and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing, that Crazy Lucia, what a trip. Then he asked, “Where can I find Lucia?”
The gum nearly dropped out of the girl’s gaping mouth. “Why?”
“Because I’m pretty sure she’s who I’m looking for.”

According to the story the girl at the motel offered without Gabriel’s asking, Crazy Lucia used to own and run the La Posada De Rosa motel. She was one of Sombrero’s earliest residents. For the longest time, she acted as sort of the town’s matriarch. Some people said she had founded Sombrero herself, having made her way north from Mexico on a pilgrimage. After that, details splintered into dozens of different rumors. Some claimed Lucia had made a pact with Satan for immortality. Others had her coming to Sombrero long after it had been founded, only to be abandoned there by a lover.
When Gabriel pressed about how such a small town could not keep track of how one of its residents came to live there, the girl shrugged her skinny tan shoulders and gave him an answer that confirmed that Lucia was the one he sought.
“I don’t know. It’s like no one can remember for some reason.”
Using Gabriel’s atlas, the girl pointed out where Lucia lived on the outskirts of town. “You can’t miss it. Just pass everything else in town, then make a left onto the tiny dirt road. It winds around a bit, but her place is at the very end. Don’t let it fool ya, though. I don’t know how she affords a house like that, but she’s still fucking nuts.”
As Gabriel pulled up to what could only be described as a desert palace, he realized what the girl had meant. Usually, the local recluse and mystic lived in humble accommodations. Lucia, however, appeared to have invested well at some point. The mansion looked to hold at least four-thousand square feet. The outside, painted in garish hues of blue and green, looked untouched by the desert’s climate. The windows sparkled. And there were a lot of windows, giving the building a greenhouse-like appearance.
All manner of desert plant decorated the front of the house, many of them prickly. Tall cacti lined the brick approach like guards. While walking between them, Gabriel felt like one of the cacti might reach out with a quilled hand and grab hold with a piercing grip.
He made it to the front door without incident.
She was in there. He could sense her power. And she was watching him. On instinct, he didn’t bother to knock. He tried the door and it opened for him.
Inside, the open floor plan plus all the windows gave the sense that the space belonged as much to the desert as the house. The hardwood floors shined as if freshly polished. The decor leaned toward a generic southwestern style, lots of turquoise and earth tones. The only sound came from the fire crackling in an old-fashioned wood burning stove. Night began to settle in the desert and it had felt chilly coming in. Lucia was already prepared for the desert winter evening.
No sign of the woman, though. No sign of anything besides the potted plants lining the windowsills and the end tables.
“Hello?” he called. His girlish voice echoed in the wide space.
A spiral staircase only a few steps from the entrance led to the upper story. Gabriel moved closer and peered up, but couldn’t see anything besides the ceiling of the second floor.
“Lucia,” he called again. “I know you’re home. I know who you are.”
“Do you?”
Not since the days he lived with Father had Gabriel felt such a start. His chest felt near to burst. His breath caught in his throat. He spun toward the voice. Somehow the woman had snuck in behind him, as if she had shadowed his steps into the house. She stood in the open doorway, a smile so ragged with broken teeth and her face so leathered by the sun her head looked like a Jack O’ Lantern planted on the shoulders of a fat woman.
Her size was the second most notable thing about her. She had to have weighed four-hundred pounds. She wore a massive Tweety Bird t-shirt that could have doubled as a tent for two normal-sized adults. Her bosom was especially pronounced, and hung to her waist like a second stomach.
The woman laughed. Every part of her jiggled. Her breath smelled like nutmeg. Her laughing petered out as her eyes took Gabriel in. What must have looked like an ordinary young girl from behind now looked quite different to her face-to-face.
“What are you?”
It was Gabriel’s turn to smile. He made sure to show some face. With one hand he smeared away the makeup on his cheeks. “Are you Lucia?”
The woman crossed herself and backed away, crossing out into the twilight on her front porch. “How can you enter my home? You are uninvited?”
Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Come now. Are you really that unversed?” This whole trip looked like a waste of his time. Damn, he’d been certain this location had a stronger supernatural presence. Long ago, he and Otto had tracked and tagged as many supernatural strong points across the nation as they could find. Thus they would always know where to go to find power if they needed it.
Surely, their readings couldn’t have meant this woman alone.
The information was old. Things might have changed.
“You travel by light,” she said, pointing toward the sky with a trembling hand. “This I know is impossible.”
Her Hispanic accent thickened with her fear.
Gabriel nodded. “For most like me, it is impossible. I am no simple vampire.”
“Get out of my home, demon.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I need your help.”
“Help?” She scooted away while digging for something underneath the shirt that hung down to her knees. “I will not aid a demon.” Finally she pulled loose a rosary. The beads clacked together as she flung the rosary free from her pocket. She held the cross out in front of her as if wielding a knife. “Away with you.”
“I’m afraid those don’t work on me either.”
Her eyes went wide. A vein in her fleshy neck throbbed. She began mumbling something in Spanish.
Gabriel held out a hand, trying to appear as disarming as possible. He looked like a teen girl. How threatening could he truly be? “Please help me. A terrible creature turned me into what you see before I ever had the chance at womanhood. If you could just—”
“No!” Her ruddy face creased in several places like crumpled felt. Her eyes flashed. “You are no young girl. I see through you. What’s inside is older...and dark.”
Interesting. So she did have some talent. How far would it take him, though?
“Think of me what you will,” he said. “All I want is a doorway.”
She looked up at the darkening sky as if seeking guidance from a higher power. The woman knew magic was real and within her, but like many mortals she had cluttered her talent with unnecessary rules and superstition. Why couldn’t they all learn? Get the blood, and the rest falls into place.
“You won’t find answers up there.”
She snapped her gaze back to him. “What do you mean by doorway?”
“Tell me, Lucia. Have you ever traveled to a faraway place without having to leave your home?”
“You mean a spirit walk?”
He lifted a shoulder. “Something like that.”
“You want to take a spirit walk?”
“I want to improve your spirit walk. I want you to help me take my body along with my spirit.” Millions of “spirits” in truth. But he didn’t want to overwhelm her with details.
The wrinkles in her leathery face changed, marking her as confused. She still held the rosary and began worrying its beads between a thumb and forefinger. “What you seek is not possible.”
“The difference between possible and impossible is merely a matter of commitment, dear Lucia. If the spirit can travel, so can the body.” And the only reason he needed her help for such a thing was because a body needed to be sent. One cannot send oneself. A quirk of magical physics, but one he’d learn long ago. Otherwise, people with supernatural ability would pop in and out everywhere whenever it pleased them. It was the reason the network of interdemnsional portals was created across the world. Something Gabriel would have used if Lockman and his people hadn’t commandeered the entire network.
Lucia still didn’t understand. She rubbed at her beads and gaped at Gabriel. “A vampire has no spirit to travel. You are soulless.”
A good point, if he had been a run-of-the-mill vampire. But he had helped dear little Jessie keep her soul after she was turned. This trick had allowed his, and all the others, remain as well. “Madame, if you haven’t already guessed, there is more to me than my vampirism. I have a soul. I have many, in fact.”
She gasped, though it sounded like a belch.
Again, Gabriel reached out his hand. He beckoned her to him. “Come in, my dear. I have no urge to do you harm. As I said, I need your help.”
She shook her head. “Your soul is dark. You are unnatural.”
Gabriel closed his eyes. Why couldn’t he have found a real practitioner? Any true mystic would have jumped at the chance to try and teleport a soul-endowed vampire through space-time. Surely. What an exciting experiment. Lucia was yet another example of what was wrong with the world and what needed fixing.
“I don’t have time to find another practitioner. You will help me.”
He stepped forward.
Lucia matched his step with one backward. Meanwhile, she started digging under her shirt again. What now? A vial of holy water?
She drew a gun. A little revolver with a snub nose. She dropped the rosary to the porch and held the gun in both hands, aimed at Gabriel. Her hands shook so terribly, Gabriel doubted she could hit him even with only the few feet between them.
“Get out of my house.”
“Even if your bullets are silver, they won’t hurt me.”
She rattled something off in Spanish, spittle flinging from her lips.
Things not working out so well for ya, huh?
Gabriel caught himself growling. He did not need the girl’s scratchy little voice in his head right now. He gave her a psychic shove to drive her back to the dark, silent place she hid in between smart-mouthed quips.
That tickled a little, she replied. I think you lose a little control when you’re pissed. That’s good to know.
“Shut up,” he screamed.
The outburst made Lucia start. Her finger twitched on the trigger and the gun went off. Despite her unsteady hands, the bullet caught Gabriel in the side of the neck. The slug lodged itself there. Blood pumped from the hole. He felt it run down and follow the curve of his shoulder.
“Oh, Lucia,” he said. Some blood leaked into his throat, making his voice gurgle. He stuck his finger in the hole in his neck and hooked the slug out. He gave it a cursory glance—not even silver, the foolish woman—and flicked it at Lucia like a bloody booger.
The slug bounced off her bosom, leaving a splat of blood on Tweety Bird’s face.
She jerked at the impact. Her eyes bulged. The vein in her neck had doubled in size. She let the gun drop from her hands. It clattered on the brick porch. Then she turned and tried to run. What qualifies as running for a four-hundred-pound woman looks more like a twist and shuffle. She made it less than a dozen steps before Gabriel leaped across the distance between them and landed on her back.
Amazingly, the woman kept her feet. She tried to swing Gabriel off of her, but Gabriel had all the strength and leverage in this fight. He wrapped his arms around her neck and planted his heels into her thighs. Then he squeezed his arms closed slowly. He didn’t intend to crush her windpipe, though he could have gone as far as tearing off her head like he had that insufferable priest. He only squeezed enough to cut the blood flow to her brain.
The woman’s heart, both physically and metaphorically, proved strong. She kept her feet and continued to twist back and forth in an effort to throw him off. She lasted about twenty seconds before finally falling to her knees. Another ten seconds before she flopped to her side and passed out.
To get out from under her, Gabriel had to roll into one of the cactus sentries along the approach. The prickers pierced through the back of his shirt. They didn’t hurt as much as itched and annoyed. Unlike the hole in his neck, which did burn a little even as it had started to close up. He’d made the wound bigger digging the slug out, but with the slug out, it meant the wound could heal without obstruction and go back as if he’d never been shot in the first place.
He stood over Lucia and gazed down at her. Her heavy bosom rose and fell. Still breathing. Still alive. But what was the point? If he couldn’t convince her to help him, he would have no choice but to move on and find someone who would. At this rate, it could be a week or more before he reached Barrow, Alaska. He wanted to get there before daylight returned and the vampires dispersed. Lockman and his allies’ biggest fear was for another leader to take charge of a vampire army. They worried about someone like the king in New Orleans. Just another vampire, no matter how ancient and powerful.
They didn’t realize that the next great vampire leader would be their precious Chosen One.
The opportunity in Alaska was another of destiny’s cogs. It was Gabriel’s responsibility to fulfill that destiny.
He kicked the unconscious woman.
She would help him. He would compel her. He just had to listen to the millions of ancient voices. Just as they had given him the secret to sun walking, they would tell him how to turn a mortal into a slave.
One more body to control, the girl piped up. You think you can handle that?
You forget, he thought as he dragged Lucia back to the house. I don’t control your body. Your body belongs to me.
That’s not what it seemed like to me a little bit ago. Seems like you’re still learning to drive this thing. And trust me, freak. First chance I get, I’m taking back the wheel.
Gabriel heaved Lucia into the house and kicked the door shut. We’ll see about that.
Bet your ass we will.



Chapter Twenty-Six
They brought Terrance Obstermeyer into the War Room, just Adam and Lockman. Lockman took his seat where he had left his laptop and, based on the steam leaking from the spout, a fresh thermos of coffee courtesy of the gnomes.
Obstermeyer looked like a frightened fish trapped in a bowl too small. His cheeks puffed and his eyes bulged. His hair stuck out in curled spikes. His rumpled shirt looked slept in. He looked back and forth between Lockman and Adam as if they had asked him to solve world hunger in the next fifteen minutes. Maybe that’s essentially what they had asked him.
Adam sat across the table from Lockman. The arrangement had the look of a job interview. Lockman supposed that’s exactly what it was. Poor Obstermeyer and his surprised fish face didn’t seem up to the challenge.
“You have to understand,” he said. “This...I’ve been studying the quantum mechanics of interdimensional portals since I graduated from MIT. I was recruited by a special government agency to study wormholes.” Lockman knew this, as that was the same Agency Lockman had worked for and what led to Obstermeyer ending up with them now. “Because up until that point, that’s what I knew existed. Wormholes. Then I learn about our access to parallel dimensions and magic portals and spooks and specters. What happened to the science? That’s what I’d like to know.”
Lockman waited to see if Obstermeyer would find his way back on topic.
Obstermeyer chewed on his thumbnail instead.
Lockman threw Adam a glance that said You sure about this guy?
The ogre nodded. “Tell Mr. Lockman about your latest findings.”
The physicist finished chewing his thumbnail, spit it out, and started in on his pinky. He spoke as he chewed. “There are similar properties to what we define as wormholes and the portals. Without getting all technical, the portals defy physics because of their stable nature. These kinds of things simply should not be able to exist. But their general make up mocks the structure of a theoretical wormhole.”
A dull throb started behind Lockman’s left eye. This babble was even worse than Dr. Truman’s. When would these guys figure out that mojo and science had nothing in common? “I’m not sure how this helps.”
Obstermeyer spit out another shard of nail and gave Lockman the Are you stupid or something? look that Jess was so good at. “Aside from the obvious? Look, I have friends in other secret pockets of the government. The science divisions, not the spook divisions. They’re developing tech that can create wormholes for the purpose of space travel. The stability issue is the only thing that stands in the way.”
The smell of the coffee from the thermos called to Lockman. He took a sip, staring at Obstermeyer over the rim. This also gave him a chance to think about what to say next, because the idea of mixing science with mojo made him want to say a whole string of obscene things certain to send this nervous, twitchy man running out the door.
He set the thermos down and spoke slowly. “You want to use mojo to somehow stabilize the wormholes?”
Obstermeyer jiggled his head which made his spiky curls flop around like loose clock springs. “Righto. I’ve figured out the magical component that stabilizes the portals. It’s what us physicists call exotic matter. Something that only exists in theory. But if we can tease that matter out of a magical portal and plug it into a manmade wormhole...” He held out his hands like a stage magician displaying his latest illusion. “We’ve just made ourselves a portal.”
Lockman shook his head. “No.”
“Hold on a second,” Adam said.
The physicist’s words buzzed in Lockman head like angry bees. He swatted the air as if he could clear them physically. They just kept buzzing. “I made this mistake once, remember? I don’t even know why I agreed to sit and listen to this.”
“Hey,” Obstermeyer said as if Lockman had insulted him personally. “You’re the one who asked if it were possible. So, yeah, it’s possible. I don’t know how to do it...yet. But it’s possible.”
Lockman stood. “Thanks for your time then.”
Obstermeyer puffed out his cheeks. His eyes popped out a little more. His hair did its waggle dance. “Whatever, man.” He stood and hustled out of the room, shoulders hunched as if expecting someone to throw rocks at him on the way out.
“That was nice and pointless,” Adam said. “When are you going to get over that war?”
The way Adam said war, he couldn’t have meant the one with the vamps. But Lockman didn’t know what the hell war the ogre was talking about. “Come again?”
“That battle inside of you about the use of magic for good or ill.”
“There’s no war. It’s called caution. And common sense. I can just see them playing around with wormholes while conjuring a spell. It’s the mad scientists meet the crazy wizards. Bad idea.”
“So we stick to the current timetable?”
“He said he didn’t even know how to do it.”
“Of course not. It wouldn’t be his job to do it. We have practitioners to perform the actual magic.”
“And what happens if they tear timespace in half and we all get sucked down to hell?”
Adam’s laughter boomed through the War Room. “A shortcut to Hell or a shortcut to Alaska. What’s the difference?”
Christ. These were the kinds of decisions once made for him. If the Agency had wanted to send a team through a wormhole straight into the Earth’s core, Lockman would have said “hoo-rah,” grabbed his rifle, and charged in. Now he found himself interviewing physicists and debating the high level tactics of a war that had so blurred the lines between right and wrong, natural and unnatural, sane and deranged, that Lockman didn’t know how to proceed. Every option seemed like the wrong one.
“I can’t stand waiting, giving Gabriel a chance to get up there before we do.”
Adam said nothing. Not helpful.
Lockman pinched the bridge of his nose. The headache had crept over to behind his other eye. The muscles in his neck began to ache as well. “Fine. Let’s build our great big wormhole into hell and send an army through it. At this point, I don’t know if things can get any worse.”
Adam grimaced. “Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that.”
It only took a second for Lockman to remember all the near scrapes he’d made it through while thinking it couldn’t get any worse. “You’re right. I’m just going to assume it will get worse. If we’re lucky, I’ll be disappointed.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Lucia lay on the leather couch in the central living space, naked and bleeding from the ornate carvings Gabriel had drawn in her flesh. Her four-hundred-pound body sagged from head to toe. Saggy arms, saggy legs, saggy breasts that flopped clear down into her armpits. The sag of her belly mercifully covered her privates, which he had learned when he first stripped her also sagged.
Flaying her with a knife didn’t faze him. But seeing that? Horrifying.
Does this disturb you? he asked Jessie while cutting another line with the paring knife he’d found in Lucia’s kitchen.
She didn’t answer, all her bluster from before evaporated.
He finished his crude tattooing and stepped back to admire his work. Oozing blood blurred many of the lines, but the pattern still looked beautiful, even on the taffy flesh of a fat woman.
With the tip of the knife, Gabriel pricked his finger. He pressed the bead of blood that formed on the fingertip into one of the lines he’d drawn into her face. “My blood to yours and yours to mine,” he whispered. Then he concentrated, imagining not only his blood, but his essence mixing with Lucia’s.
A darkness passed.
Seconds? Minutes? An hour? Gabriel wasn’t sure how long he lived in that darkness. When he came to, he found Lucia sitting upright on the couch, eyes wide, the blood gone, leaving behind a roadwork of scars.
Gabriel smiled. “Call me Master.”
“Master,” she said. She reached out and touched his face. “What can I give you?”
“Your power. You must send me away.”
A tear slipped down her scarred cheek. She frowned. “I just found you. I don’t want you to leave me.”
“It is the best way to serve me.”
“Shall I wait for you here?”
He didn’t care what she did. If she could send him to Barrow, that was all he needed. He could probably release her once he was gone. He could also make her sit on the couch and wait for his return. She would starve to death waiting. The best option, the safest so as no one happened to find her and ask questions or she didn’t go off talking about their encounter, was to have her commit suicide after he was gone.
He took her hand and patted it gently. “You must make the ultimate sacrifice once I’ve left. You must give your life to me.”
Another tear dripped from her eye. “Okay.”
“Are you ready to help me go?”
She nodded.
“We will need more blood,” he said and handed her the knife.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Kate had never seen such a spread in real life. The dining room looked like something out of one of those British TV shows about wealthy families with servants living below. Crystal glasses, ornate China, vases bursting with colorful plants that had surely come straight from the rain forest.
The long table sat fifteen, and every chair held an occupant. Kress sat at the head of the table, of course. Kate sat to his right. Mica to his left. Kate also recognized Wertz a few seats down. Even Thom the Ghost occupied one of the fifteen chairs, though Kate was pretty sure ghosts didn’t eat.
The other faces—if the creatures seated at the table had faces—were all new to Kate. A few looked human, or close to it with varying shades and texture of skin or added frills like horns or an extra set of teeth. Others looked entirely alien. One diner was little more than a blob of clear liquid perched on a chair.
Before coming down to dinner, Kate had examined the contents of her new bedroom closet and came out with an off the shoulder black dress and a pair of matching heels. She didn’t recognize the label, but she knew it was way out of her normal price range. She picked the dress after Kress warned her that the dinner would be formal, though not to expect everyone in black tie. Now she got the joke. Some of the creatures at this table didn’t have necks. Some of them couldn’t even wear clothes at all—a la Mr. Blob.
Strange company aside, it still felt nice to dress up for a fancy dinner. She could not remember the last time she had done so. The night Craig had proposed? Heavens, she’d barely been out of her teens at the time.
The warm smoothness of Kress’s hand touched Kate’s bare shoulder. She blinked out of her thoughts and smiled at him. The smile felt crooked to her. While no food had yet been served, she could smell shades of onion, garlic, and roasting beef. Her mouth watered.
“Those you see before you,” Kress said, “are the full members of our team. We have a few who do contract work for us. Not often, however. I would hope, over time, you come to think of these companions as your family. We are all very close. And we care for one another fiercely.”
His last sentence sounded like a threat, though Kate didn’t get the sense he had directed it at her. Instead, she thought he might have been cuing her into another benefit of sticking with them.
She had to admit that many she sat with now scared the hell out of her just by their looks. Most of the non-humans she’d come in contact with before proved dangerous and evil. Except for the ogres, like that friend of Craig’s with the foul mouth. There weren’t any ogres at the table, though.
Kress then turned to address the group around the table. “As some of you already know, this is Kate. She is the mother of the Chosen One.”
Kate felt the increased attention and wanted to shrink. Her face turned warm. She waved. “Hi.”
No one returned the greeting. They all stared. Of the faces she could read, she thought they looked worried more than anything. Who knew, though? She was the only human in the room. She could be totally misinterpreting their expressions.
After a few seconds of this increased scrutiny, Kate felt ready to unzip her skin and walk out. The arrival of dinner saved her.
A platoon of servants burst into the room carrying trays of food and beverages. They swirled around the table, a practiced swarm that knew right where to go with what. Within minutes, those who could eat and drink had their plates piled high and their glasses full. They dug in. Some did not eat. They either sat quietly, or spoke with those around them, casual dinner conversation without the dinner. Many furtive glances came Kate’s way throughout the meal.
The smell of the food in front of Kate—mashed sweet potatoes, roasted beef glazed with sautéed onions, a spinach salad—intoxicated her. She thought of the cartoons from her childhood where the scent of something would hold a character by the nose and float them through the air to the source. Despite her hunger, she felt too self-conscious to eat.
Kress nudged her with an elbow. “Perhaps some wine first, to relax you?”
Kate nodded. Kress poured from an unlabeled bottle a dark red wine into her glass.
“This is my own recipe,” he said. “Even the grapes are mine. I own a vineyard in Northern California.”
“I remember reading about it,” Kate said. Some entertainment magazine or tabloid had done an interview with Kress at the vineyard. She picked up the glass and saluted with it. “Thank you.”
The wine awakened taste buds that must have died years ago. After only a couple of sips, she took up her fork and knife and began eating. For a short while she forgot about everything else. The meal tasted as divine as the wine. She couldn’t help wonder if some magic were involved. The thought ruined some of her enjoyment. Made her think about her arm and Mica slammed up against the wall, Kate momentarily unable to stop from continuing to crush her.
Then she thought of Jessie.
She set down her fork and pushed back from the table.
“Everything all right?”
“Why are we wasting time? When do we find Jessie?”
Kress sipped his wine before answering. “I want you comfortable here, Kate.”
Four days had passed since the ritual in the room with the pentagram and the mural on the ceiling. In that time, Kate had discovered her bedroom was attached to a larger suite with full kitchen, living room, and luxurious bathroom with a shower big enough for four and a hot tub that could accommodate at least that many. The living room had shelves full of books and DVDs, a massive plasma television, stereo system with a seemingly infinite digital collection of music, and even a video game console that didn’t interest Kate in the slightest. Plenty of things to keep her occupied, in other words, while they asked that she stay in her apartment until they were ready for the next step in finding Jessie. Kress had visited her daily, begging for her patience as they “prepared.”
But she could only read so much. Only listen to so much music or watch so many movies. They had also provided her a treadmill and she had put more miles on the thing than she had probably run in a month’s time back when running was part of her morning ritual. Stir crazy no longer qualified as a descriptor for her state. They told her she was not a prisoner, that she could leave at any time if she so chose, and every time the subject came up, Kress worked his guilt trip about saving the world.
Admittedly, the formal dinner was a nice change. But too little, too late.
“If Jess is in some kind of danger like you suspect, my comfort’s really a luxury, isn’t it? Does it matter?”
“It matters.”
The glances from the others around the table came more frequently as they overheard the conversation. Kate tried not to notice, at least not to care.
“I doubt I’ll ever feel totally comfortable here. No offense. But I think we’re better off if we move on with this.”
Mica said something under her breath that sounded snide.
Kress flashed her a disapproving look, then returned his attention to Kate. He rested a hand on her arm—the formerly wounded one. “Yours is not the only comfort I’m concerned about.” His eyes tracked along the table. “For what we face, we will have to work together in the most intimate of fashions. Rituals, as you’ve seen, are dangerous and leave us vulnerable.”
“Okay, I think I understand. But I still think any more delay is a mistake.”
Mica dropped her fork on her plate with a clank. “Is that ‘cause you’re worried about your pretty little daughter, love? Or ‘cause you actually give a fig about The Return?”
Kate opened her mouth to answer. Kress cut in.
“We’ll not argue.” He stared pointedly at Mica.
She hunched her shoulders, picked her fork up, and started stabbing at her roast without actually eating anything.
To Kate, Kress said, “I understand your impatience. I share it, in fact. But once we find Jessie, things around here will change drastically. Those you dine with tonight have pinned all their hopes for a future on the fate of your daughter. We cannot take this lightly.”
“Believe me,” Kate said. “I’m not taking anything lightly.”
“Good, because there is one more reason why we cannot rush. You are not ready.”
Her first instinct was to snap at him, tell him she damn well was ready. He was the one who kept telling her they needed time to prepare. She checked herself. She remembered her lack of control with Mica. If this new power in her could lead her to Jess, she wanted to learn how as quickly as possible. She also understood, however, that she knew absolutely nothing about how it worked. For example, could using the power to search for Jessie also harm her in some way? Still, she wasn’t content to sit through luxurious dinners when Kress and his people could at least start getting her ready.
“How is this,” she gestured to the table, “going to make me ready?”
Kress swallowed. His eyes flicked down to her plate. “Have you had enough to eat?”
She followed his gaze and surprised herself to find the plate empty. She’d been hungrier than she thought. “I’m fine. Now tell me—”
He held up a hand, cutting her off. Then he stood.
All the chatter and clink of silverware against China stopped at once. The focus of everyone at the table turned to Kress. He stood for a silent moment. “My friends, we find ourselves at a precipice we have prepared for over a century. Many of you have been with me since the beginning. The newest of you still know me as well as any.”
He took time to look around the table, pausing to give each attendee his full attention for a second. After he made the rounds with his gaze, he picked up his napkin and twisted it in his hands. A nervous gesture. The first Kate had seen from him since they’d met.
A chill gripped her heart. Whatever he planned on saying next bothered him. And if it bothered him, their leader, it bothered Kate. She knew she wasn’t going to like it.
“I have asked you all to do many things in the name of our quest,” Kress continued. “You have learned to do as I ask without question, trusting that however strange my request, the means serve our end.”
He tossed the napkin on the table.
“It’s time we made the final preparation.” Was that a tremor in his voice? “It’s time to test the power of the Chosen One’s mother.”
Kate’s breath caught. She looked to Mica, but the pixie wouldn’t meet her eyes. Nor would Wertz when she turned to him. Test her power? What was all this about?
“My friends,” Kress said. “I ask you now...kill Kate.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
A tremor shook Lockman from the toes up.
He stood in his quarters. At first he thought the compound was under attack, someone had dropped a bomb or set off an explosive. Then he realized the tremor had come from inside of him. At the same time he shook, he thought of Kate. Out of nowhere he saw her face, not from any one particular memory or in any specific place, just the sight of her, and she looked frightened.
The hairs on the backs of his arms stood on end.
He looked to the floor, expecting to find the carpet worn out along the path he’d been pacing for the last forty minutes. He was supposed to be getting some shut-eye. His body had other ideas. He couldn’t even make himself lie down. The one time he tried, he thrashed back and forth on the bed, unable to find a comfortable position. That’s when he got up and started pacing.
His hands were tied. Either the scientists would figure out their wormhole or the team would finally pull together traditional transports. Eventually, they would get to Alaska. In the mean time, Lockman could...do nothing but worry.
Now this shiver and sense of foreboding about Kate?
Lockman never claimed to have sensitivity to mojo. He liked to think he was dead to that kind of thing. But his body once belonged to Gabriel, and mojo flowed through the body as much as it did the soul. So he couldn’t deny what he felt might have some validity. Kate might be in trouble.
If she was? What could he do about it?
Another example of his impotence.
He swung his foot out and kicked the cheap set of drawers that kept his clothes. The bottom drawer cracked and popped off the track so that it canted sideways. He wanted to take another swing at it, but controlled himself. Breaking furniture wouldn’t solve anything.
The knock at his door sounded like a song of angels. Finally, something to act on.
He answered the door and found Obstermeyer standing on the other side with a huge grin on his face. “It was almost too easy,” he said, the pitch of his voice girlish.
Lockman narrowed his eyes. “You’ve done it?”
“I was right the whole time. You need exotic matter to hold open a wormhole. Nothing’s more exotic than magical energy.”
None of that made any sense to Lockman. He only had one more question. “How much did it cost?”
Obstermeyer’s giddy expression crumbled. His brow wrinkled. “The tech for the wormhole we have on loan. The power supply is pretty large, but well within our—”
“I’m not talking about money. How much blood?”
“Oh. Yeah, that.”
“How much?”
“I thought the donors were all volunteers. Does it matter?”
“It matters to me.”
Obstermeyer shrugged. His curls waved from side to side. “I don’t know. About six-hundred liters.”
They had a store of blood, some provided, as Obstermeyer said, by volunteer donors. The rest commandeered from blood banks across the globe. Nothing to create a shortage for those who needed it. Still, Lockman imagined what six-hundred liters of blood might look like. That was roughly one-hundred sixty gallons. Or, in starker terms, about one-hundred people’s worth.
If they took the blood by force, from unwilling donors, and fresh from wounds to the body, it would require a lot less to power their experiments. Blood only had so much value if you took away the pain of its shedding. So, for them, it took more.
Six-hundred liters.
“Are you all right?” the physicist asked. “You got what you wanted and you got it fast, but you look like I just told you your dog died.”
“I’ve never had a dog.” Lockman shoved past Obstermeyer and headed out to find Adam. “Thanks for your work.”



Chapter Thirty
Kate shoved back in her chair and shot to her feet. “What the hell are you doing?”
Kress barely looked her in the eye. “Getting you ready.”
The other diners began to scootch out their chairs and stand as well. The scraping of chair legs on the floor sounded like a team of barking seals. Eventually, everyone was standing and focused on Kate.
“You son of a bitch,” Kate said. “I can’t believe I agreed to stick around. I should have known after the first time you had me killed you were psychotic.”
“This is the fastest way to focus your power. Use it. Protect yourself.”
He no sooner said this when Mica launched herself up onto the table. She knocked aside glasses and crunched onto plates with her boots. She put a fist up by her mouth.
Kate had seen that gesture enough times to know what came next. She ducked.
A tinkling, like the fall of crushed glass, rang overhead. Kate glanced over her shoulder and watched the cloud of sparkling pixie dust float past her. She snatched a steak knife from the table and slashed out with it, not at Mica, who stood out of reach on the table. She swung at Kress.
Kress hadn’t expected the move. He flinched, but not in time to miss getting cut across the cheek. His skin split and bright red filled the wound. He staggered backward and put a hand to his face.
Kate didn’t hesitate. She went after him again, this time jabbing with the knife, going for his gut. He dodged and used her momentum to shove her past him and into the wall. He followed up with a kick into the small of her back.
Pain jagged up her spine. She had no time to recover. Kress grabbed her wrist and knocked her hand against the wall repeatedly until her fingers went numb and the knife tumbled out of her grip.
The next minute, the whole room spun and she felt herself sailing through the air. Kress had grabbed her under the arms and tossed her as easily as a sack of flour. She slammed onto the table at Mica’s feet. China and glass broke underneath her and the jagged edges cut her arms and shoulders.
Mica pinned Kate down with a foot on her chest. “Not so tough now, love?”
Rage bloomed in Kate so hot her skin felt like it did after sitting in the sun too long. She grabbed Mica by the ankle and tried to lift her foot off. Mica had all the leverage, though. And the strength. This was the same foot that had kicked the door across Kate’s apartment.
But I’m the one who threw her into a wall and almost crushed her.
From the corner of her eye, Kate saw a cut on her shoulder from the broken glass. She saw the blood. Instinct took over. The blood flared like a brake light. The edges of the cut glowed like burning paper. All at once, Kate felt a new strength within her. She shoved up on Mica’s ankle.
Mica shrieked as she flipped over backward off the table and pounded to the floor.
Kate scrambled to her feet. Now she stood on the table as if on a stage, all the supernatural things Kress had said he hoped Kate one day saw as her family staring at her with murder in their eyes—if they had them. What kind of dysfunctional family did Kress envision here?
“Stop,” she shouted. “The next one who moves I’ll make blow up like a watermelon with a stick of dynamite in it.”
Nothing moved. For a second.
Then they all charged.
The various howls and screams made Kate’s eardrums ring. She braced herself. Her mind reeled. What was she going to do? There were too many of them. Creatures of all kinds. They would rip her apart.
No.
This was a test. Kress believed she could somehow survive this. She had to survive this. She had to find Jessie, and this gaggle of freaks would...not...stop her.
There were still cuts on her arms and shoulders. Not many. Not very much blood. But Kress!
Kate spun on her heel and jumped off the table, tackling Kress. They both crashed to the floor. Kress jabbed an elbow in her gut to shove her off. She slapped her hand on his face, right over where she’d cut him.
The sound of chairs toppling over and the continued battle cries of thirteen different kinds of monster swelled behind Kate. She twisted to face them while keeping her hand on Kress’s cut. Her muscles clenched. Her stomach flipped. Dizziness turned her head. She held out her free hand, fingers splayed, palm facing the oncoming attackers.
Then Kate screamed.
The blood against her hand on Kress burned like liquid fire. Yet it didn’t hurt. In fact, it sent a quiver of pleasure through her body a lot like the last pulse of an orgasm. From her other hand came an invisible force as strong as the aftershock of a passing jet. Her arm kicked back like a fired cannon.
The force blew away from her in a wave. It hit the table first, flipping it up on its long end until it collided with the chandelier. The chandelier exploded sparks and shards of glass while the table slammed back to the floor. The wave continued forward, lifting the entire baker’s dozen of supernatural creatures—even the ghost—off the floor and sent them sailing backward.
The clear blob smacked the far wall and stuck there like a hunk of gel. Several others also hit the walls, some of them cracking the polished wood paneling. Little Wertz cart wheeled through the air and landed on top of one of his compatriots like a tossed doll.
Every one of them fell to the floor and stayed there.
The broken chandelier dropped a few more pieces and sparked again. The tick of falling splinters settled. Grunts and moans filled the following silence.
“Unbelievable.”
Kress.
Kate whirled back to him, ready for a fight, but he lay propped against the wall grinning. The cut on his face had disappeared completely. A quick check showed that her own cuts had done the same. Kate had no understanding of how that worked, but this healing side-effect of using blood for magic seemed worth it all on its own.
“You’re even more powerful than we could have hoped.”
Kate scanned the floor, found the knife she had cut him with, and scooped it up. She pointed the business end right in his face. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you right now.”
“For starters, you’re not a killer.”
“I didn’t used to have magic power either. Things change.”
“No. I know what the eyes of a killer look like. You don’t have them.”
She shook the knife threateningly. “What the hell are you trying to do to me?”
He raised his eyebrows, looked beyond her to the wreckage, said, “Isn’t it obvious. I’m trying to awaken you.”
She snorted. “I’m wide awake now. And I’ve had my fill of you and your surprises. I’m leaving.”
He nodded as if expecting her response. “I’ll have Mica show you out.”
Kate pushed the knife a couple inches closer. “Just give me directions. I’ll see myself out.”



Chapter Thirty-One
They had constructed the thing behind the science building. To Lockman it looked like the entrance to a tunnel without the tunnel. A metal arch about two-hundred feet wide stood between a pair of blocky machines with matching computer terminals built in. A man in a lab coat stood at each terminal, staring at the screen in front of him and occasionally typing something, first one, then the other. Lockman realized they were texting back and forth, communicating whatever needed communicating between the stations.
Adam had already rolled up their convoy of vehicles for the trip, which included a pair of crop dusters each on its own flatbed towed by a semi. The bulk of the vehicles were basic troop transports. A fleet of them large enough to take eight-hundred bodies through a magic portal/wormhole hybrid and to the northern most city in the United States. A city trapped in night and overrun by vamps.
The portal wouldn’t drop them right in the middle of the city, of course. They targeted an open region to the east far enough away to cover their arrival. This was why they had the vehicle transports rather than having everyone march on through on foot.
Lockman watched from the sidelines some of the higher ranked members shout orders and organize the gathering. Troops in heavy snow gear and armed with automatic rifles filed into the transports, their sizes so diverse it was almost comical. One look at these troops would tell even the most civil of civilians that these guys didn’t belong to the standard military.
Adam crossed the way over to Lockman. “We’re looking at about another hour before we head out.”
“I can’t believe these guys pulled this off. Four days ago we were facing weeks to fully mobilize into Barrow. Now it’s an hour.”
“Obstermeyer said you looked a little worried about the blood use. You had him panicking, thinking the stores were low.”
“Just seems like a lot of blood.”
“A lot less than what the vamps in Barrow have shed, I’ll bet. Or what they’ll shed if Gabriel gets involved.”
“You don’t have to sell me, Adam.” He pointed at the archway. “Things are already set to go.”
“I know. I’m just trying—”
“To comfort me?” Lockman turned his head and spat. “Nothing’s going to comfort me until we get Jess back and Gabriel’s gone.”

The moment of truth.
Didn’t sound like an apt phrase to Lockman. More like the moment of craziness. His gut turned to stone at the mere thought of walking through the scientists’ contraption. His luck, they’d end up teleported to the moon.
No backing out now, though.
The machine hummed to life before an audience of over eight-hundred. Many of them hunkered in the trucks, the trucks running, plumes of blue exhaust blooming from their tailpipes. Others on foot around the transports, weapons ready, to form a perimeter as they arrived. Lockman remained on foot as well, Adam at his side. He and a few of the other ranking members would take up the rear. Another difference from the old days, where he would have found himself on the frontlines, one of the first to charge in.
Leadership had its rewards. Everyone else became cannon fodder for your protection.
“Maybe I should head in with the lead group,” Lockman said, knowing Adam’s response to that idea.
The ogre grunted. “Shut the fuck up.”
A more terse response than expected. Still, Lockman shut up. Too late to change the plan anyway. A flash, like lightning, filled the arch in the machine. Another several strobes quickly followed, accompanied by an ear-jabbing crack. Then the light became solid, filling the arch like a glowing sheet of glass. But unlike a window, Lockman couldn’t see anything on the other side. A complete whitewash stood between them and their destination.
Adam shaded his eyes against the light with a hand. “Move out,” he shouted.
The front crescent of troops on foot strode toward the light, about a dozen of them, and hesitated as a group for a second, turned to silhouettes against the glowing sheet stretched across the arch. The second passed. All twelve hefted their rifles and stepped through.
Lockman’s jaw ached; he clenched his teeth so hard.
No screaming. No flying sparks or explosions.
They passed through the light and disappeared.
Lockman and Adam exchanged a glance. Lockman could tell from the ogre’s face that, despite all his pep-talking and support of the plan, even he had expected something to go wrong.
“Looks like we’re good,” Adam said.
“We’ll see.”
The whole group continued to move forward through the arch. The transports next, driving through as if pulling into the Lincoln Tunnel. Still, nothing blew up or caught fire or so much as broke down. The scientists standing by to one side of the machine, including Obstermeyer, all wore self-congratulatory grins. Lockman expected them to start black-slapping each other any second.
When it was their turn to go in, Lockman never hesitated. If he could command all those ahead of him to go through, he could go through himself. Adam apparently felt the same way, as he tracked alongside Lockman up to the light, both of them squinting. They carried matching rifles. If Adam hadn’t been two feet taller and green, he and Lockman could have been twins.
The mermaid in her electric chair, the Golem, Dixon, and the shape shifter still in her little girl form—who in hell knew why—did not move forward as quickly. The hesitation told Lockman a lot more about their character than any of the arguments they’d had around the table in the War Room. Dixon’s fear didn’t surprise him. Those that shouted the loudest usually were trying to drown out the voice of doubt squawking in their souls. But Alexia and the shape shifter? The golem?
Did they sense something to make them pause?
Lockman didn’t have a chance to ask. He kept on moving and stepped into the portal, clutching his rifle a little tighter. He should have asked, though.
Because what he found on the other side changed everything.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Kate followed Kress’s directions on how to get out of the building, getting twisted around only once in the maze of hallways and stairwells on the way. Finally, she came to a hall that led to a set of double doors trimmed in gold and painted red. The hallway itself had no decorations, made of cinderblock walls painted a matching red to the doors. A red carpet with a golden pattern woven through it ran the length of the hall. The strangest feature, though, was how the hall looked at least a hundred yards long.
Had to be some kind of optical illusion. It made Kate dizzy to look at.
Where was she?
What was this place?
She shook off the questions and started down the hall. None of that mattered. She needed to get the hell out. End of story.
The hundred-yard walk ended in five steps.
One moment, the doors at the end looked tiny enough to fit a dollhouse. The next, Kate found herself almost smacking face-first into them. When she looked over her shoulder, the hall stretched at least a hundred yards behind her.
The doors themselves hummed like an old-fashioned humidifier. When she placed a hand on the surface, she felt a vibration buzz through her. She reached tentatively for the handle to one door, half-expecting to receive a shock. All she felt was that same vibration, though.
What happens when I open this door?
She recalled the endless grasslands seen from Kress’s penthouse and out her bedroom window. A trek through miles of nothing stretched before her. No wonder Kress had so happily told her how to reach the door. She had nowhere to go.
But she couldn’t stay here. Not any longer. Not after all they had done to her.
What about finding Jessie?
She clenched the door handle. She knew how to bleed. She could figure out the rest on her own. Maybe she could even use magic to somehow travel as well. Only one way to find out.
Kate opened the door.
The blare of car horns sent her heart into a mad rattle in her chest. The city smells—rotten trash, exhaust, a hotdog stand—blasted her, almost as harsh as the traffic noise. She recognized the view before her, but couldn’t reconcile it in her mind with the hallway stretching behind her. This was the view from the front door of her apartment building in New York.
People walked by on the sidewalk under the streetlights without any reaction to the woman at the top of the steps coming out of a hallway too long for the building she stood in, even those who glanced in her direction. But how could they not see...
Kate looked over her shoulder and gasped.
The hallway was gone. The doors had even changed. No sign of the place she had come from remained. She stood, by all evidence, in the doorway to the lobby of her apartment building.
A woman hugging a paper shopping bag climbed the steps and pushed past Kate and into the building. Kate watched her walk to the elevator and hit the button to go up. The woman must have sensed Kate staring. She glanced in Kate’s direction, then averted her eyes and hugged her bag tighter.
Finally, Kate stepped outside and let the door close behind her. She looked up and down the street and saw nothing to give her doubts she was back in New York, just another ordinary night in the Big Apple. Wherever Kress and his team lived, Kate knew it wasn’t in this city. All that grassland was probably part of the illusion as well. In any case, they had let her go home as promised. She was on her own.
Time to find Jessie.

The sharpest knife Kate owned she normally used for chopping vegetables. She sat on her couch with that knife on the coffee table in front of her. To sooth her nerves, she had Damien Rice playing on the used laptop she owned, the laptop speakers not doing Mr. Rice’s music justice, but it was all she could afford on a tight budget. Light reflected off the blade from the window. The apartment was otherwise dark.
Kate gazed at the blade and could see a strip of her face mirrored back to her, could see the worry in her own eyes. She didn’t know what to do next. Just cut herself and think about Jessie? It seemed there should be more to it. Some kind of ritual. But she had performed no ritual to defend herself against Kress’s team. She hadn’t needed anything special to force Mica against the wall except the slice in her own arm.
Yet Kress had been so ritualistic with her when he had “awoken her powers.” The room with the mural and the pentagram had some kind of significance. Hell, the pentagram had actually sucked the blood out of Kate to fill its grooves.
Kate thought about Jessie’s experiments with magic after her discovery of her own power. All that cutting on herself had led to more meetings with the school counselor than any magical results. Only when Jessie became agitated emotionally did she seem to have an effect.
Emotions had to be a component.
Then again, Kress had appeared so cool and reserved during her awakening.
That’s because he didn’t need his own emotion. He had yours. Your fear. Your pain.
Her heartbeat quickened remembering the experience. She took a few deep breaths and focused on the music. No, wait. If she wanted this to somehow work, she shouldn’t try to calm down—she needed to rile herself up.
So she focused on how she felt, naked on the marble floor, that hideous mural looming over her, the sudden slice in her flesh, the panic as the pentagram drew her blood out faster than her heart could pump it. The dizzying darkness right before death.
She started hyperventilating. This was a bad idea. But now that she had let the images and feelings from that experience flow back, she couldn’t staunch them. They played again and again in her mind. She could even smell her own blood though she hadn’t cut herself yet.
Her lungs squeezed. She swooned. The hyperventilating would make her pass out if she couldn’t regain control. She couldn’t waste this, though, either by passing out or trying to calm down.
She snatched the knife off the coffee table and pressed the blade to her wrist.
If this doesn’t work, you’ll either suffocate or bleed to death.
No choice. If she couldn’t find Jessie, she didn’t want to live anyway.
The blade cut through her flesh twice as easily as a head of lettuce. The blood flow was instant. The pain came a few seconds after the cut. The knife fell out of her hand and clattered to the floor, speckling the carpet with red.
Kate dropped back against the couch and squeezed her eyes shut. Through the repeating imagery of her awakening, she brought to mind a picture of Jessie. She focused in on Jess’s face. A face she hadn’t seen in so long. Tears ran down Kate’s cheeks. What air she managed to draw tasted like iron for some reason.
Jessie.
The picture of Jessie in Kate’s mind wept. She moved her lips, but no sound came from her mouth, like a TV show on mute.
Jessie, where are you?
Kate tried to read her daughter’s lips, tried so hard to know what she was trying to say.
Where are you, baby?
A nauseating dizziness engulfed Kate. She bent forward and threw up. Cramps seized her sides as if her muscles meant to crush her ribs together. The acid taste of bile triggered a second round of heaving. Breathing was impossible. But she kept her eyes squeezed shut and her attention on the vision of Jessie, knowing any second now she was going to fall unconscious. She had to hear what Jessie was trying to tell her. If she couldn’t, she knew the magic would fail, which meant the bleeding wouldn’t stop, which meant Kate would die.
I’m trying to listen, baby. Tell me again.
Jessie’s tear streaked face turned red as she screamed at Kate soundlessly.
A bizarre thought occurred to Kate. Lack of oxygen and blood loss at work, perhaps. Or some magical instinct guiding her hand. At this point, what did it matter?
She dipped her fingers into her wound, getting the tips wet with blood. Then she smeared the blood into each of her ears. She bore down on the image of Jessie and asked one last time...
Where are you, Jessie?
That’s when the words finally touched Kate’s ears. Though the vision of Jessie shouted, the words sounded like a whisper. But it was definitely Jessie’s voice.
Go to Texas.
Then Jessie filled Kate’s mind with a picture that showed her exactly where to go.



Chapter Thirty-Three
Limbs. Heads. Torsos. Various sizes and shapes. All of them scattered like doll parts across the blood-soaked snow. Vampires everywhere. Snarling. Leaping. Unfazed by the hail of silver bullets pelting them as they continued to rend the army to pieces.
Lockman didn’t know how long he stood in the portal’s glow, watching the carnage, shell-shocked. He had seen films and read accounts of the American’s who had stormed the beaches of Normandy. He knew how some of the men strolled across the sands in dazed wonder at the sight of so much death rendered so bloodily and quickly before them. A human’s brain could only process so much violence before it retreated within itself.
Lockman had seen his fair share of death and mutilation.
This, however, came too fast and too thoroughly for even him to absorb.
Only Adam’s shouting in his ear finally woke Lockman out of his daze. “Pull back. Pull back.”
Some of the troops on foot tried to pull back, but the vampires swarmed in from every direction and picked them off before they made it more than a few steps. Lockman tried to offer covering fire, but his shots had no effect. How could they not? All their rounds were silver. These vamps should have burst into flames and started melting with all the silver getting pumped into them.
Adam’s rifle clicked dry. Instead of reloading, he threw the weapon into the snow and grabbed Lockman by the shoulder. “Back through the portal.”
Lockman resisted. “I’m not leaving these men behind.”
“There’s no one left.”
One of the transports, tipped on its side, exploded. Orange light from the pluming flames illuminated the battlefield. Lockman could still see some of their people fighting the onslaught. They had slipped through the initial attack. But none of them stood any chance of slipping back through to the portal. Even as Lockman realized this, he saw most of them tackled and torn apart. Essentially, Adam was right. There was no one left who could be saved.
But the crop dusters sat upon their flatbeds, untouched. If the silver wasn’t working for some reason, the holy water was all they had left. They couldn’t leave those for the vamps to commandeer.
“The planes,” Lockman hollered over the last chatters of gunfire.
He no sooner shifted his weight to charge forward, when a vamp dropped in front of him, fangs bared and face bloody. This one looked like a fresh turn. It wore a set of coveralls with a name patch that read, “Hank.”
Lockman jammed the barrel of his rifle into the vamp’s mouth and opened up.
The back half of the vamp’s head blew apart enough that Lockman could see his rifle’s muzzle flash coming out the hole. The vamp dropped to the ground and made sideways snow angels as it squirmed, pretty much headless. Immune to silver or not, decapitation was difficult for a vamp to recover from.
Decapitating over a thousand vamps wasn’t going to happen, though. And as more closed in, Lockman knew getting to those planes wasn’t going to happen either. Against his every instinct, Lockman turned and ran with Adam back through the portal.
On the other side they almost collided with Dixon and the mermaid, Alexia, on her all-terrain wheelchair.
“Shut it down,” Lockman shouted. He charged at the crew of scientists still looking so proud of themselves, waving his arm over his head. “Shut it the fuck down.”
They gaped at him, frozen. Obstermeyer looked the dumbest among them, his fish face all puffed out and his curly hair swaying in the breeze.
Then a pair of vamps came through the portal. One of them hopped onto Alexia and tore her throat out. Another tackled Dixon before he could fire a single round. He struggled on the ground until the vamp punched a fist through his gut. Dixon’s limbs jittered for a second after that, then he lay still as the vamp chewed into his neck.
One of the scientists—not Obstermeyer—came to his senses and started throwing switches on the machine. An instant later, the pane of light in the archway flickered like an old fluorescent bulb then went out. The machine’s constant humming wound down and died with the sound of a sigh.
Adam stared at the vamp feeding on Dixon as if hypnotized. The ogre looked stunned. Lockman thought he had probably looked much the same when he first walked into the chaos on the other side of the portal.
“Adam.” Lockman sprinted a wide arc around the vamp on Alexia and slammed his shoulder into the ogre’s side, trying to nudge him along. “Snap out of it. We have to put these vamps down.”
The ogre shook his head and blinked. He tore open his parka and shrugged it off, revealing the sword strapped to his back. He drew the sword from the shield and charged at Dixon’s vamp. The vamp was so wrapped up in feeding, it didn’t sense Adam’s approach until the last second—just soon enough to look up and get its head lopped off. The head rolled one way and the body flopped the other, leaving a motionless Dixon in a wet mess from both the vamp’s blood and his own.
The vamp on Alexia snapped to attention. It knelt on her lap in the wheelchair. Blood dripped off its chin. Its eyes flared as it took in Adam and his sword. Then it launched into the air, screaming. It sailed toward Adam as if shot from a cannon. Another young vamp, too fond of its new found power to realize it needed to control it.
Adam grabbed the hilt of his sword in both hands and raised the point to meet the vamp. The vamp skewered itself on the sword, but its momentum drove the ogre backward. Adam tilted on his heels and hit the ground on his back with a breathy grunt.
On top of him, the sword sticking through its chest and out its back, the vamp nipped at Adam like a starved mutt. Adam had enough strength to hold the vamp back, but with all its thrashing, he wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.
Lockman knew Adam’s sword had to be at least coated with silver if not made from it entirely. Yet the element had none of the effects it normally would on the vamp. It continued to twist and snarl as if the sword stuck in it were nothing but an accessory.
Unlike many ogres, Lockman didn’t carry a sword. He had a KA-BAR knife tucked in his boot. Not much use for decapitations. He scanned his surroundings, looking for anything he could use as a suitable weapon. He still clung to his rifle, but he knew the magazine didn’t have enough rounds to obliterate the vamp’s head like he had that other one.
All he saw around him was grass with a hint of frost on it from the cold night. Not so much as a rock to try and bash the thing’s head in with.
Meanwhile, Adam’s grip slipped and the vamp nearly took off a piece of his face. The ogre managed to get an arm between them first and shoved the vamp back a little.
Hell with it. He had to work with what he had and hope for the best.
He dug his KA-BAR out and charged, knife in one hand, rifle up and ready in the other. He pressed the barrel of the gun against the vamp’s head and pulled the trigger. As he suspected, the gun quit after only a short burst. The force of the shot knocked the vamp off of Adam, though. Lockman wasted no time following through. He leaped forward and thrust the knife up under the vamp’s chin, clean through to the roof of its mouth. The knife temporarily pinned the vamp’s mouth shut. Only now Lockman was left without a weapon.
The vamp kicked out, catching Lockman in the gut and throwing him back a dozen yards before he hit the ground rolling. The creature hopped to its feet and wrenched the knife out. Blood soaked the front of its clothes and what spurted down from under its jaw hardly seemed to make a difference. It hissed at Lockman, spraying a mist of red from its mouth.
With its attention on Lockman, it didn’t see Obstermeyer come up behind it with a crucifix in hand. “Hey!”
The vamp spun to face the physicist. It’s eyes locked on the cross.
Obstermeyer shook it in the vamps face, a smug smile on his face like he’d had when his machine came to life. Lockman both admired the physicist’s surprising bravery and pitied his stupidity.
The vamp batted the cross out of Obstermeyer’s hand. It tumbled away into the dark. Obstermeyer’s eyes bulged like never before. His cheeks puffed. The vamp swung Lockman’s knife and cut halfway through Obstermeyer’s throat. The physicist dropped quickly, gurgling.
Lockman growled as he took to his feet. No matter his feelings toward Obstermeyer, he was still one of theirs. Another casualty out of too damn many.
The vamp turned back to Lockman. It made a noise that might have been a laugh.
Adam had since regained his feet, but he stood as helpless and impotent as Lockman. Neither of them had anything left to fight with.
One vamp. They couldn’t take out one fucking vamp.
Lockman realized leaving behind those planes didn’t matter a bit. If the silver didn’t work, and crosses didn’t work, holy water would only wash off the blood. These vamps had become nearly unstoppable.
“I’ve enjoyed fighting by your side, Craig Lockman,” Adam said. “It has been an honor.” Then he charged the vamp barehanded.
What the hell? Crazy ogre. “Adam, no.”
The vamp met Adam halfway, colliding into him with fangs bared, hands in claws and scratching at Adam’s face. This time, Adam didn’t push the vamp away. He let the vamp latch on and sink its teeth into his throat. It gave him the leverage he needed to wrench the sword free. He tossed the sword in Lockman’s direction, then hugged the vamp to him.
The vamp didn’t seem to realize the ogre had sacrificed himself to trap it. The beast continued to feed, wrapping its legs around Adam’s waist while Adam staggered about like a drunk. Lockman knew from experience that an ogre’s strength was immense. But he wouldn’t last long.
The sword lay at Lockman’s feet. He grabbed it and charged forward, crying out until his lungs ached and his throat rasped. When he reached Adam and the vamp, he hesitated. He couldn’t chance a swing that might hit the ogre.
Adam’s eyes glared over the vamp’s shoulder. “Do it.” He fell to his knees.
Lockman lifted the sword over his head and swung downward, catching the vamp on the side of the neck it had canted upward as it gnawed on Adam. But Lockman had hedged in his effort to keep from cutting Adam. The blow sliced only about a quarter of the way through the vamp’s throat.
Lockman got its attention, though.
The vamp detached from Adam and spun around to face Lockman. Fury burned in its mad eyes, yet its fanged mouth curled up in a smile. The thing looked about ready to say something.
Lockman swung the sword and lopped off its head.
The vamp’s expression turned shocked as its head bounced away. A straight fountain of blood shot from the stub of its neck still on its shoulders. The body stood on its feet a couple seconds, hands opening and closing into fists. Then it tried to take a step forward, stumbled, swayed, and collapsed to the ground.
Lockman dropped the sword and ran to Adam’s side. The ogre lay on his back, eyes wide and searching, as if the stars were telling him something. The wound in his neck was about the size of Lockman’s fist, exposing torn tendons and broken arteries pulsing with blood. Even with his big ogre heart and massive ogre strength, Adam wouldn’t survive the damage.
The ogre tried to speak.
Taking Adam’s hand, Lockman hushed him. “Don’t struggle any more than you have to.”
But Adam refused to stay silent. “What...happened...?”
Every nerve ending in Lockman’s body burned like an ember. He shook when he answered. “Gabriel got there first.”
The ogre’s lips parted as if to say more, then his eyes fluttered shut, one long last breath sighed out his mouth, and he went still.
Lockman couldn’t help but think of Marty at that moment. How many from his clan had now died while fighting alongside Lockman? He looked up and around him. Alexia hung limp in her wheelchair. Dixon lay in a pool of his own blood. Obstermeyer’s dead eyes stared into the night with no hint of his smugness left. The other scientists had run off somewhere, but they didn’t matter.
All the warriors were dead.
Only Lockman remained.
Alone in a fight he could never win.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Still think your father can save you?
Gabriel strolled through the exquisite death spread out across the open snow. Many of his new followers still suckled on the strewn bodies. He had never seen so many well-fed vampires at once. Some that had fed enough walked with Gabriel like acolytes on a pilgrimage. The worship in their eyes was so plain. And how could they not worship him? He had taught them how to shed the last of their weaknesses on the mortal plane. He had made them all but invincible.
I see dead vamps, so maybe not so invincible.
The girl made herself sound confident. If she did not reside within him, Gabriel might have wondered if she felt any fear at all. But he could sense it. Plenty of fear. Plenty of doubt. Finally, she had begun to understand Gabriel’s true power.
Don’t get cocky, asswipe. This ain’t over.
No. Not over at all. In fact, this conquest on the outskirts of Barrow marked the beginning. The millions of ancient voices had proved their worth. At Gabriel’s hands lay immortality, and the ability to pass it around like candy to sweet-toothed children.
The smell of cold blood surrounded him. Gabriel inhaled deeply. Barrow had worked out well beyond his most extreme fantasies. He had over two-thousand vampires at his beck and call. But he couldn’t wallow in his success. His plans stretched well beyond having a vampire army. Time to honor Otto’s memory and continue their quest to awaken the world to the darkness. Let them know of the power around them. Let those strong enough to wield it, rise up against those who wished to oppress it. And let the weak become fodder for that rising.
Beautiful. One day, he would have to write a book. A new Bible. The whole world would worship him for bringing about their dark salvation.
“Come,” he shouted, turning back toward the city. “We no longer need to hide in the night. Let us finish with this small place and move on to greater horizons.”
He led the way back to Barrow, surrounded by his two-thousand fanged worshipers.
My dad will still stop you.
Gabriel laughed. Please. By now your father is probably dead.
The girl said no more, because she knew it was true. Craig Lockman had become but a footnote in the history of Gabriel’s reign.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Since when had airfare become so damn expensive?
Kate had to clean out her bank account in order to buy the ticket for her flight to Texas. Of course, she didn’t plan on returning to New York, so she saved some money by skipping on her apartment’s last month of rent. The flight itself seemed to take an age. Her seat felt like a coffin. She sat trapped between a snoring old lady and a chatty businessman that kept insisting every ten minutes that he normally never flew coach.
The air in the terminal smelled as fresh as a spring day in a pine forest compared to what she suffered through on the plane. When she actually stepped outside, she squinted like Gollum coming out of his cave for the first time.
At the rental counter, she used one of the credit cards Craig had given her seemingly forever ago. For some reason, while establishing herself in New York, she had refused to use the card, though it would have come in handy on several occasions. A kind of petulant rebellion, she guessed. She felt no qualms about using it now. The finish line was in sight.
She was finally going to see Jessie.
The rental service provided her a car with a GPS system that Kate fooled with for a bit, but couldn’t make work for her since she didn’t know her destination. She knew the path there instinctively, as if it had been imprinted on her subconscious. When she gave up on the GPS and started driving randomly, that instinct took over.
She did not notice the scenery. Paid no attention to the names of streets or the numbers of exits on the expressway. She drove, half-asleep it seemed. And when she woke up, she found herself turning onto an unmarked dirt road all but invisible with the amount of brush obscuring it. Not invisible to her, though. She made the turn as if she had done it a hundred times before.
Trees and brown brush, along with dried up swales, on either side of the road acted like a tunnel. She had no sense of her destination until after a quarter mile when the scraggly forest suddenly gave way to open land. In the distance about another half mile, up on a hill stood an old farmhouse. The afternoon sun settled behind the house, casting a long shadow down the front of the hill. Kate couldn’t see what lay beyond the hill, but the open sky seemed to go on for miles.
All this time, Craig and Jessie had lived on a farm?
Kate hadn’t expected something so mundane. Though she wasn’t sure what exactly she had expected.
As Kate continued along the dirt road—which turned out to be more of a really long driveway—and crested the hill, she discovered she needn’t have worried about disappointing her expectations. The farmhouse was just a front. The real essence of this place sat tucked behind the hill. It looked like a military base of some kind. Several buildings with corrugated facades circled a central court with an American flag fluttering on a pole. The oddest feature was the large metal arch outside the main circle of buildings. It reminded Kate of the St. Louis Arch, only smaller.
Something else odd about the place—it was clearly deserted. At the top of the hill, by the farmhouse, the dirt strip turned to crushed gravel and continued down to the encampment. Kate stopped the car on the hill’s peak. From here she couldn’t spot a single sign of life. A mess of tire tracks marked the ground in front of the arch, some of them deep and wide, as if made by large trucks. Among the tracks, she could make out dark spots in the brown grass, though she couldn’t tell what caused them. Just patches of mud maybe.
The flag looked lonesome in the middle of the quiet base. Like the farmhouse, it also cast a shadow, long and pointed, like a clock hand on a giant clock. Before she bothered heading down to the base, she decided to check the house. She cut the engine and climbed out of the car, greeted with a silence tainted only by the sound the breeze made against the cups of her ears. The air carried a faint scent of ozone. Her gut told her the odd smell came from the arch. Out of the car and at a better angle, she could tell it was some kind of machine.
The hairs on her neck stood on end.
She wasn’t sure if it was part of what her vision of Jessie had plugged into her head, like the directions to this place, or her own animal sense working, but she knew beyond doubt that something here was not right.
The farmhouse’s front porch faced east and sat in the shadow of the house itself. With the wood planks and the painted white railing and spindles around the edges, it looked like the kind of porch where you would find a couple of old-timers in rockers. There weren’t any rockers, though. No porch swing. No furniture at all. Just a fine layer of dust without any tracks. The porch obviously didn’t get much use.
Kate decided not to break that tradition of disuse and headed around back instead. The back porch consisted of little more than a cement slab. A row of gas cans lined the base of the house to one side of the slab, probably for the vehicles parked in a nearby pen, the pen’s wooden fence broken down in most places. The pen probably used to keep horses or cattle, but not for some time.
She found the back entrance open except for the screen door. Long peels of green paint had come off the door’s frame and the screen looked as old and broken down as the pen, with so many holes it was functionally useless. The inside door was swung wide. She peered in, but with the sun behind her, she found mostly darkness. No lights on. No sound. She reached for the rusty handle on the screen door. Stopped herself.
Did she really want to waltz in there? She didn’t have anything to defend herself with. The gun Craig had given her she’d had to leave in New York since she certainly couldn’t have carried it onto the plane. Then she smirked. She looked at the scaring on her arm—not all of it had disappeared. Apparently, the more she used of her own flesh and blood for magic, the less she could heal afterward. She didn’t exactly understand the “rules,” but she thought it through on the flight over and came to some conclusions about how it might work. The magic fed on the blood, the pain, and the emotion. The healing was actually a subconscious use of additional magic, a sort of self-preservation reaction that happened on a purely instinctive level. But the more power you needed for the magic, the less you had left over for the healing.
This was probably why using other people’s blood worked better, and why those other people didn’t heal unless the magic user needed them to stay alive. Basically, human sacrifice was more efficient. Not to mention, the added trauma and pain would generate more energy for the magic.
What a sick system. And so blatantly unnatural. How this kind of power ever came about in the world was beyond Kate’s understanding.
Nevertheless, she had now inherited the ability to use such power. Which meant, judging from her performance at Kress’s dinner party, she didn’t need a gun. She needed a knife.
She found one in a truck parked in the pen. A nasty looking blade with both a smooth and serrated side and a set of brass knuckles built into the hilt. It came in a leather sheathe that she strapped to her belt, feeling a tad ridiculous about it.
Look at Little Miss Rambo with the scary knife on her belt.
That she found such a knife so easily on the premises said a lot about her present environment, though. No matter how innocuous the farmhouse looked, she had entered dangerous territory. She couldn’t forget that.
She returned to the door and slowly pulled it open. The hinges didn’t squeal as loudly as she had expected. Apparently those had received better care than the screen. Once inside, it took her eyes a moment to adjust to the shadows. After a short turn to the left, the entrance led directly to the kitchen. The yellowed curtains over the windows gave the incoming sunlight the color of dusk. None of the cupboards had doors. Rows and rows of canned goods stuffed the cupboard shelves. The room smelled like a root cellar, dank and musty.
Hand on her sheathed knife, Kate paused in the entry and listened.
Silence.
She moved through the kitchen into what was once probably a living room. A desk sat in the middle of the room with an office chair behind it and a pair of metal folding chairs in front. A pair of handcuffs lay on the desk. A filing cabinet stood in one corner of the room. The rest of the wall space around the room was lined with crates of bottled water.
Here Kate waited again, listening.
Nothing.
The silence emboldened her. She conducted the rest of her search of the house more quickly. Upstairs were three bedrooms, mostly stuffed with more non-perishable food and bottled water. One of them had a cot with a pillow and sheet tucked in among the shelves of supplies. Otherwise, it didn’t look like anyone actually lived in the house.
Back on the main level she found the bathroom and realized she hadn’t used one in a while. She had to work up some courage, but biology trumped caution and she used the toilet, holding her knife out and close to her arm the whole time.
She thought she had searched the entire house and was about to head back out when she noticed a door in the kitchen she had missed. Based on the house’s layout, the door opened into the space under the staircase leading upstairs. Could be a pantry of some kind. If so, the space wouldn’t be all that big. Probably stuffed with more food stores. But she had checked all the closets she found, she might as well stick to being thorough.
Turned out the door led to another staircase. The old house had a basement.
With the door open, she could only see a handful of steps before complete dark swallowed the rest of the stairwell. The air smelled musty, but not as dank as a basement in a house this old might normally. Her skin prickled. While she didn’t hear anything, she sensed something in the darkness below. Part of her power? Or your average brand of paranoia fueled by too many horror films featuring deadly creatures hidden in dark basements?
She found a light switch just inside the doorway. If it worked, she could cure most of her trepidation with a single flick. Still, something made her hesitate.
Come on, you spent the last week as a plaything to a bunch of supernatural creeps and now you’re afraid of a little ol’ basement?
Kate drew her knife, then hit the switch.
An incandescent bulb in the stairwell sparked to life, illuminating the rest of the stairs. The steps ended in the corner of the basement, which gave Kate a view of a brick wall and nothing more. She would have to head down the stairs and turn the corner to get a full view of the basement.
Holding her knife close to her bare arm, she descended the stairs.
As she approached the bottom, she discovered more light coming from around the corner. Apparently, the switch at the top operated more than the bulb in the stairwell. It was a sharper light like that from a fluorescent bulb.
With three steps between her and the basement floor, Kate stopped and listened.
This time she heard something.
She strained, trying to make out the sound.
Breathing?
Her pulse quickened, its beat throbbing in her ears. She rested the knife blade against her skin. She debated whether to cut herself now and have the blood ready when she turned the corner, or hold off until she knew for sure she faced a threat. Her footsteps had creaked some on the stairs. If that was breathing she heard and someone was down there, they had to have heard her. But what would this person be doing in the basement, waiting so quietly? They might have heard her before she even reached the stairs, walking around above during her search. So were they hiding? Hoping she would go away? Or patiently waiting for her to turn that corner so they could ambush her?
Kate ran the smooth side of the blade across the inside of her left forearm. The knife cut easily as she knew it would. Blood ran freely from the three-inch slice. She gripped the knife tightly and at the ready for additional defense, then descended the last few steps and swung around the corner.
He pointed a gun at her, but the first thing Kate noticed was his bloody knuckles. Then the gun. Then the naked surprise in his eyes.
Kate must have looked equally shocked. She had prepared herself for a confrontation with some unknown assailant. She had not prepared herself to see Craig.
His gaze skipped from her face, to the knife in her hand, to the cut across her arm. “How the hell did you find this place?” His voice rasped as if he had spent the night at a rock concert screaming to the music.
Kate noticed he didn’t lower his gun. “Where’s Jessie?”
The corners of his eyes pinched as he felt a sudden pain. He glanced at the nearest wall. The brick was dotted with fist-sized splotches of dark brown. Blood from his knuckles. He’d been punching the wall. Never in all her time with him had Kate ever seen Craig show such an outburst of emotion. If anything, he had always been too cool, even during times when Kate thought he should be tearing his own hair out.
He sat on a twin-sized bed, one of a few plain pieces of furniture that demarked this basement as a bedroom. The squat, bunker-like windows situated at a couple points by the basement’s ceiling were completely blacked out, not allowing for any sunlight. The drawers to the dresser hung open, clothes spewing out of them in a familiar pattern. She made out a few specific articles—a black camisole, a denim skirt, a bra. This was not Craig’s room.
“What happened to her, Craig? So help me, you tell me or I’ll...”
His eyes turned to the cut in her arm again. “You’ll what?”
“Don’t make me.”
“Make you what?”
The blood from her cut began to drip to the floor. Each drop tapped against the concrete. Kate took a deep breath. She felt like she might shake to pieces any second now. “Things have changed.”
“You have no idea.” His voice trembled. His eyes glistened in the fluorescent light. “No idea.”
“You can’t keep me from her anymore, Craig. She led me here. She can lead me to wherever you’ve sent her next.”
“She led you here?”
“I won’t ask again.”
He pulled the hammer on his pistol back with his thumb. “You can do mojo now? That it? Whatever you’ve mixed yourself up in, it’s too late. You’re too late.”
Kate’s throat closed. The tip of her knife drew tiny circles in the air as her hand quivered. “What did you do?”
“Get out of here, Kate. I can’t talk to you.”
“I’ll kill you, you son of a bitch. Don’t think I can’t.”
“Not really a concern.” He cocked his arm, pressing the barrel of his gun against his temple. “You caught me right before I was about to do it myself.”
What?
The Craig she knew would never sink so low as to take his own life. For a second she thought this had to be some trick. This wasn’t really Craig. Another illusion. Kress and his people had followed her, were tormenting her.
“Wait,” she shouted. “Is she...gone?”
“Good as.”
“Then she’s still alive?”
He closed his eyes. “I can’t talk about it. I can’t stand going through it anymore.”
“You owe me an explanation, Craig. You want to blow your pathetic brains out, I won’t stop you. But you need to tell me exactly what happened to Jess first.”
A twin set of tears skated down his cheeks. “Everybody’s gone.” His finger tensed on the trigger.
Kate’s reaction came from a deep place, pre-thought, even faster than primal instinct. The only reason she knew she acted at all came from the sudden drop in her energy and the now familiar flash of her blood as the magic consumed it.
Craig’s gun went off. His head snapped to the side. The gun’s kick shoved the gun out of his hand and onto the bed. He fell off the bed and onto his side on the floor. He cried out in pain and rubbed at the side of his skull. But there was no blood. No visible damage at all.
Still rubbing his head, he looked up at Kate, his face tear-streaked and red. She had never seen this man, this warrior, look so pitiful. She would have never thought it possible.
Which meant that whatever he had let happen to Jessie, it was worse than she could imagine.
Worse than death.



Chapter Thirty-Six
The days went by, but time dissolved for Craig Lockman. He spent most his days in bed, staring at the brick wall he had bloodied with his fists the night he lost everybody. While he stared at the wall, his mind’s eye projected the carnage for him like a movie, replaying what he saw from when he first stepped through the portal until he knelt at Adam’s side as the ogre took his last breath.
Occasionally, he watched himself in this movie digging the graves for the dead that had returned or remained on this side of the portal. Alexia, Dixon, Obstermeyer, and Adam. He buried them in a space next to the mess hall. Not the most honorable of gravesites, but Lockman had worked with what he had.
Other than staring at the wall, he would wander the site. He kept expecting to run into someone—a gnome coming out of the mess hall, one of Adam’s ogre brothers on his way to check ammunition stores, a harried looking scholar with some ancient text or another tucked under his arm.
He only ran into ghosts, and strictly the metaphorical kind.
All the scientists and scholars not part of the army proper had scattered. They probably had returned to their homes and families if they had them, hunkering down in wait for the inevitable apocalypse.
During all this time, Lockman was vaguely aware of Kate doing the very basic things to keep him alive. She made meals. She healed his hands, which had had numerous broken bones from pummeling the wall, with her new found mojo. At times she would prod for details about what happened to Jessie.
He told her the whole story, starting from Jessie’s turn in New Orleans, in pieces over several days. He couldn’t do it all at once. When he tried to tell too much, he started hearing voices. The voices would scream at him. Berate him. Sometimes it was his own voice. Other times Jessie’s or Marty’s or Adam’s. Even Creed would dress him down in Lockman’s mind, as if Lockman had never left the Agency and still worked for the old man.
There was nothing supernatural about these voices. In fact, an analytical piece of Lockman’s mind could separate itself from the chaos of emotions and recognize what was going on with him. The voices, the zombie-like nature of his daily living, his inability to care for his basic needs, and that unfamiliar but persistent wish for death. The shrinks called it PTSD. Lockman had seen guys at the Agency come back from bad missions, changed forever. They ended up on permanent leave, stamped with the PTSD label.
At one time, Lockman had considered that label an excuse for a weak mind. If you couldn’t handle the horrors, you didn’t belong in the job of fighting against them.
Some nights, Lockman would lie in bed while observing himself with this distanced analytical self. On those nights he would laugh himself to sleep. Those nights frightened him more than the nights he cried himself to sleep.

However many days later, Lockman told Kate the final piece of the story. How, in his attempts to rid Jessie of Gabriel, he had instead given Gabriel the fuel to take her over completely. The ensuing rally as they realized they needed to defeat the vamps in Alaska before Gabriel could get to them. And the utter failure of that plan when they arrived to find that, not only had Gabriel got there first, he had somehow endowed those vamps with the same invulnerabilities he had instilled in Jessie.
He finished describing, in detail, the night he lost everyone around him, and realized he had nothing left to say. He felt empty, but relieved. His last mission, to pass on the fate of their daughter to Kate, complete, he had nothing left to offer this world.
They sat on the porch. Kate had pulled the folding chairs from the makeshift processing desk out a while ago. This was where she would usually make him tell the story, always before noon, while the sun still hit this side of the house. The sun helped some—when it didn’t remind him about all the vamps that could now probably walk in it.
Today, the sky was overcast, and the air carried the scent of future rain. An appropriate day to end his story.
Both of their chairs faced out toward the acreage before the house, but Kate sat sideways in hers now, staring at Lockman with unreadable eyes. He seemed to have lost the ability to recognize her emotions. Or she had gotten very good at hiding them.
After a silence that could have been seconds or almost an hour, Kate inhaled deeply and crossed her arms. “What next?”
Lockman stared at the distant tree line. He spotted movement among the scrub at the forest’s edge. A family of wild turkeys waddled into the open, at least six of them from what Lockman could see from this distance.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.
“What are you going to do next? Just let that man continue to use Jessie’s body? And all those vampires to run free, killing people?”
“What can I do?”
“The Craig Lockman I knew would think of something. He wouldn’t just curl up into a ball and let the world end around him.”
“Well, I’m not that Craig Lockman anymore,” he shouted. He stood, knocking over his chair in the process. He kicked the chair and sent it scraping across the porch planks. “I’ve told you everything. I don’t have anything left to give. Why don’t you leave me alone now.”
“So you can kill yourself?” She rose to her feet. “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”
“You’re the one working the mojo now, Kate. You’ve become one of them. Do whatever you want.”
One of her eyebrows twitched like a nervous tick. He had never seen her face do anything like that before. She had always been a strong woman, independent. Lockman would have never fallen in love with her if she was anything else. But that strength had changed, taken on an angry edge. Not that he could blame her for such an evolution after what he had put her through. But it looked like her version of Craig Lockman was as out of date as his version of her.
Then again, had they ever really known each other? Hell, most of his life had been a complete lie when they first fell in love.
You’re a fraud, a chorus of voices said. His own voice, Creed’s, Jessie’s. He even thought he heard Obstermeyer in there, inexplicably. You’re a made up man. There never was such a thing as Craig Lockman.
Lockman pressed the heels of his palms against his temples as if he could squeeze the voices out the top of his head. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”
Kate staggered away from him. The twitching brow had given way to wide eyes and dropped jaw.
“What?” Lockman snarled. “I’m supposed to be the impervious soldier? No feelings? Just execute the fucking mission.” He waved a hand through the air. “I’m not that man anymore. I stopped being that man the moment Jessie came into my life. It’s made me weak. Lucky you, you get to see the end result of that weakness. I’m done. I’m gone.” He got right in her face. He could smell her skin lotion. He ignored the familiar chill that sent through him. “Leave me to fall apart in peace.”
She didn’t back away. She set her shoulders and lifted her chin. Stared at him down the length of her nose. “I won’t.”
“Why?”
“Because you have to help me save Jessie.”
“You haven’t been listening. Jessie is gone.”
“No she is not.” Her cheeks flared red. “You know she’s not.”
“There are too many of them. And Gabriel is too powerful.” Lockman pointed in the direction of the arch, not visible from the porch, but in plain sight to him. He could feel the cursed thing like the magnetic pull of the North Pole. “I had an army of supernaturals that they wiped out in seconds. Even if I knew how to push Gabriel out of her, there’s no way to get near him.”
“There has to be a way.”
“Why? Because you wish it?”
“Because I’m not ready to give up.” She grabbed him by the arm, squeezed. The feel of her skin against his sent a tingle up to his elbow. “And neither are you,” she said. “What you saw, what happened here, might have damaged you. But it didn’t destroy you.”
“Only because you and your mojo didn’t let it.” He tugged his arm free of her grip and immediately regretted the loss of her touch. “You don’t need me.”
Her gaze drifted. She watched the wild turkeys continue their journey into the open land. It gave Lockman a moment to study her profile. Despite the differences he’d noticed, she still looked like his Kate. Not the one from almost twenty years ago, but the one he had returned to and started to rebuild a life with before Teresa pulled him into the fiasco in New Orleans. The one he had convinced himself he would stay with for the rest of his life.
He wanted to reach up and stroke along the edge of her jaw. He wanted to nuzzle into her hair and smell her. He wanted, more than anything, to hold her.
That ship’s sailed, brother, Marty’s voice piped in. You fucked that pooch sideways and upside down. Why don’t you do her a favor and suck a bullet already. She doesn’t want you anymore.
Before Marty could say any more, Kate said, “You haven’t asked how I got my power.”
The flavor of cold grease filled Lockman’s mouth. He felt the urge to retch. “I don’t care.”
“You don’t like it.”
“That you’re dabbling in the same shit that got Jessie in trouble?” He turned away and strolled to the railing around the porch. “No, I think it’s great.”
“I wasn’t given much of a choice.”
He gripped the railing. Peels of dry paint crinkled under his palms. “You can blame me for a lot of things, but I never forced you to use mojo.”
“I’m not blaming you.”
Suddenly she stood beside him, though he hadn’t heard her footsteps on the porch.
“The people that did this to me,” she said, “believe Jessie is very important to something they call The Return.”
More prophetic nonsense to Lockman’s ears. He shook his head. “Of course.”
“My point is, they could help us.”
“What makes them any different than all the people I had here? Do they have an army they want slaughtered, too?”
“As far as I know, there are only a little over a dozen of them. All supernatural beings. One is even a ghost.”
Lockman couldn’t believe what he was hearing or—even crazier—who he was hearing it from. “Sounds like you’ve found yourself a nice group of friends there.”
“They aren’t my friends. They killed me, brought me back to life, then tried to kill me again.”
He stared at her a second, waiting for the punch line. When she didn’t say anything else, Lockman said the only thing that came to mind. “What the fuck?”
“They wanted me to help them find Jessie. They worried something had happened to her—”
“They got that right.”
“—and their usual...methods or whatever weren’t working. They figured my connection to Jess would override whatever was getting in their way. They also claimed I had magical ability that just needed to be woken up. That’s why they killed me the first time. I crossed over and came back with the power.”
“Who are these people?”
“They never gave me a name. They just referred to themselves as a team. But their leader is Romeo Kress.”
“The actor?”
Kate nodded. “He isn’t human.”
Her story had distracted Lockman from his self-loathing for a moment. The second he realized this, though, it rushed back like a forgotten hunger. He ached with it. “Whoever they are, I don’t see how it changes anything.”
“Kress was right about my connection to Jessie. It’s even stronger than I think he realized. According to what you told me, Jess was in Alaska when I did the magic to find her. Instead of leading me to her, it led me here instead. The vision I had of Jessie? That was really her. And she wanted me to come here, to find you.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Two reasons. First of all, she knew if I went to her Gabriel or his vampires would kill me. Second, because she is depending on you.”
Lockman pushed back from the railing. “That’s bull.”
“You are her father, and the one who has been protecting her ever since she showed up at your door in California. She believes you are coming to save her.”
“She said that? In your...” He waved a hand. “...vision?”
“No. She only told me to come here.” She leaned toward him before he could dismiss her. “But why would she want me to come here if not to join you?”
He couldn’t answer, not with anything that contradicted Kate’s own theory.
“She’s still here,” Kate said. “And she’s waiting for you to save her.”
Can you believe this chick? Lockman didn’t recognize this voice. It sounded like a bad impersonation of a Jersey accent. She’s trying to guilt trip you. How low can she go, right? Am I right?
Lockman squeezed his eyes shut. “You don’t understand.”
Her cool hand touched his face. “Craig, our baby needs us.”
Yeah, she needs you like she needs a freakin’ blood transfusion. Am I right? Like you can make that poor girl’s existence any worse. You’re better off crawlin’ back into the basement and chewing some lead bubblegum, right? I mean, am I right or what?
With some effort, Lockman forced his eyes open. “Kate, I’m broken. My head...”
Aw, now don’t go tellin’ her about the voices. She already thinks fruitcake with extra nuts.
“I’m not right anymore.”
“Why do you think I didn’t let you kill yourself?”
“Because you wanted answers.”
“So? I’ve got them. Why am I still here then?”
“Why are you here?”
She took his hands in hers. “Just like I know Jess is still out there, I know you, the real you, is still here.”
“After all I’ve done...”
“To protect Jessie.” She visibly swallowed, took a second, then continued. “I raised that girl on my own for most of her life. You think I never screwed up? Never hurt anyone’s feelings?”
“I’ve done more than hurt some feelings.”
“You’ve made a number of grave mistakes. But who am I to judge? If our roles had been reversed, now that I know everything that happened, I can’t say I’d do different.”
Her strength astounded Lockman. That she could stand there, look him in the eye, and... “Are you forgiving me?”
“Are you willing to try to save our daughter?”
At any other time in his life, that would have been the most ludicrous question ever posed to him. That she had to ask him now turned his stomach. “Yes, but...”
“Craig, I know you’re sick. I’ve been taking care of you for the past week. That you made it this far, seeing what you have seen, is a miracle all by itself.”
You hear that? I told you she thought you was crazy. That’s what sick here really means if you didn’t get that little hint there. I was right. Am I right? Yep. I’m right.
“I’m no good to you or Jess like this. I hear voices in my head, for fuck’s sake.” He turned away, didn’t want her to see him, couldn’t stand her scrutiny.
She gently rubbed his back. “Remember how I was after that ghost had possessed me?”
All too well. Another example of what he had come to think of as The Lockman Effect. Get close to Craig Lockman, something was bound to fuck up your life, and not your run-of-the-mill relationship dysfunction. A game show host voice spoke up in his head.
You, too, can end up possessed by a ghost, turned into a vampire, taken over by a malevolent soul, or ripped to shreds in any of a variety of violent ways.
“Jessie helped me then,” Kate said. “Let me help you now.”
Lockman turned back and looked at her as if she were the crazy one. Was she really suggesting working some mojo on his head?
She held up a hand before he could object. “Are you willing to try to save our daughter?”
That horrible question again. “Yes.”
“Then let me help you.”
What have you got to lose, Ace? The faux-Jersey voice again. This broad wants to screw with a head that’s already screwed using unnatural powers. It ain’t like she can make matters much worse, right? I mean, am I right?
For once, Lockman thought, yes, the voice was right.
“Okay,” he said.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
They left Barrow in ruins.
Not a single mortal remained.
Gabriel had taken up residence in the mayor’s house. The mayor had a set of twin daughters on the cusp of their teens that Gabriel had made watch as he tore open their father’s throat and drank down his blood. The little girls’ horror alone was enough to charge Gabriel’s power. Another trick the ancient voices had passed to him. He could now store power made through blood and pain, and release it only when he needed it. It took more to reach similar levels than with fresh sacrifices, but Barrow had offered him tremendous resources.
After mentally torturing them with their father’s violent death, Gabriel turned the twins. Mostly for entertainment value. And because it disturbed Jessie so much. Gabriel had made it a hobby to horrify his body’s former host.
The twin vampires followed Gabriel like a pair of puppies. He enjoyed the attention. The only puppy he had as a child was the one his father had forced him to decapitate. Father had no real skill for magic, but Gabriel and Otto could both attest to his skill as a torturer.
Is that what all this comes down to, Jessie said with patented snark. Daddy issues?
Gabriel shoved the girl’s consciousness aside. He wasn’t in the mood for banter.
He sat in the mayor’s living room. A modest space for the leader of a modest town. Gabriel had most of the furniture removed except for a leather easy chair and a sofa. The twins lounged on the sofa with their mother between them, each sucking on a wrist. Their mother had a wisp of life in her, but the twins would drain that in the next hour at most.
Gabriel sat in the easy chair, his makeshift throne during his reign over Barrow. He watched the plasma television mounted to the wall. A news anchor for a national cable network looked at the camera with mock distress.
“For those of you just joining us, we have word that all contact has been lost with the United States’ most northern city of Barrow, Alaska. U.S. officials blame the lost communication on an abnormal weather disturbance, however we’ve uncovered a video posted to the internet taken by a supposed resident of Barrow shot yesterday.”
Gabriel smiled as the picture switched to a dark and grainy video of a young man directing the camera at himself while he crouched under a desk. He whispered at the camera, the sound tinny but clear.
“They’re all over the place. Everyone is dead. I’m telling you, they’re vampires. I know it sounds crazy but—”
The camera jostled. It dropped to the floor, the lens aimed at the ceiling. From off camera came a snarling. A shadow passed across the screen, too quick to make out any details, but there was a glimpse of something pale that could have been a face. Then terrified screaming ensued, going on for a dozen seconds or more.
The network cut back to the anchor who visibly shivered. Perhaps his distress wasn’t so feigned after all.
“Rumors are spreading across the web that Barrow’s extended nightfall during this part of the year has allowed for a vampire invasion. Others, however, are convinced the video is a hoax. We will, of course, keep you apprised of the situation as it develops.”
Gabriel flicked the TV off with the remote and tossed the remote aside. Goody. They had started some rumors. The taking over of an entire city had lead to some rumors. He shot off his chair and paced.
The twins looked up from their lazy feeding, but went back to it when they realized their master wasn’t leaving.
The conditions in Barrow had been perfect, and Gabriel had done everything right. Aside from his sweeping victory against Lockman, he had taken control of a rampant group of vampires and turned them into unstoppable followers. He helped them finish wiping out the city of its mortal population, swelled their numbers, and demonstrated great power.
All of this, however, had happened in almost total obscurity. He hadn’t considered having a media presence to document the conquest. And the city was so remote, there were no outside witnesses to spread the word. The few that might come to investigate would make for an insignificant audience. No. Gabriel’s performance had been a smashing success, but he needed a larger stage.
To spread his message, he needed to take this horror show on tour.
Yeah, right, Jessie said. You might be able to teleport a few, but how are you going to get close to three-thousand vamps out of the middle of nowhere?
Gabriel stopped pacing. He idly watched the twins as they discovered their mother’s blood had gone cold and started to congeal. One twin bit further up her mother’s arm as if a fresh wound would make a difference. The other twin crossed her arms and pouted.
“Girls, all things must die,” Gabriel said.
The twin that had tried a second bite spit out what was in her mouth and gave Gabriel a puppy dog face. “Except for us?”
He strolled over and patted her on the head. “Except for us.”
All the while, a part of his mind wandered. Jessie was correct. Even he did not have enough power to send so many to a new location. He supposed they could form up a caravan of vehicles and drive out of Barrow. It lacked dramatic panache, but what other choice did they have? Then he laughed when the obvious answer came to him.
The twins giggled along as if they knew what was so funny.
If Lockman found a way to send his army, surely Gabriel could do the same. He only needed to find out how Lockman had done it. Gabriel had sensed the magical energy building when Lockman had opened his portal. That was how Gabriel knew where to send the vampires to greet them. Perhaps he could trace that energy back to its source. There he could find what Lockman had used to make his portal and use it to make his own.
“Girls?”
They both gazed up at him with admiring eyes.
“I need one of you to fetch me...” He trailed off, thinking. Barrow had its share of mystics, and Gabriel had picked out several whose talents carried over to the vampiric side. One of them stood out among the group. “Titus. Tell him to bring an assistant of his choosing.”
Both twins stood. “I’ll go,” said one.
“No,” said the other. “I’ll go.”
Gabriel had yet to learn his pets’ names. They both looked exactly the same to him. Might as well have been the same. “You may both go.”
They shared a smile, then skipped out of the room holding hands.
Gabriel folded his hands behind his back and gazed at the blank television screen. He imagined the story they would run when they had live footage of a vampire army tearing through someplace much harder to ignore than Barrow, Alaska.
He just had to decide which place was worthy of such an honor. 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
It took some getting used to the silence. After a week of hearing voices, to have his own head back left Lockman with a nagging sense that something was missing, like that feeling you get when you walk out the door without your keys. He would often have to stop and remind himself that this was a good thing.
What he did not miss one bit—that overwhelming urge to destroy himself. Those incessant images of him putting the barrel of a gun to his head or in his mouth. That constant certainty that if he did not explode, the whole world would.
He sat on the front porch, gaze directed out toward the horizon, but vision directed inward. Though Kate had managed to clear his mind with little more than a touch after cutting herself again, he still had much to sort through. Decisions to come to. Like what was he willing to do to save Jessie.
Anything.
What about the mojo? Would he even continue to use Kate’s power?
If it meant getting Jessie safe, he would give Kate the blood himself.
The smell of stewed tomatoes rolled out through the screen door. After working the mojo on him, Kate had parked Lockman in the chair on the porch, covered him with a scratchy army blanket, and went inside to prepare lunch. The plan was, once they finished their meal, Kate would try contacting Kress to recruit his team’s aid. Lockman didn’t know how they could help, but he had promised Kate to keep an open mind.
He missed Adam. He even missed Teresa. While Kate’s touch had fixed the damage to his psyche, it hadn’t cured him of basic human emotion. He still felt the pain of losing so many comrades to death or, in Teresa’s case, mere disagreement. He could use their counsel now. Teresa had a knack for tactical strategy. If anyone could figure out a way to get at Gabriel through all those vampires, it was her. And Adam always knew how to instill confidence, and inspire his fellow warriors to do their best. Lockman could use some of that about now.
While his thoughts had turned negative, they didn’t drag Lockman into the hole he had spent the last week cowering in. Instead, he tried to channel his old friends’ best traits to come up with some strategy of his own.
“Lunch is ready.”
Lockman blinked and turned to find Kate standing in the doorway. She had the screen door propped against her hip. He hadn’t even heard her open it.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m—”
The wail of the sirens cut him off.
The whole compound was rigged with sensors to detect unauthorized supernatural activity. The sensors were attached to an alarm.
Something had just tripped it.
Lockman threw off the blanket and shot to his feet.
“What is that?” Kate asked.
“Alarm. We have visitors.” He rushed into the house, tugging Kate along by the arm. He retrieved the AR-15 he had leaning against the wall by the door, grabbed an extra magazine from the stack he had ready on the desk, then guided Kate into the kitchen and to the basement door. “Hunker down in the basement while I go check it out.”
He tucked the spare mag into his side pocket and started to turn away, but Kate grabbed at his shirt. “Excuse me?”
“What?”
“You can’t tuck me in the basement while you run off to face who knows what.”
“You’re the connection to Jessie. You need to stay safe.”
“And if something happens to you, you don’t think someone can find me hiding in the basement?”
The sirens continued their air-raid cry.
Lockman gritted his teeth. “Fine. But stay close.” On the way out, he grabbed a Beretta 90-Two and offered it to Kate.
She held up her hand to refuse. “I’ve got this,” she said and patted the knife on her belt.
She’d gotten pretty comfortable with her power. Too overconfident. Lockman had noticed the scaring on her arm. And the last cut she’d made, the one to help him, looked raw, as if it hadn’t quite healed yet. If she planned on continuing to use her power like a quick draw six-shooter, she would need to find a better way to fuel it. He didn’t have time to get her some blood from the stores now, though.
He tucked the pistol in his waistband, led the way out the back of the house.
The advantage of having the house up on the hill was the superior view of the compound at large. It helped that their intruders showed no sign of trying to hide. Three figures stood before the portal arch, gazing up at it like tourists taking in the local sights. From this distance, about two-hundred yards, Lockman couldn’t make out any details about the intruders. They must have used mojo to get on site, which was what set off the alarm—which still whined and didn’t seem to concern them in the slightest. Lockman could determine that the shorter one standing in the middle was female with dark hair. He tried not to draw any conclusions, but Kate seemed to make the same leap his mind did.
“Jessie,” she whispered.
“Gabriel,” Lockman reminded. “And we don’t know that for sure.” He crouched and gestured for Kate to do the same. Staying low, they crossed to the horse pen and took cover behind the converted SWAT truck. From inside the truck, Lockman grabbed a pair of binoculars. He inched to the back corner of the truck and peeked around.
The binoculars brought the three intruders up close and made it easy to confirm Lockman and Kate’s first guess. The central female was Jessie. Her companions were a pair of male vampires. None of them so much as cringed in the midday sunlight.
Lockman watched as Jessie led her henchmen to one end of the portal arch where she began inspecting the machinery. His stomach clenched. Of course. Gabriel was looking for a way to transport his vampire army out of the arctic and Lockman had the very thing sitting in his backyard. Gabriel must have somehow traced the source of the portal in Alaska. He also must have had practitioners in Barrow who had the ability to send Gabriel here with a couple companions.
Gabriel’s hubris made him feel safe enough to come here with only a pair of guards. He was so wrapped up in his own plans, he didn’t realize he had exposed himself to attack.
Was it possible they could end this all right here?
He backed up and turned to Kate. “That’s Gabriel, all right.”
Kate’s eyes widened. “You have to get me close.”
“And then what?”
“If I can communicate with Jess, maybe I can help her with my power to take back control.”
It sounded too easy. At the same time, it made perfect sense. If Father Caruthers had opened the door for Gabriel to take over, why couldn’t Kate do the same for Jessie. And Kate had far more power than the priest. Not to mention her emotional connection to Jessie.
A fresh dose of adrenaline pumped into Lockman’s system. Colors seemed sharper. The continuing pulse of the alarm turned to a battle hymn in his ears. He gave Kate a nod. “I’ll create a distraction to draw off the guards.” He hooked a thumb in the direction of the four-wheeler parked nearby in the pen. “You know how to drive one of those?”
“I can figure it out.”
He slapped the side of the SWAT truck. “This is my ride. Once I’ve got their attention in this, you burn rubber and get your ass down to Jessie.” He hooked a hand around the back of her neck. The urge to pull her in and kiss her came over him, the adrenaline making him drunk and impulsive. He pushed back the urge and looked firmly into her eyes. “Bring our daughter back.”
“I will.”



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Kate ducked behind a sedan with all the windows tinted while Craig revved up the SWAT truck and drove it out of the pen, smashing through the rotted wooden fence, and rolling on down the hill toward the vampires. She took a second to think about the look in Craig’s eyes when he told her to bring their daughter back. She knew he had thought about kissing her. Part of her had even wanted him to.
When this was over, could she consider letting it happen?
First things first. Make sure this was over.
Refocused on the present, she watched Craig speed down into the compound. The truck bounced and lurched across the open space. With the binoculars Craig had handed over, Kate focused in on Jessie and the vampires to see their reaction. The guard vamps smacked at each other for attention and pointed frantically at the oncoming vehicle.
Jessie—Gabriel, for now at least—calmly turned from the machinery and watched the truck come. She said something to the vampires with a mild wave of her hand, sending them off running to meet the truck. Then she turned back to the machine and continued inspecting.
My turn.
Kate dropped the binoculars and sprinted to the four-wheeler. She swung her leg over, mounting up like an old west deputy. She turned the key in the ignition and the four-wheeler grumbled to life. She used the gap Craig had made in the fence to leave the pen, then cut to the right, following the length of the hill until it tapered, curving around to Jessie’s flank. She whizzed down along a path between a pair of buildings. The path came to a T at the facade of the building that the arch was behind.
The wind blew Kate’s hair back as she gunned the four-wheeler, her stomach doing flips at each bump or dip in the ground. The vehicle felt like it might fly out from under her. She clutched the handlebars until her knuckles ached. She only slowed down when she reached the turn and began to circle the building.
She cleared the far edge and the arch came into full view. The wind in Kate’s eyes made them water. When she blinked away the tears, she noticed Jessie no longer stood by the machine. Kate braked hard, swinging her gaze left and right for any sign of her daughter. Dirt shot up in a spray as the four-wheeler skidded sideways and threatened to tip. Kate threw her weight to one side to keep the vehicle on its wheels. It rocked hard once and shuttered to a halt.
Still no sign of Jessie. Kate put her hand on the hilt of her knife. That’s when she spotted the shadow sailing across the grass. Kate had long enough to look up and see Jessie falling toward her. Then Jessie collided into Kate and knocked her off the back of the four-wheeler.
All the air wheezed out of her as she slammed onto her back. Jessie landed on top of her, lips peeled back from her fangs, an image of her daughter that would forever burn against her retinas. The ash-colored skin and black veins. The gray mottled gums that held her fangs in place. The red glow in her eyes.
Jessie drew a clawed hand back as if to strike, but she froze. That glow in her eyes flared. Her brows lifted and her lips slid back down to hide her teeth. Agony then twisted her face. She looked as if some terrible struggle went on in her mind.
“Jessie?” Kate asked.
“Mom?” Jessie said.
Jessie’s skin began sizzle like bacon in a pan. She chuffed, scrambled off of Kate, and stared at her smoking hands. Wisps of the smoke swirled in the breeze, carrying the smell of burning, rotted flesh. “What?” she said, her voice like scrap metal in a blender. “No.” She clenched her hands into fists and closed her eyes. After a few seconds, the sizzling and smoking stopped. She opened her eyes and glared at Kate.
Kate got to her feet, hand instinctively going to her knife. “Jess?”
“She’s surprised to see you,” Jessie said still in that twisted metal voice. “You gave her quite the jolt. But I’ve put her back in place. No worries.”
Gabriel. Kate drew the knife.
Jessie’s mouth curled up on one side. She pointed at Kate’s blade. “Lockman sent you after me armed with that? He really does want to get rid of you.”
“I’ll give you one chance to get out of my daughter on your own before I rip you out myself.”
“You have no idea what you’re dealing with, do you?”
Kate sliced across her arm. The pain felt good. It sent a charge through her, told her she was alive and ready to fight. The air crackled around her and smelled of ozone.
Jessie’s eyes flared. “Oh, now this is interesting.”
Reaching deep into her psyche, channeling her motherly instincts, Kate gathered all the power within her and reached out to Jessie’s soul, lost in her own body. Jessie, you have to fight him. I can help you.
The blood running down Kate’s arm began to glow. Some of it evaporated as the magic consumed it. She made a conscious effort to let the wound stay open and the blood flowing. She would need all she could stand to give.
“You poor dear,” Gabriel said through Jessie. “I hold the power of nearly one-hundred men, women, and children bled to death just for me. You’ll have to do much better than that.” He flicked a hand as if brushing aside a stray hair.
A shockwave struck Kate and lifted her off her feet. The knife tumbled out of her grip. She flailed her arms and legs as she flew through the air, helpless to gravity and certain to break a limb when she landed. At the last minute, she gathered her wits enough to use her magic to control her fall. She dropped onto her feet, staggered, but remained upright. But she had lost her concentration and allowed the magic to close her wound.
About thirty yards stretched between her and Gabriel/Jessie. The knife had landed half that distance with its blade sunk into the ground.
“Fancy,” Gabriel said. “But now you’re all out of blood.” He reached out and the blade slipped out of the ground and flipped into his hand. He examined the blade, turning it over to view one side, then the other. “Actually, I think there’s still some on the knife. Here.” He flung the knife at Kate and it shot through the air as fast as a bullet.
In a blink, Kate felt the thump against her chest. The knife’s hilt stuck straight out of her like a slot machine handle. She staggered two steps back, one forward, then fell into a fetal ball on the ground. Each breath she took rattled like plastic wrap caught in a windstorm and sent shuddering pain through her chest.
Pierced a lung, she thought.
Her limbs turned cold and numb.
I’m shutting down.
Her mouth filled with the taste of pennies. A blood bubble popped between her lips. Darkness curled around her, the shadow of the hand of death.



Chapter Forty
When Lockman saw the pair of vamps peel off from Gabriel and run straight at him, he mashed down on the gas. The shocks rocked on the uneven ground, making the truck tilt wildly. The steering wheel felt like it wanted to jump out of his hands. Any second and he would lose control of the vehicle. Control, in this instance, was overrated. What he needed was reckless speed. Keep these vamps running like a couple of dogs after a fire engine. Give Kate the time she needed to do her part.
The vamps charged toward a head-on collision with the SWAT truck. He knew they were tougher than ever, but he still bet on the truck faring better in such a crash. If they were that stupid, Lockman was more than happy to decorate his grill with their guts.
He hoped for too much, though. The vamps leaped up at the last minute. One of them sailed up onto the roof, booted feet clunking down hard above Lockman’s head. The second vamp lifted his feet mid-air and kicked forward, smashing through the truck’s windshield. The safety glass held together and ripped open instead of shattering. The vamp shot feet-first through the hole and landed in the passenger seat, which snapped loose from its bolts in the floor and rocked back with the impact.
Adrenaline sluiced through Lockman’s bloodstream. The world slowed down around him. Actions took command from instinct. One hand gripping the steering wheel as it twisted left and right, he drew the pistol from his waistband and fired straight into his new passenger’s face. At pointblank range, the .40 rounds caved in the vamp’s cheekbones, nose, and a chunk of its forehead. Its lower jaw hung limp as the beast screamed. One eye popped and splattered. The other hung out of its broken socket, staring madly at Lockman.
Even as Lockman emptied his magazine into its head, the vamp turned to attack.
But Lockman had already begun the second phase in his own defense. He tossed the pistol aside, grabbed the wheel with both hands, and prayed the seatbelt in this truck worked as well as the safety glass. He mashed down on the brake with both feet.
Gravity and momentum took over.
The vamp in the truck tried to fight these forces by clinging to the seat. His landing had already loosened the bolts and now the last few came apart. The seat flung forward and carried the vamp along with it, straight out the windshield like a fighter pilot ejecting from his plane. The vamp screeched on its way out. The safety glass caught on an edge of the seat and ripped loose from the windshield frame.
The vamp on the roof also suffered the consequences of momentum. It flew off the truck and hit the ground rolling, limbs loose and tangled.
The belt strap across Lockman’s chest cut hard. His lungs felt compressed. What remained of his last breath wheezed out and left him gasping for another without success. His face swelled. His eyes throbbed. The steering wheel wrenched to one side and out of Lockman’s grip. The truck started to turn in a lazy arc while momentum continued carrying it forward.
Lockman braced himself for the inevitable tip and roll.
Next thing, everything spun. A sense of weightlessness lasted a pair of seconds and then the truck boomed like a giant bass drum struck with an equally giant hammer. The shoulder strap sawed against his neck. The lap belt jerked hard into his gut. He felt like a rat in a tin can tossed down a set of stairs. The tortured creak of bending metal filled the truck and turned Lockman deaf to all other sounds.
When the truck finally came to rest on its side, Lockman smelled gasoline. The sick ache in his abdomen made him feel like puking. The side of his neck burned from where the shoulder strap cut. A trickle of blood ran down from his scalp into the corner of his eye.
The truck had landed on the passenger side, leaving him suspended in the driver’s seat by the seatbelt alone. The logic of his drive fast, drive hard plan was lost to him now, if it had ever existed in the first place. He had focused so much on providing a distraction for Kate, he forgot to worry about his own ass.
As this occurred to him, he heard a duet of screams. Vamp screams. He craned his neck, trying to see what it was about, but the front of the truck was turned away from the source. Had to be the two vamps that attacked him. The screams were close, maybe only a couple dozen yards from the truck. They didn’t sound like pissed-off vamps. They sounded like vamps in pain. A pleasant sound to Lockman, despite how it scraped at the eardrum like a jagged fingernail.
Lockman rolled down his window—amazingly un-cracked in the crash—and hooked his left arm out the door. He disengaged his seatbelt and dangled there by his arm until he could shift his legs around and get his feet under him. Using the steering wheel and the seat, he climbed down to the passenger side. He had set his AR-15 between the seats, but he spotted it in the back of the truck, almost all the way by the rear doors. With the passenger seat ripped out, Lockman easily climbed into the back to retrieve his rifle.
By the time he returned to the front, the screaming had turned to a soft mewling. Lockman slipped out of through the missing windshield and skirted the truck until he came upon the vamps.
The one from inside the truck lay on its back. The ragged hole in its face smoked like the open top of a Jack O’ Lantern with its candle recently blown out. Despite half its mouth missing, the vamp continued to whimper while it clenched its fists on either side of its head and twitched like a meth head in withdrawal.
The other vamp knelt on the ground, ducked down, with its hands over its head, the classic duck-and-cover pose. The skin on the backs of its hands and neck bubbled and hissed like fat on a griddle. Wisps of smoke came off its head as clumps of its hair fell out from where its hands didn’t cover.
Lockman looked up toward the sun, then he gazed across the compound’s central square. From here he could see half of the arch, which looked like it bloomed out of the roof of the science building. He couldn’t see Kate or Jessie. But Kate must have done something.
He returned his attention to the vamps before him.
They had stopped cooking. The wind carried off the last strands of smoke. Yet they both continued to weep like a pair of heartbroken teenage girls. New vamps. Fresh turns that had never felt the effects of sunlight as it was meant to be, and the experience had turned them into a couple of cry babies.
But whatever had disrupted their immunity to the light had passed. Once they realized this, they would eventually shake off the memory of pain and get back to the work of tearing Lockman apart.
Of course, he had no intention of giving them the chance.
He sprinted at the one on its knees first. Aside from his fall off the truck’s roof and the burns from the sun, it was otherwise unscathed. The larger threat. Lockman neutralized that threat by holding the barrel of his AR-15 a couple inches from the vamp’s head, opening fire, and obliterating its skull and everything inside.
The vamp with the chewed face must have heard the gunfire. It leapt to its feet and glared at Lockman with its one loose eye. Lockman had spent three-quarters of his rounds vaporizing the one vamp’s head. He pulled the magazine and replaced it with the fresh one from his side pocket. Even with this other vamp missing a chunk of its face, Lockman wouldn’t chance running out of ammo before he could fully destroy its head. Funny, but he would have been better armed if he’d thought to bring a machete instead of the rifle.
“Didn’t like that sun, did you?” Lockman said as he racked the bolt on the rifle. “You’re gonna like me even less.”
The vamp hissed out the hole in its face and bent at the knees as if to spring.
Lockman sighted down his rifle, aiming for the head, and held position. Decapitating a vamp with an automatic rifle required close range if he wanted to make sure and do it right. He didn’t have ammo to waste, and he didn’t have that machete. “Come on, asshole.”
The vamp hesitated. Didn’t like Lockman’s confidence. Lockman, on the other hand, hadn’t felt so cool and focused in months. Whatever his feelings on mojo, Kate had done a good job of fixing his head. It occurred to him the damage might have started a while before the massacre in Alaska. But Kate had hit a reset button on his psyche. If he could make it through this mess without losing anybody else close to him, maybe life on the other side could look like something normal. Could he hope for such a thing? A lot depended on what qualified as normal. That alone would take some figuring out. He wasn’t sure he would recognize normal if it came up and licked his face.
As far as faces were concerned, the vamp with little more than half of one took a step back. Getting burned by the sun had made it timid. As if to confirm this, the vamp glanced up at the sky. It blinked its good eye once, only the eyelid didn’t come down since the eye itself hung too low without the support of the bottom of the socket. Brackish blood dribbled off its chin and stained the Atlanta Braves logo on its shirt. It eyed Lockman again. Took another step back.
“You chicken shit son of a bitch.” Lockman closed in, the rifle’s stock tucked firmly against his shoulder, his aim held true. He couldn’t let the thing run off, after all. Fucked up face or not, if the creature found its way back to civilization, it could feast its way back to health with no one trained on how to stop it.
But the vamp matched Lockman’s approach with steps enough to keep the distance between them the same. It gurgled low in its throat and a squirt of blood popped out its ruined mouth. It raised a hand, palm out, in the universal halt gesture.
Lockman didn’t halt. He quickened his pace.
The vamp back-pedaled with equal speed. Lucky for Lockman, it hadn’t fully committed to fleeing. If it had turned to run away, it might have noticed the stone in the grass. Nothing huge. A little bigger than a kindergartener’s fist. Enough to hook the vamp’s heel as it scampered backward. The vamp’s one eye flashed in the instant it realized what was happening. Then it tripped backward with a solid flop.
Lockman rushed forward, planted a foot on the vamp’s chest, and emptied the magazine into the vamp’s face. The gunfire chewed through its head and into the ground below. Bloody chunks of skull, glops of brain matter, and clumps of dirt all mixed together to become one lumpy stain above the vamp’s shoulders.
Lockman tossed the rifle aside and looked toward the science building. His ears rang from the sustained gunfire. Something tickled his cheek. He wiped at it and his fingers came away red. The cut on his scalp was bleeding pretty good. Through the ringing, Lockman heard the clink of the halyard knocking against the flagpole in the breeze and the ripple and snap of the flag itself. Nothing else.
He stood shy of a hundred yards from the end of the arch obscured by the science building. He started running.
The crash had worked over his body hard. The nauseating ache in his belly exploded as he sprinted. Blood kept running into his eye. His head pounded. He acknowledged all these pains, then tucked them aside for later evaluation. His only goal now was to check on Kate. He knew she must have faced off with Gabriel. Somehow she had disrupted whatever mojo kept the vamps from melting in sunlight. She hadn’t stopped it, though. Which meant if her confrontation with Gabriel had ended, it hadn’t ended in Kate’s favor.
I never should have let her go after him alone.
What choice did he have, though?
I can’t lose another. I can’t. I won’t. I can’t...
His lungs turned to pure fire as he finally rounded the science building. He stumbled to a halt, panting, and if he could have caught his breath, he would have screamed until his throat burst.
Jessie stood over Kate, who lay on her back with a knife in her chest.
“Oops,” Jessie said, though it didn’t sound like her at all, because it wasn’t her at all. But they were her eyes shining above the wicked curve of her mouth. “I think I killed Mom.”



Chapter Forty-One
Mom?
Jessie. Somewhere in the dark. Kate’s heart raced. She couldn’t see. How could it be so damn dark. She threw her hands out in front of her, trying to find something in the utter blackness to get her bearings. Her hands skated through nothingness.
Had she fallen down a well?
No. If this was a well, she would have felt the walls and some light could come from the hole above. This was more like an underground cell.
Mom?
“Jessie,” Kate called out. “Where are you?”
That question sounded so familiar. The magic question. The question at the crux of everything. But Kate was having a hard time remembering things—
Like how I ended up in this pitch black vault.
She took small, shuffling steps, waving her hands out in front of her, expecting to run into something or trip at any moment. She must have taken three dozen tiny steps or more, and still she walked through the blackness as if it went on forever.
Could it?
Mom!
“Don’t shout at me like that, young lady. You don’t talk to your mother in that tone.”
I’m here, Mom. Stop moving.
Kate froze. She listened. The word silence didn’t cut the total void of sound that pressed against her ears like a pair of hands. It was as though sound ceased to exist.
“Where are you, baby?”
I’m with you.
Then the obvious question. “Where am I?”
In between.
“In between what? For heaven’s sake, Jess, can’t you say more than three words at a time?”
No response.
A gnawing guilt took hold. Kate wrung her hands. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry. Talk to me. Talk to me, please.”
A sharp line of light cut the black before her, as if someone had cracked a door open. The line thickened as the door opened. It shined so brightly, Kate had to put up a hand to block her eyes. Eventually, a tall monolith of pure light stood in front of her. Something prodded her in the back.
Go.
“Jessie?” Kate twisted around, but even with the blast of light from the doorway, she saw only darkness. She turned back to the glowing rectangle. Her eyes had adjusted to its intense brightness, yet she could see nothing beyond the light. It looked like an entry into the yin of her current location’s yang, a door between a world of total darkness into a world of total light.
What was the point?
Go.
“I wish you would tell me what’s going on.”
Jessie didn’t speak again. Kate was left to make the choice—remain in the darkness, or step into the light. It didn’t seem like much of a choice at all. She stepped through the opening, squinting as the blaring whiteness burned her eyes.
A loud clang echoed from behind her, the sound of a metal door slamming shut.
Kate jumped, her heart rate cranking up a few gears. She turned around and all at once the blinding white gave way to reveal a physical place. She stood in the center of the round room with the pentagram engraved in the marble floor. The sound of the shutting door had come from the door into the room, though it was much farther from her than the door she had entered through. She saw no sign of that entrance, though.
She felt watched. Watched from above. And without looking up—she couldn’t stand the thought of looking up—she knew the angels and demons in that mural on the ceiling stared down at her like a flock of crows contemplating fresh road kill.
Cold ripples ran up and down her spine.
“Kate.”
The voice came from her side. She recognized the resonant baritone at once and wasn’t surprised to find Romeo Kress standing in the room with her. He wore a long, black robe with a hood that made him look like the Halloween version of the Grim Reaper. His chin quivered and his eyes watered as if he were about to cry.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“I have no idea how I even got here.”
One tear ran down his cheek. He wiped it away with the sleeve of his robe. “You’re not supposed to be here. Not yet.”
“What are you talking about? Why can’t anyone around here speak to me like a normal person?”
He lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve spoken with someone else?”
“Jessie. She’s the one who told me to go through the bright door. That’s how I ended up here.”
“The Chosen One directed you here?”
“My daughter. Everything was dark. She kept calling for me, then said some things that didn’t make any sense—like you’re doing now. Then this bright door opened and she told me to go through it.”
“How did you get to the dark place?”
Kate strained, trying to pull together some scrap of the moments before she found herself in the dark. She sighed, shook her head. “I can’t remember.”
Kress pulled his hood back, revealing a pair of stubby horns poking through his hair. He never had horns before. Kate was certain of that. Her and several million movie lovers knew Romeo Kress did not have horns. It occurred to her that this might be a dream. It seemed so obvious now, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought about it sooner.
Kress noticed Kate’s attention to his horns. “They’ve always been there,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “You just couldn’t see them from where you were.”
“That’s ridiculous. You’re in all those movies. Someone would have noticed.”
“You misunderstand.” He pursed his lips. The corners of his eyes crinkled. He seemed lost in thought for a moment, trying to come to some decision. “Kate, do you know where you are?”
“Back at your palace of infinite rooms.” She held out her hands to indicate the room around them. “In the place where you killed me and brought be back to life.”
Kress shook his head. “That is your mind’s representation of this place. You are not in my building.”
“This is a dream then.”
He tilted his head, lifted one shoulder. “Similar, but not quite.”
“Then where am I?”
“In between.”
That again? Kate threw her head back in frustration. She wished he hadn’t.
Above her, the mural was in motion, a renaissance era animation. The angels and demons fought, rending limbs with swords and skewering hearts with spears. The fire and lava from the cracked earth spewed and flickered. Some of the demons swooped into a circle and leered down at Kate, batwings flapping, red eyes shining, their painted mouths foaming like Pavlovian dogs after the dinner bell.
Kate threw her gaze down, but she could still feel their hungry scrutiny.
“In between what?” she asked.
“Life and death. You...” His voice caught. He swallowed, then continued. “You were our last hope in saving the Chosen One. But if you’re here and,” he looked up at the mural, “the battle still wages, I have to assume you’ve failed.”
A crack opened in her memory. She saw Jessie, twisted by the features of vampirism, and heard her voice, tainted by the soul controlling her. From there, everything flooded back, right up to the instant Kate felt the knife hit her in the chest.
Her knees went weak. She had to sit down on the floor. Unlike before, the marble felt like ice to the touch. Cold wormed its way through her. “I’m dead?”
“You’re in between,” Kress reiterated, though Kate found little comfort in the distinction.
“So I’m on my way to dead.” She studied the pentagram she sat in the middle of. “But you killed me. You sent me to the other side. Not in between. And you still brought me back.”
“Under careful and controlled conditions. Is your physical body in such a place now?”
Kate had an image of herself as if she floated above her own body. She saw herself curled up on the ground, the knife hilt sticking out of her, blood draining into the brown grass. Gabriel would be close by. Craig would be too busy with the pair of vampires he had drawn away. This left her at Gabriel’s mercy. She doubted he had any intention of reviving her.
“It can’t end like this,” she said. She looked up at Kress. “You have to help me.”
He turned his palms out. “I don’t even know where to find you.”
“Texas. I’m on a huge farm. Craig and his friends built a base there. I could...” She trailed off. “Are you really Romeo Kress? Or just part of this...dream?”
“It’s really me. I made sure I would be here if you came this way.”
It sounded too pat. She stood despite her wobbly legs, not content to talk to him while he loomed over her. “You knew I’d end up here.”
“We all end up here eventually.”
“It’s more than that. You expected this to happen when I found Jessie.”
“I suspected, if our worst fears were true, that you might have to sacrifice yourself to save the Chosen One.”
“Which means what? What were your worst fears?”
“That she had fallen to the influence of a dark soul.”
Kate crossed her arms. “So you knew about Gabriel all along.”
Kress sighed. “Does it matter what I knew? Our goal was to find Jessie and try to rescue her from whatever fate she had fallen to. We knew something bad had happened in New Orleans. Why else would Lockman take Jessie from you. We had suspicions of what that something could be, but they were only guesses. Though, from the sound of it, we guessed right.”
“Only half right. Jessie was turned into a vampire in New Orleans. That’s why Craig took her. Gabriel was actually responsible for her keeping her soul through the transition. He didn’t take over until just recently.”
Kress rubbed his temples. “So she is truly lost.”
“No. Since you woke up this power in me, I’ve been able to communicate with Jessie on some level. She’s been directing me since I left you. She’s the one that told me to step into the light and come here, remember? She’s trapped, but she’s not lost.”
“But why would she direct you here? To the in between? There’s nothing you can do for her from here.”
“There has to be.” Kate walked a circle around the pentagram, scanning her surroundings for some sign of what to do next. A number of engravings marked the round walls. She wasn’t sure those same engravings existed in the real version of this room. Could there be a message among them? Specific to Kate’s manifestation of the place? “How does a person get out from in between?”
“Death or resuscitation,” Kress said with an isn’t-it-obvious tone.
“It’s that cut and dried?”
Kress chuckled. “No, I suppose not. But I’m not sure what you’re looking for.”
“Neither am I,” she said while continuing to scan the engravings. Most of them were isolated symbols. A sun. A moon. A star. Occasionally, something slightly more complicated came along, tiny scenes rendered in a pictographic style. A family gathered to a meal. A hunter stalking prey. A mother giving birth to a child.
That last engraving made Kate shiver. While the depiction wasn’t much more sophisticated than a five year-old’s stick figure drawing, Kate swore the mother was meant to represent her, and the baby was Jessie.
She moved to the next pictograph. A girl standing on a hill in the middle of a giant starburst. She held aloft a sword in one hand and gripped a severed head by the hair in the other.
Next in line showed what Kate guessed were supposed to be vampires, about two dozen of them, melting under a shining sun.
Finally, she came to a scene that turned her heart—the one in her in-between body, not the one in her physical body that had almost stopped beating—to ice. Again, the picture didn’t possess a great deal of sophistication. Yet it was hard to miss what it depicted. A woman lay on the ground with the hilt of a knife sticking out her chest and a pool of blood all around her. Directly above the woman floated a mirror image of her, only without the knife and crude halo around her whole body. Like a spirit floating away from the body.
Or a ghost.
Kate’s breath caught. She turned to Kress who stood watching her with solemn eyes.
“How did Thom become a ghost?” she asked.
Kress furled his brow. “What?”
“Thom. He’s a ghost. How did it happen? How does anyone become a ghost?”
He stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “They die.”
“Everybody dies,” Kate said. “But not everyone ends up a ghost.”
His incredulous look grew more so. Deep lines creased his face. He looked half-mad himself, like one of the evil villains he’d played on screen. “That’s not your answer, Kate.”
She pointed at the engraving. “That means something.”
“In order to become a ghost, you must die.”
“I’m halfway there already,” she shouted. Her voice echoed in the round chamber. After a deep breath, she said softly, “Do you think I’m going to stay in between forever?”
Kress shook his head. “This is a temporary place.”
“Craig can’t face Gabriel alone. There’s no one out there who can save me. I am going to die. The only way I have a chance of helping Craig is if my spirit stays here.”
Kress sighed. He hung his head. “This isn’t the fate I meant for you.”
“My fate was never up to you. But you can help me make my own.” She crossed the circle to him, put a hand on his arm. “Do you know how I can do this?”
“It’s simple, really. It’s about choice. Shortly, the peace of death will be offered to you. There is no greater rest. All worries and fears, pain and grief, hatred and anger, will all disappear the moment you accept this offered gift.”
“What then?”
“You must look at that perfect peace, see all that it promises, and you must refuse it.”
“That’s it? Just say, No thank you?”
“Everlasting peace is a difficult thing to pass up. And once refused, you will never see it offered again. You will never rest.”
Kate tried to fathom walking the earth as a ghost for eternity. Most people said they never wanted to die. But death made natural sense. A life could gather a great deal of baggage. Even a happy life suffered scars. Memories of lost loved-ones, missed opportunities, embarrassing acts, and good times long gone. No soul could carry that weight forever.
Yet how could she justify accepting eternal peace when her daughter still suffered? Especially if Kate could somehow help.
“When will it happen?” she asked.
“Soon.” Kress rubbed his hands together, cupped them, and blew into them. “It’s getting cold. Death isn’t far.”
Kate hoped it wouldn’t come too late.



Chapter Forty-Two
Seeing Kate lying on the ground, her shirt soaked with blood, her skin so pale, Lockman felt the seam she had stitched in his psyche with her mojo tear open. With it came all the chiding voices.
You really are a death magnet. Everyone you care about suffers and dies. You should have stayed out of their lives, Lockman. All that bullshit about protecting them was for your own selfish reasons. You could never protect them. You could only destroy them.
Along with the voices, a cold steel shell sealed off the part of his brain that demanded self-preservation. There was nothing left worth preserving. So, without any weapon beyond his bare hands, Lockman charged the thing that used to be his daughter, a howl in his throat that echoed in the Texas sky and frightened a flock of birds from the branches of the nearest tree several hundred yards away.
Gabriel merely smirked at Lockman’s approach. Even in a young girl’s body, he easily dashed Lockman aside with the back of a hand.
Lockman staggered, but kept his feet. Lights blinked in his eyes like snapping flash bulbs. Something hard rolled in his mouth. He spit it out and saw his tooth land in the grass along with a gummy splotch of blood. An iron tang coated his tongue.
Gabriel shook Jessie’s head like a discouraged teacher. “So much passion. Yet you waste it using your fists. There is power in that body you wear. Why don’t you use it?”
“And turn into something like you?” Lockman spit again, but the taste of blood stayed. “I’d rather die.”
“Obviously.” Gabriel took two steps forward and backhanded Lockman again.
Lockman twirled like an ice skater doing a triple-axel. When he hit the ground, all air whuffed out his lungs and left him gasping. He didn’t see the kick coming. Felt it connect with his gut, felt himself lift off the ground again, then felt the crunch when he landed on his left arm. The pain didn’t register until he tried to push himself to his knees. The left arm bent the wrong way when he put pressure on it. The pain crackled up from the elbow and jabbed straight into his heart.
He flopped onto his chest, cheek pressed against the scratchy dead grass. The smell of cold earth filled his nostrils. For some reason it gave him a picture of a tombstone dusted with snow. Probably a vision of his own future grave, not long off from the looks of things.
“Craig Lockman,” Gabriel said, strolling over in Jessie’s body to where Lockman had landed. “The Agency’s straw man. Nothing more than a patchwork of stolen souls forced into my body while they kept my soul locked in a little cube with a few million others.”
Lockman leaned up on his good arm. He spit up another string of blood, this coming from deeper inside. He could feel the trickle in the back of his throat. His guts felt like they’d been run through a blender. That last kick must have burst something.
“I think I did a better job with this body than you ever would have.”
“Really? Because you don’t look so good. But now look at me.” He worked Jessie like a puppet, drawing her hands down the front of her in an awkward sexual way.
Lockman’s stomach twisted. His face burned. “Stop that.”
“Why? I’m attracted to myself. It’s really such a strange feeling to want to hump my own body.” He started to slide a hand down below the waist.
Lockman swung his foot out and knocked Jessie’s legs out from under her. She landed on her rump, expelling a surprised oof. But as quickly as she went down, Gabriel had her back on her feet. He knocked Lockman onto his back with a kick to the face. Then he stepped on Lockman’s throat, cutting off air and blood flow.
The edges of Lockman’s vision darkened. He clawed at the boot pressed against his neck, but couldn’t push it off.
Jessie stared down at him, lips peeled back from her fangs. A horrible version of her face, and probably the last image Lockman would have of his daughter to carry into death.
“Gabriel!”
Kate’s voice reverberated off the side of the science building as if bounced from a PA system. Unmistakable and clear. But how? Could her power have really brought her back from so close to death?
The dark edges on Lockman’s vision closed in as his brain starved of its needed blood and oxygen. He tried to look beyond Jessie to where Kate’s voice had originated. He thought he caught a glimpse of something white, but translucent like a cloud of smoke. The lack of flow to his brain had him seeing things.
Jessie looked over her shoulder toward the voice as well. Whatever Gabriel saw made him stumble. Jessie’s foot came off Lockman’s throat, allowing him to gulp for air. It couldn’t come fast enough, but his windpipe burned, making each breath its own piece of agony. He had to roll on his side to keep from choking on the blood in his throat. While he regained his breath, he heard Kate and Gabriel exchange words.
Gabriel said, “You’ve made quite the sacrifice.” Fear laced his words, though he tried to sound amused.
“It’s time for you to leave my daughter’s body.”
“Or what? You’ll shout boo and scare me out?”
“You sound scared enough.”
“In case you’ve forgotten, you are the dead one. I’m the one who killed you.”
His breathing regulated, Lockman looked for Kate. Jessie stood in the way, but he thought he could glimpse that same ethereal white. He blinked several times. Having the blood and oxygen cut off to his head might have damaged his vision. When he looked again, that white blur still poked out around Jessie’s silhouette. It was like a spot you’d get in your vision from staring at the sun too long, only white instead of purplish black.
To test this, he shifted his gaze. The apparition didn’t follow like a sunspot would. But in moving the direction of his eyes, he spotted something else that turned the situation on its head.
Kate’s body lay in the same place and same position as he last saw it. Not a bit of movement. No short rise and fall from shallow breaths. His mind caught on to what Gabriel had just said.
...you are the dead one.
Dead.
While Lockman processed all of this, Gabriel’s conversation with Kate’s (disembodied) voice continued.
“You killed me,” Kate said. “But I refused death’s gift. And I think you know what that means.”
“It means you have eternity on this earth to mourn your daughter’s loss. And the loss of her father.”
Jessie stepped aside, allowing Lockman a clear view of who—or what—he’d been speaking to. Out of all the organs that hurt from the beating he took, Lockman’s heart hurt most at what he saw. It was Kate. He could see her face, recognized the curves of her body. But it was a Kate whose curves he could never touch, whose face he could never stroke, whose lips he could never kiss again. Because Kate was a ghost.
Unlike the ghost he had met before, Kate glowed white instead of green. Her hair floated about as if in a constant wind. She wore a flowing white gown. A white aura surrounded her. With the sun full up in the sky, she almost disappeared in the light. What kept her visible was the contrast of the machine on the base of the arch behind her, which Lockman could also see through her.
“Kate, no.”
She spared him a short glance, but her attention remained with Gabriel/Jessie.
“I understand so much more now,” Kate said. “The other side is full of answers.”
“You should be stark raving mad,” Gabriel said.
“You know as well as I do, things work differently for me. I am the mother of the Chosen One. It’s time for me to bring her back home.”
Jessie pounded her chest with a fist. “I am the Chosen One.”
“Gabriel Dolan, you have served your part in this world’s destiny.” Kate’s white aura flared. “Now get the hell out of my daughter.” She sailed toward Jessie as smoothly as a leaf rides the flow of a creek.
Jessie shuffled backward, but never had a chance to escape the coming impact.
Kate flew into Jessie’s body. For an instant, Jessie glowed with her own white aura. Then the aura faded. Jessie stood with her eyes wide, jaw limp, hands held out at her sides as if to balance her. She blinked. Smiled.
“You see?” she said with the taint of Gabriel’s lilt. “You cannot possess me like any mortal. I am—”
Her voice quit as if choked. She turned her eyes to Lockman. She mouthed the word No, then dropped to her knees. She continued to stare at Lockman as if he had something to do with what was happening.
All Lockman could do was stare back. The bleeding inside of him had taken its toll. His limbs grew numb. He couldn’t even feel the break in his left arm anymore. He had to rest on his shoulder now, too tired to keep himself propped on his elbow.
Jessie screamed. And for the first time since the botched “exorcism,” it sounded like Jessie. She threw her head back, wrapped her arms around herself as if suddenly cinched into a straight jacket. Tears streamed from her eyes. Her whole body shook. To Lockman it looked like something was trying to tear her apart from the inside. Maybe that’s exactly what was happening.
Despite the quivering pain inside of him, the oppressive fatigue that weighed on him like an extra dose of gravity, Lockman pushed himself up with his good arm until he leaned on that arm like a tire jack. He rocked on his hip and rolled to a kneeling position, facing his struggling daughter.
“Jess,” he called.
Her eyes rolled back into her head. When she tilted down her chin, she stared blankly through the whites of her eyes.
Lockman couldn’t fathom the turmoil roiling inside of her. He reached out to her, though his hand came a foot short of touching her. He felt so damn helpless. There had to be something he could do.
Jessie jerked once, twice, a third time. Then she blinked and her eyes looked straight again. Her face pinched as if in pain, but when she spoke her voice was filled with wonder. “She is so strong.”
Lockman knew right away she meant Kate. “I know.”
But he realized he didn’t really know how strong when Jessie’s skin began to smoke.
Jessie’s eyes widened. “Dad?”
With the smoke soon came the smell of cooking flesh. Tiny bubbles began to rise on Jessie’s face like living acne. The bubbles would pop and leave behind flaring red circles. Pieces of skin began to flake and peel and turn to gray ash.
It took a precious second from Lockman’s mind to catch up with what he was seeing. He glanced up at the sun as if surprised to find it there. Then his brain kicked into gear. The sun.
Oh, god, the sun.
Ignoring the thrash of pain in his left arm as it dangled at his side, Lockman forced himself to his feet. What felt like a blow from a medieval mace struck him in the gut. Definitely something bleeding in there. Have to move through it. Sequester the pain, soldier. Command the body. You have a life you can still save.
He reached down to Jessie. “Quick.”
The flesh on her arms and face darkened, turning the color of soot. It’s what they called a vamp tan back in the Agency days. The color change signified the fire to come. And sure enough, while Jessie took hold of Lockman’s hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet, her sun-exposed skin burst into flames.
Jessie screamed with the metallic edge common to vamps, an ear gouging, skin-crawling sound that almost caused Lockman to instinctively shove her away. He fought the urge and instead threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.
It felt like carrying a burning effigy. The flames caught on Lockman’s shirt and burned his skin. He had already moved past pain’s reach, though. He operated like a pre-programmed machine.
He ran.
His broken left arm swung and bounced against him.
He ran.
The flames consuming Jessie burned the side of his neck, the shoulder he carried her on, and the arm he had wrapped around her waist.
He ran.



Chapter Forty-Three
He ran for the entrance to the nearest building. The science building.
Jessie screamed the whole way, occasionally crying out Mom and Dad and It hurts and Make it stop.
The door to the science building was only forty or so yards away. But he had to go around the building to reach it, and for the thirty yards the entrance was out of sight, he didn’t know if he could make it. It felt like one of those dreams of being chased and no matter how hard he ran, he never seemed to cover any ground.
When he kicked open the door and hefted Jessie through the threshold, his body quit, like a puppet with the strings neatly snipped. He collapsed to the floor with just enough presence of mind to shift Jessie off his shoulder so he wouldn’t land on top of her.
She rolled away from him as limp as a corpse, and just as quietly.
He fell onto his bad arm, and with his driving will depleted, the pain had free reign to chew into him like a piranha caught up his sleeve. He bellowed. His eyes watered as stars flashed across his vision. Meanwhile, another piranha fed on his guts. He jerked his knees up and curled into a ball. On his growing list of ills, the burns from his face down to his arm barely registered. He wanted to check on Jessie, but the pain debilitated him. He could only lay there and sip air between swells of agony.
 The closing darkness prodded the last reserve of his strength. He refused to drift off before he knew if Jessie was okay. The reserve didn’t last long. The best he could manage was rolling onto his back. This turned out to be enough.
Jessie knelt at his side. She gazed down at him with concern in her eyes—and god damn if they weren’t actually her eyes again. Black, crusty burns marred most of her face, but parts of her skin had already started to heal. She rested a hand on Lockman’s forehead and sobbed. “Oh, Dad, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t fight him. I tried, but I couldn’t.”
Lockman reached up and took her hand, squeezed hard. “It wasn’t your fault.” He had to swallow a lump in his throat before he could ask, “Your mother?”
Jessie closed her eyes. “She’s...” Pieces of blackened skin flaked off, leaving behind fresh patches of pinkish flesh, but the pink quickly turned to the natural vampire gray. “She’s inside of me. She’s holding...” Her lips pursed as if a bad taste filled her mouth. “...him back. Somehow she’s keeping him trapped.”
“Can she push him out?”
After a pause, Jessie said, “She would have to drag him out.”
Lockman realized Kate was speaking to Jessie from within and could hear him as well. So he addressed her directly. “Then do it, Kate. Pull him out of there.”
Jessie’s eyes fluttered open. The sorrow in them speared Lockman through the heart. “Where would she take him?”
“Away from you.”
“Set his spirit free into the world? She can’t hold onto him forever.”
Lockman let out a long, slow breath. His insides writhed. His head spun. “If she...loses her grip on him?”
“He’ll take over again. Mom is way strong, but he’s soaked up so much power from all the other souls inside me. It was him all along. Even before he took over. My magical strength. The resistance to silver. The day walking.” A tear ran off the tip of her nose. “I thought he had given those things to me. But I’m nothing without him. I’m just a shell.”
“Stop that,” Lockman growled. Not for the first time, he wished Gabriel had a physical form that Lockman could physically abuse. “You have your own power. You’re the Chosen One.”
She snorted and offered a bitter smile. “You never really believed that crap.”
“Doesn’t matter what I believe. It’s what I know. And I know you are special, you are strong. Just like your mom.”
Her eyes went wide. She shook her head. “Oh, Dad, you have no idea. If you could feel what I feel right now, know what she’s doing. I thought you were the tough one in the family. Mom’s got us all beat.”
It hurt, but Lockman laughed. “Why do you think I fell in love with her?”
Jessie’s smile lingered for a quiet moment, then slowly faded. Much of the burnt skin on her face had dropped away, leaving behind fleshy pink swirls among the fully healed gray. “She’s slipping.”
So this was it. The last of those he cared for—loved—taken from him, leaving him with only the comfort of knowing he wouldn’t be long in joining them. Gabriel had won. And Lockman could trace the bastard’s victory all the way back to a foolish decision Lockman had made, when he had the chance to destroy the artifact that carried Gabriel’s soul, he chose to keep it instead, thinking he could somehow use it to protect them.
A small jolt started Lockman’s heart racing.
The artifact.
Weren’t they in the science building? Hadn’t some of the scientists taken up the task of studying that artifact? Which meant the thing was here somewhere.
Lockman squeezed Jessie’s hand. “You need to help your mom hang on a little longer.”
Jessie tilted her head, clearly baffled. “I can’t—”
“Help me up,” he said evenly, “then help your mom. You have power, Jessie. There’s no time for doubts. Just do as I say.”
She hesitated a second more, lips parted as if ready to protest. Then she set her jaw, nodded, and slid her arms under him. She lifted him as easily as cradling an infant.
As Jessie eased Lockman onto his feet, pain rattled through him from a six different directions, the bulk of it all pulsing out from his abdomen. His knees went weak and he almost collapsed, but Jessie held him steady until he could stand on his own. She held him a few seconds longer to be sure.
He gave a nod. Jessie let go and stood back.
“I don’t know how I can help her,” she said.
“The same way she helped you.” He didn’t know if she understood that, wasn’t sure he even did. It sounded right. A marvelous connection existed between them, something beyond the mortal plane. A breed of mojo Lockman had never seen before, but could not deny now. They would not need to shed blood to fuel that power.
Whether she understood or not, Jessie seemed to take his words to heart. She knelt on the floor, rested her hands on her thighs, and closed her eyes.
Lockman left her to it. He lurched into the maze of shelves and cubicles that divided up the science building into its separate “departments.” He kept one hand pressed against his side where it felt like most of his internal pain came from, as if holding his organs in place. It eased the pain a fraction. His natural bullheadedness carried him the rest of the way.
Thankfully, he didn’t have to go far. He found a walled off section with metal shelves teeming with old knick-knacks and doo-dads, a mojo researcher’s wet dream made all the more sexy by the layers of dust and rust on most the items. The memory artifact sat in the center of a workbench with a giant magnifying glass on an adjustable arm bolted to one edge. The magnifying glass was situated so that someone standing at the bench would get a blown-up view of the top of the cube-shaped relic and the intricate carvings on its surface.
Lockman peered down through the glass at this thing that had played such a major role in his very existence. If not for this artifact, Craig Lockman would not exist. Yet he hated the thing for all the misery it had brought. The thought of touching it made his palms itchy, as if the skin wanted to crawl off. He wondered if the scientists had discovered anything new about it, or if they had come to the same conclusions as the Agency—that while they didn’t know who (or what) had made it, or exactly what its initial purpose was, they could still utilize it, another tool in the war against supernatural terrorism.
He lost track of how long he let the wicked device entrance him, but the trance broke when he heard Jessie scream.



Chapter Forty-Four
Jessie lay on the floor, her back arched so that she balanced on her heels and the back of her head in a horrifying imitation of the portal arch out back. Her mouth was stretched wide as if in mid-scream, but she made no sound. She scrabbled at the floor with her fingernails.
The edges of the cube-shaped artifact dug against Lockman’s fingers and palm as he clutched it in one hand. He hobbled to Jessie’s side and dropped to the floor with her. In his hurry to get back to her after hearing her scream, Lockman had forgotten the damage to his body. His body, however, had not. Nausea bubbled in his gut and sent bile up his throat. He swallowed it down, burning like acid all the way, and grabbed Jessie’s arm.
“She can pull him into this,” he shouted as if competing to be heard, though the only sound came from Jessie’s fingernails scrapping the floor. He held up the cube. “Kate, put him in this.”
He didn’t know what else to do. Should he bleed onto the artifact? He supposed under normal circumstances—normal?—that was how you would activate it. This wasn’t Lockman’s area of expertise. His job had involved confiscating the dangerous relics. He sure as hell didn’t use them.
He was still coughing up some blood. He could spit on the—
A flash of brilliant white exploded from Jessie’s body, forcing Lockman to clamp his eyes shut. Even then, he could see the light. Feel it, too, like the glow from a heat lamp. The cube in his hand grew hot. His hand felt as though he clung to a brand fresh from the flame, but he couldn’t get himself to let go. What was another source of pain among the many that harried him already anyway?
The bright glow couldn’t have lasted longer than twenty seconds, probably less. As the light faded, so did the heat from the artifact. By the time Lockman could open his eyes again without fear of going blind, whatever alloy made up the artifact had turned as cool as an untouched door knob.
Jessie no longer arched her back. She lay still, staring at the ceiling, chest gently rising and falling with even breaths.
The air carried the scent of a passed rain shower, enough so that Lockman expected to find the floor wet, but everything was dry. The smell brought back a vivid sense memory, an afternoon where he and Kate had gone hiking in the woods and got caught in the rain. The rain had been one of those humid summer showers. They had moved off the trail and made love in what turned out to be a bed of poison oak. Both of them suffered rashes in uncomfortable locations for a week afterward. But that moment had been worth every itch.
Lockman gazed down at the artifact still clutched in his hand. At once he knew—not guessed, knew—Kate had succeeded in pulling Gabriel inside and that the smell in the air was a message left for Lockman.
He also suspected something else, and Jessie confirmed it when she said, “She’ll have to stay with him.”
Lockman’s throat narrowed and his mouth filled with the taste of tears. “Why?”
“He’s too powerful,” Jessie said. “The artifact can hold him, but only if Mom stays inside to help.”
“We don’t know that for sure.”
Jessie rolled onto her side to face Lockman. “Mom does.”
“You can still...talk to her?”
Jessie nodded.
Lockman eased down onto his side, facing Jessie. He set the artifact down between them at eye level. His eyes watered. His nose ran. All the pains in his body felt like pin-pricks compared to the pain in his soul.
“There’s one more thing,” Jessie said, voice deep and heavy. “She wants us to destroy it.”
A sob belted loose from Lockman’s throat. The tears streamed freely now. “Of course she does.”
“She says she’s counting on you to do the right thing.” Jessie openly cried now, too. “And that she forgives you. And loves you. Oh, Dad...”
As Lockman and Jessie wept together, a thuwmping sound came from outside and slowly swelled in volume until the source was unmistakable.
Chopper, Lockman thought. We’ve got visitors.



Chapter Forty-Five
Lockman had spent the last fumes of his strength retrieving the artifact. Whoever the visitors were, welcome or not, Lockman couldn’t go out to greet them. With the sun still up, neither could Jessie. So they waited for the newcomers to find them.
It didn’t take long.
Seeing a famous movie star march through the door in fatigues with an M16 slung over his shoulder should have shocked the hell out of Lockman. In a way, however, Romeo Kress’s arrival made perfect sense. Lockman offered him a weak salute from the floor.
Jessie reacted with similar calm. If Lockman had to guess, Kate probably filled her in on how Kress fit into things. She sat up and scooted further away from the door to avoid the incoming swatch of light, taking the cube, Lockman noticed, along with her, cradling it in her lap protectively.
Behind Kress came a petite woman with jet black hair and a white streak down the center. She carried a matching rifle to Kress’s and wore an expression that said I’m a badass and I know it as clear as if she’d painted the words on her face. She nudged her way up beside Kress and surveyed Lockman and Jessie as clinically as an oncologist might study the X-ray of a tumor. The gal seemed like a ball of laughs.
“They’re alive,” she said as if this went against every belief in her soul.
“Sorry to disappoint,” Lockman said. His voice sounded wet to him, thanks to that trickle of blood at the back of his throat.
“Not at all,” Kress said, all his attention focused on Jessie. A half-grin sprung on his lips, giving him a dimple in one cheek. His eyes held all the wonder of a child at his first magic show. “Are you unharmed?”
Jessie made the ucht sound of a nonplussed teen girl. “What a stupid question.”
Kress frowned. “Of course. I apologize.”
“I know what you did to my mother,” Jessie said.
Without skipping a beat, Kress came back with, “All in the name of protecting you.”
Those words sounded too sickeningly familiar to Lockman. It was that kind of reasoning that had led him to this point in his life. It didn’t work. He had to learn that the hard way. “What do you want?”
For the first time since he had come through the door, Kress’s eyes turned away from Jessie. “Mr. Lockman. It’s good to finally meet you.”
“Outside of your flicks, I don’t know you. You sure as hell don’t know me.”
“You’re right. Forgive me.” The man had the art of the insincere apology down pat. “I know of you. And I knew your former boss, Victor Creed.”
Based on what Kate had said about this guy, he had to be well connected in the supernatural...community for lack of a better term. That he knew Creed made sense in that regard. It still surprised him. Creed never mentioned knowing a famous actor with a team of supernaturals all living in an underground complex somewhere between dimensions.
“You didn’t answer my question,” Lockman said.
“I would like the two of you to come with me. You obviously need medical attention. And Jessie is especially revered among my people. We want to contribute to her safety.”
“You mean you want to use me for your Return thingy,” Jessie said.
Kress smiled, showing perfect white teeth, but none of the smile reached his eyes. “We want to make sure you fulfill your destiny.”
Jessie hopped to her feet, holding the artifact in one hand while she aimed a finger of the other hand at Kress. “You can take that destiny shit and cram...” The fierce look in her eyes turned comically to surprise. Her jaw dropped. “What?”
Ms. White Stripe cocked an eyebrow and raised her rifle a little, not quite aiming at anything, but ready to swing the barrel up on notice.
Jessie huffed and cocked her hip. Lockman knew right then that Kate was telling her something Jessie did not like a bit. He’d seen the same reaction before when they’d been living in Illinois and Kate told Jessie to complete some chore. He could almost hear the But Mom...
Jessie looked down at Lockman. “Mom says we should go with them.”
Well, they had planned on contacting Kress for help before Gabriel had arrived at the base. He saw a significant difference between asking for Kress’s help fighting Gabriel and putting himself and Jessie into the man’s care, though.
“She says,” Jessie continued, “that you won’t survive without their help and you damn well know it.”
Lockman had grown so used to the pain in his damaged body, he had let himself forget the severity of his injuries. Kate was right. Without prompt medical attention, he was a goner, and here stood a life-flight out of this place free of charge.
“You’re mother is near?” Kress asked Jessie.
Jessie glanced at the cube in her hand. She ignored Kress’s question, though. “We need to go with them, Dad.”
Kress didn’t wait for a confirmation from Lockman. He turned to his striped sidekick and made a twirling motion in the air with a finger. Stripe nodded and hoofed it out the door. “Hang in there, Mr. Lockman,” Kress said. “We’ll take good care of you.”
Lockman laid his head back on the floor. He caught the faint scent of rain again. A coolness touched his forehead like an invisible hand feeling for a fever.
Kate?
And then the weight of his injuries, both physical and emotional, pushed him toward the dark. This time, he let it take him.

He dreamed a lot. Mostly about Kate. Memories reenacted in his sleep. An unknown amount of time went by as he slipped in and out of consciousness, plugged into IVs and heart monitors, with nurses in and out to check on him, the room a fully equipped ICU, though Lockman knew it didn’t belong to any public hospital.
Kress’s resources were staggering.
Several times, he would wake from a dream and find Jessie at his bedside. She would hold his hand and watch him with worried eyes. He would try to tell her he was okay, but whatever kind of drugs they pumped into him through the IV tubes made him too groggy to speak.
He found it odd that they didn’t try mojo to heal him. They had him doped up enough that he couldn’t have objected. At one point, Jessie did ask if he wanted her to help him like she had in New Orleans. She kept it cryptic like that, not coming right out and asking if he wanted to drink her blood.
He had just enough strength to shake his head.
No easy exits. He had earned the slow recovery. A little penance for the bad choices he’d made.

On the third day of his recovery, Lockman received a visit from Kress. He was accompanied by the woman with the stripe in her hair whom Lockman had since learned went by Mica. She had a manila folder tucked under her arm. Kress came into the room without greeting. He went straight to a flat-panel TV attached to a hinged arm bolted to the wall. The arm allowed him to swing the TV out so Lockman could view the screen from his hospital bed.
“You need to see this,” Kress said as he cycled through channels. He stopped when he came to a shot of the president standing at a podium in the White House’s East Room.
Lockman watched in awe as the President of the United States addressed the nation about a horrible terrorist attack on Barrow, Alaska that cost the lives of the entire city. Details of the nature of the attack had to remain classified, he explained, for the sake of national security, but rest assured those responsible would be hunted down and brought to justice. He intimated without coming right out and saying it that al-Qaeda had something to do with the attack. Of course, Barrow’s borders and a healthy perimeter, including air space, were now blocked by a military presence, allowing for no press access. He promised to offer continued details on the attack as they came to light, and asked that all Americans pray for the over four-thousand lost in one of the worst terrorist attacks on American soil since 9/11.
The president’s address at an end, Kress immediately shut off the TV and swung it aside. He didn’t look half as stunned as Lockman felt. In fact, he almost looked bored.
“You have any idea what happened to the vamps up there?” Lockman asked, trying to imagine the reaction of regular military discovering a city full of creatures that weren’t supposed to exist.
“We do,” Kress said. “We assisted with clean up.”
Not what Lockman was expecting. “You assisted the US government?”
“More like they assisted us, actually. After we established that the immunities Gabriel had endowed the Barrow vampires with had expired along with his...tenure...we organized an invasion team. Daylight returned to Barrow two days ago. We also found a pair of crop dusters conveniently loaded with holy water.” He gave Lockman a pointed grin. “Between the sunlight, dowsing the city with the holy water, and a whole lot of silver bullets, we made quick work of the vamps. They had nowhere to run out there.”
This conversation felt like a dream. Kress’s ties went all the way up to the Pentagon for Christ’s sake? “This invasion team was regular military?”
Kress shrugged. “We didn’t have much choice. The government no longer has an anti-supernatural terrorism agency, as you well know. That’s why they contracted us for this. Don’t worry. We briefed them before sending them in. And my team accompanied them, of course.”
“This isn’t the first time you’ve work for the feds.”
“No,” Kress said and held his hand out to Mica. She handed him the folder. “And it won’t be the last.” He offered the folder to Lockman.
Lockman eyed the folder warily without taking it. “What’s this?”
“Two things,” Kress said. “The first is an order from the president requesting to establish the Agency Against Supernatural Terrorism. Technically, that’s reestablish, but our sitting president doesn’t know about the previous incarnation you were a part of.”
“Why show this to me?” Though he had to admit to some curiosity, along with a twinge of anger that it took a clusterfuck as big as Barrow to warrant the new agency.
“That’s the second thing.” Kress extended his arm a little more, moving the folder closer to Lockman. “Take it and see for yourself.”
For a moment, Lockman didn’t budge. His heart monitor pinged regularly. The smell of antiseptic and fresh gauze filled the room. They had scaled back his IV meds, but he still felt fuzzy. Curiosity got the better of him. He eventually took the folder and flipped it open.
A sheaf of papers lay inside. The top sheet belonged to the presidential order Kress had mentioned, which, Lockman discovered upon scanning, included a directive to incorporate Kress’s organization into the new agency, installing Kress as the department’s CO.
“This’ll be a nice upgrade for you,” Lockman said.
“Uncle Sam wants to pay us to keep doing what we’re doing, I’m not going to argue.”
“Might interfere with the movie career, though.”
Kress’s mouth split open into a large, sharky grin, straight out of one of his trademark close-ups. “My kind doesn’t sleep. I’ll have plenty of time to ply my craft.”
“If you say so.” Lockman flipped through the pages until he reached the second document in the folder. Another missive on White House letterhead straight from the president’s desk, only this one was addressed to Lockman. “What the hell?”
“Read it,” Kress said.
Lockman did. Every word. Twice. It was only a two-page letter, but he spent ten minutes going over both sheets, back and forth between the Dear Agent Lockman—a title he hadn’t carried for nearly two decades—and the concluding signature from the president himself. A whole bunch of those words praised “his service” and covered the broad strokes of “his heroic actions” of the last few years. Someone had briefed the president quite thoroughly on Lockman’s exploits against Otto Dolan, the vamps in New Orleans, and this latest struggle with Gabriel. Probably Kress. The move star had scary good intel. Lockman figured Jessie might have helped fill in some details the last few days as well.
The basic gist of the letter boiled down to one thing—a job offer. The Commander in Chief wanted Lockman to serve as Kress’s second officer.
The whole thing seemed far too surreal to take seriously.
Lockman closed the folder and handed it back to Kress. “This is fucked up.”
“The world’s changed,” Kress said. “Barrow made it so our government can’t ignore paranormal threats. Gabriel Dolan almost got his wish and exposed the world at large to what really lurks in the shadows. You can bet with all the normal terrorism out there, the White House would rather not introduce the American people to something much worse.”
“You’re a supernatural yourself. Wouldn’t you rather have equal rights or something?”
Kress huffed. He tapped his thigh with the folder. “I don’t know if Kate told you my team’s primary focus. Working for Uncle Sam won’t change that. We want to facilitate The Return. That’ll give us supernaturals an opportunity to go back where we belong.”
She had told him about that. Lockman did not object to the idea. Kicking out the supernaturals from the mortal plane sounded like good policy to him. He found himself skeptical of the possibility, though. Especially the part about Jessie’s supposed role. He couldn’t see how she fit in at all.
Just another prophecy.
“I know you’re not much of a joiner,” Kress said. “But the president would like an answer within forty-eight hours. He wants to get the ball rolling on this project as soon as possible, and we’ll need a second in command to make it happen.”
Lockman’s skin tingled. A shiver ran down his spine. Maybe a side effect of the pain meds. But he didn’t think so.
“I don’t need forty-eight hours,” Lockman said. “I can give you my answer now.” Then he said—and he couldn’t believe this was coming out of his mouth—“I’m in.” 



Chapter Forty-Six
 “Are you sure about this?”
Jessie threaded her fingers into Lockman’s and squeezed.
They stood before a plastic window a foot thick that looked into a bare room with iron walls. The only thing in the room was the cube-shaped artifact that carried what remained of the love of Lockman’s life. That and the explosives attached to it.
Kress stood on the other side of Jessie, a detonator in his hand. “Her spirit is bonded to the artifact. If we destroy it, she will cease to exist. No chance of getting her back.”
Did the man think Lockman hadn’t already thought about these things? Hadn’t gone over them a thousand times, looking for some way out? Through Jessie, Kate had made her wishes clear. She wanted the artifact destroyed. This time, no matter how much it hurt, he would not defy her.
“We can’t chance Gabriel getting loose again,” Lockman said. “We have to end this.”
“You agree with your father?” Kress asked Jessie.
Lockman wanted to clock the guy for dragging this out, but that was no way to start a relationship with your new commanding officer.
“It’s what Mom wants,” Jessie said as if that should end all dispute.
Not for Kress, though. “I don’t think you understand. Your mother’s soul will be obliterated.”
Jessie gave him a hard look. “Then so will Gabriel’s.”
Kress sighed, shook his head. He clearly felt like he was dealing with a pair of dummies. “Very well.” He held the detonator out to Lockman. It had a bright red button at the top. “But I won’t be the one to do it.”
Lockman took the detonator without comment. He looked to Jessie. She squeezed his hand and nodded. Lockman nodded back, looked through the window at the artifact, and whispered, “Goodbye, Kate.”
He pressed the button with his thumb.

Lockman and Jessie moved into a two-bedroom suite in Kress’s complex down the hall from Kate’s room, which had been refurnished and repaired since Kate had stayed there. Unlike Kate’s room, however, their suite did not have windows. Jessie could walk freely in the living space without worry of catching any sunlight.
They were provided with clothes and various creature comforts like TVs, computers, smart phones, IPods pre-loaded with thousands of songs. It all seemed a bit excessive to Lockman, but the things seemed to keep Jessie occupied—especially all the music—and help her cope with the loss of her mother.
Kress and company left the two of them alone for a couple weeks while they got settled. The suite included a fully stocked kitchen with an extra refrigerator specially designed to hold bottles of blood for Jessie.
They developed a routine where Lockman woke early, did his exercises, then made breakfast for himself and had a bottle of blood warmed in the microwave for Jessie. They would have their breakfast together in silence. Afterward, they would sit together on the couch and watch TV. At first, following the news reports on Barrow, then switching to DVRed episodes of The Walking Dead, which seemed less fictional to them than the news from Alaska. Washington had managed to convince everyone that residents of the northern city were victims of a biological attack.
“That’s messed up,” Jessie had said shortly before they both decided to stop watching the news for good. “The idea of a biological weapon that can wipe out a small city is less scary than what really happened.”
After two weeks, Mica came to collect Lockman for his first day on duty. Lockman refused to leave with her until he had made sure Jessie would be okay alone. Jessie insisted that she would, though Lockman could tell even with all the provided toys, she was getting stir crazy. He felt it himself.
Mica led Lockman to a newly furnished floor of the complex, designed specifically as the home office to the newly minted Agency Against Supernatural Terrorism. Lots of glass cubicles, fancy tech, and government grade office furniture. The smell of new plastic permeated the place. It startled Lockman when he first stepped off the elevator. The layout was completely different, the technology a lot more modern, but the feel of the place brought Lockman right back to the old days. He half expected to find Creed behind the desk in the main office instead of Kress. Hell, their names even sounded similar.
Mica opened the door to Kress’s office, then stepped aside, directing him with a tilt of her head to go on in. She shut the door behind him, leaving him and Kress alone.
Kress gestured to one of a pair of chairs set in front of his desk. Lockman took a seat.
“We’ve already got an assignment for you,” Kress said. “You ready?”
Lockman took a deep breath, nodded. “I’d like to make a request first.”
Kress made a show of checking his watch. “Thirty seconds on the job and already making requests.”
“I was brought in on this for my expertise not my blind loyalty. At least, I assume so.”
Kress leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin. It was hard not to imagine him playing one of his dastardly characters. Lockman had no doubt Kress carried his acting skills beyond the set. Lockman made a note to never forget this.
“I was merely teasing,” Kress said. “We might now stand under the umbrella of the government, but you won’t find things as stuffy here as your old agency.”
That didn’t comfort Lockman as much as Kress probably thought it would. “In any case, I’m second in command, so expect my input.”
“Of course.” Kress held out a hand in a let’s hear it gesture.
“Jessie,” Lockman said. “I want her instated on the team.”
One of Kress’s eyebrows lifted. “Really?”
“Is that a problem?”
“Actually, it isn’t. I would love to have her aboard. I didn’t think you would approve.”
“I don’t love the idea. Still, she needs...an outlet. She’ll go mad cooped up in that apartment for much longer.”
“Fine,” Kress said. “Consider her the first of the team I need you to assemble to investigate the activity in New Orleans.”
A stone seemed to drop into Lockman’s stomach. “New Orleans?”
“I know. Seems you’ve come full circle.”
“What’s the situation?”
“Best we can tell, we have a team of rogue demon slayers on our hands, and they’ve staked out—no pun intended—New Orleans as their killing grounds.”
“Doesn’t exactly sound like our kind of problem.” Actually, it didn’t sound like a problem at all. Hadn’t Lockman himself been a part of a rogue group of vamp killers in the Big Easy himself? More power to whoever wanted to lay waste to the remains of the king’s army.
“Normally, it isn’t. But this crew is sloppy. They’ve left bits and pieces of vampires all over the French Quarter for any old mortal to stumble upon.”
There was the crux. “So our new agency is really more about clean-up and suppression than anti-terror. Figures.”
“Don’t get all idealistic on me. You didn’t let me finish. This vigilante group has also taken out mortals. They’re killing anyone even associated with supernatural elements over there. And I’m not talking about unsavory types like the Dolan brothers.” He tipped forward, eyebrows raise, his stare dead even with Lockman. “Innocent civilians, Craig.”
It irritated Lockman that Kress thought he could push Lockman’s buttons so easily. Invoke the phrase innocent civilians and win him over like a dog doing tricks for a leftover t-bone. It irritated him even more that it worked. He felt the hinge of his jaw tighten.
“Okay,” Lockman said. “It’s time you introduced me around so I can assemble a team.”

Lockman found Jessie in her room, lying on her bed with the ear buds to her IPod plugged in, while she flipped through a year-old issue of Entertainment Weekly. He thought he caught a glimpse of a photo of Kress as she turned a page.
A normal teen with ear buds in and blasting what sounded like the Violent Femmes would have never heard someone walk into the room—let alone a Mack truck taking a detour around the bed. A girl with vampire senses, on the other hand...
She flipped the magazine closed, pulled out the ear buds, and turned on her side to face Lockman. “What’s up?” she asked, trying to sound casual and failing miserably. The bored tension in her voice was unmistakable. She also looked like she’d been crying, though her vampiric complexion made it hard to tell for sure.
“We’ve got our first mission,” he said.
She faked a smile. “Great.”
“I’ve got a team assembled and ready to fly out in six hours.”
“Have a good time.”
“Jess, you’re going with us.”
The look on her face changed as quick as a blink. The whites of her eyes expanded, her lips parted, and she rose up on her elbow. “Say again.”
“You can’t sit around here all day reading old magazines and listening to bad music.”
“Whatev, dude. The Femmes rock.” She scrunched up her face, jiggled her head. “Hold up a sec. You want me to come on your mission with you?”
“I’ve talked Kress and he agrees you would be an asset to the Agency.” He realized how formal and stupid that sounded, so added quickly, “And, yeah, I want you fighting by my side. I need someone I know has my back no matter what.”
“After all that—”
Lockman held up a hand. “Don’t. We’re not going to rehash the past. We have all done things we regret. Some of us carry more blame than others. I don’t have the excuse of having been possessed by a malevolent spirit.”
She sat up, thumped a hand against her breastbone. “But I let him in. He was showing me things, giving me powers. If I hadn’t—”
Lockman raised his hand again. “Enough. Those days are behind us. We both have to let them go or we’ll never move forward.”
Jessie smirked. “That’s a little new agey for you. Should I start calling you Dr. Phil?”
“Shit.” He shook his head. A small but hearty laugh escaped him. “You do and I’ll decorate your bedroom with crucifixes.”
“Ouch. Harsh.”
Now they both laughed. Lockman went over and sat on the edge of her bed. She scooted in and nuzzled against his side, gave him a playful pat on the back. “You know, despite getting turned into a vampire and all that, I’m glad I found you. You’re a good dad.”
When he tried to laugh off the compliment, he found his throat too narrow to push it through. His vision blurred from the damned water in his eyes. “You’re crazy,” he said, voice hitching.
Jessie hugged him. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed back, hard. Her body didn’t give off heat like an average mortal’s did. Still, holding her made him feel warmer than he had in weeks. Months. Maybe even years.
“I miss Mom,” Jessie said against Lockman’s shirt.
“Me too.”
“I love you, Dad.”
“I love you, too.”
They held each other for a long while. Lockman couldn’t imagine ever letting go. Eventually, they did, though. Jessie leaned back, wiped her eyes, then gave Lockman an appraising look with her chin up. “So, should we get ready to go kick some supernatural ass?”
“Let’s do it.”
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