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Stardust
Rainey must cast a spell to destroy vampires, but her girlfriend’s been offered the opportunity of a lifetime—starring in a vampire show.
Rainey’s always considered her powers a curse. She casts spells and sees the future—most of it anyway. Ever since she moved to Las Vegas, shadowy figures have hidden in her visions, and she’s worried what she can’t see will harm her girlfriend, Holly.
When Rainey is asked to cast a spell to destroy vampires, she realizes they’re the blacked-out figures from her visions. But Holly’s been given the opportunity of a lifetime, starring in a show on the Strip with a vampire band. Rainey must figure out what will hurt Holly more—casting the spell or handing her over to the vampires.
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Holly got all the cool powers. Depending on who she
talked to, she’d embrace her powers as a blessing, or scream to Hell that they were a curse. She was more than my best friend, we were destined to be together, our souls and pasts and futures singular… so I was pretty biased toward to blessing column. Holly traveled through time with the ease and grace of a ballerina and when she came back to me, flames dripped from her fingers like a warm summer rain. It was Holly’s world, and we were simply living in it. But her greatest power was that she always made me feel like I was the center of the universe.
And for that reason, I’d do anything for her.
I had powers, too. At least, that’s what I called them. Lucille, the woman who’d cared for Holly and I since we were children, tried to convince me I was crazy. I was an adult now, but the stigma of her claim would never fade. I heard voices, as plain as Holly smoothing my hair behind my ear and whispering to me. As the messages became clearer, I began to See them. But I doubted every single one of them, wondering if my eyes lied to me.
“You have an overactive imagination,” Lucille insisted any time I tried to warn her of what I Saw in my vision. “Learn to mind your own business. We won’t change our plans because you’re afraid. This move is best for all of us.”
If I had a tail, it would’ve been between my legs as I retreated my bedroom.
The messages were coming fast and furious ever since Lucille announced we’d be moving from Santa Fe to Las Vegas. They involved fire and loss, but since they were all about the future, I had trouble putting what I saw into words in a way that made sense to anyone else. It took me a long time to understand that other people solely lived in the present.
How boring.
“She’s an idiot.” Holly didn’t give a crap about pleasing Lucille, while I did everything I could to get her approval. We both managed to piss her off. “Your Sight is a gift. Now tell me what will happen when we get to Las Vegas.”
She lay on her stomach on our bed, chin in hands, her blazing red hair trailing over the edge of the mattress. She’d kicked her bare feet in the air, and her gold eyes sparkled like topaz. Gazing into them had the same effect as holding the stone in my hand. Holly calmed me and gave me center. And if my visions were right, she was about to become a star.
If it didn’t kill her first.
The visions weren’t reliable. I had to interpret what I saw, which meant I had to take a side. If the future was as bad as I feared, I was doing her a service. She could take steps to avoid disaster. But if I was wrong, I risked looking jealous and petty. Holly’s true beauty was in her happiness and success, I would never stand in the way of it.
“Something’s different this time.” It was the best way to start. I settled on the floor with my legs crossed in front of Holly, lost in her gaze. She’d probably think I was having another vision, and she waited for me continue, but something else was happening altogether.
My feelings for her were changing. Intensifying, like the fire that burned inside her. I wanted to reach out and touch her, to see if I’d get burned. I didn’t know how to tell her that, either. So for tonight, I’d stick to answering her question.
“There are massive black spots in my visions. That’s never happened before. The visions are often confusing, but this time, it’s like things have been scribbled out. Whoever’s sending the message won’t show me everything.”
Holly frowned as she considered that. “Tell me what you can See. We’ll fill in the blanks. Like a math problem.”
“I’m terrible at math.” I was suspicious of things that had definite answers.
“Me too.” Holly laughed as she reached out and wrapped a lock of my hair around her finger. Compared to hers, mine was dull and blonde, but it held the curl once she let it go. Sparks fell between us. “But at least those stupid word problems we suffered through might finally serve a purpose.”
“The buildings are huge, and there are so many people. They keep bumping into me like they don’t see me. And they’re all trying to get into your show.” I expected her face to light up at that. Holly loved being the center of attention, while I was content to stand in her light. “The things that are scribbled out are coming for you. Like they don’t want you on stage.”
“Why would anyone care?” The light faded from her eyes, like I’d extinguished the fire inside her. That was what I’d worried about. “They don’t know who I am.”
You’re everything. I had to look away from her. “Yet. I’m worried someone doesn’t want you to perform. The messages are pretty dire. I see crumbled buildings, and the city falling to ruin.”
“It’s a rock show. I’ll be dancing on stage. If people don’t like it, there are a dozen other shows they can go to the same night. I’m not worried about that.” Holly shook her hair out as she sat, and then she slid down to the floor beside me. “I know you don’t want to leave Santa Fe. It won’t be so bad. Actually, it will be amazing for you. You’ll get to read cards right on the Strip. Think of all the lives you’ll touch. You’ll have real power to change things.”
“If I can get them to listen.” My tarot business didn’t get many customers in Santa Fe. It took me a while to learn that I was supposed to only tell them the good things I saw. Silly me thought they wanted to hear the truth, so they had a chance to make their futures better. But to make money, I was forced to take a side, and tell a lie. I was getting better at it.
“They will.” Holly was so close to me; I inhaled her tiger lily scent. I wanted to dab it on my wrists so I’d be reminded of her with every heartbeat. “You made all your mistakes here, and now you get a fresh start. And if you screw things up, I’ll go back in time with an eraser so you have a chance to start over.”
“Lucille hates it when you do that.” When Holly traveled back in time, she had to be very careful to leave whatever she came in contact with untouched. It could change everything that happened after it.
She shrugged. “It’s a second chance, just like this move. You worry too much.”
I closed my eyes as she came closer, pressing her lips against mine in a kiss. It wasn’t the first time we did this. Holly’s power radiated from her, and warmth flowed through me. From the tips of my fingers, to the deep places inside that Lucille told me not to think about. Especially those places. They were all I could think about.
Holly took advantage of my sigh against her lips, running her tongue along my bottom lip, and it would’ve taken way less than that to convince me to let her inside. Soft, gentle strokes insisted everything would be okay. Nothing could hurt us. The visions played in my mind, but they’d changed. She danced on stage, moving to the same rhythm as the kiss. The cheers were overwhelming.
I pulled away when it got to be too much. Those black holes were back, like the future was hiding something from me.
“Did I do something wrong?” she asked softly, putting her hand on my shoulder.
“No.” My answer was quick and sharp. “Not even your kiss could change the future.”
“Sure I can.” She tipped her head and smiled at me. “That’s what I love about your visions. You’ve given me two endings. I can either be the star of my own show or hide from the bad guys in the shadows. And I want to be on stage.”
“Do you have any idea what your performance will be like?” I asked. Holly never danced, but she didn’t have any trouble expressing herself with her body.
“I’ll figure it out.”
“Does anything scare you?” That was the difference between traveling to the past and Seeing the future. The past was safe and predictable, and the future had no rules. I’d trade powers with her in a second. I’d pored through my spell books many times to see if that was possible, but when they referred to power swapping as a curse, I reconsidered. I was given this ability for a reason. It was my responsibility to use it to help people.
Holly had to think about her answer. “Boredom scares me. Seeing people repeat awful mistakes from the past.” She chewed on her lip. “And I never want to lose you.”
I put my hand on her knee. The visions had told me something else. Her love would give me the bravery I needed to fight the shadowy figures that refused to show themselves. I’d do whatever I had to do to make Holly’s star burn brightly.
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It didn’t take a vision to realize something was way off when we got to Las Vegas. Lucille had rented a rundown one-bedroom apartment. She offered us the bedroom and snapped at us when we questioned her reasoning on picking this place.
“There’s no guarantee Holly’s show will succeed. Being too proud will ruin your lives.” She’d already settled in her spot on the couch. An indent reminded us where she belonged when she wasn’t there. Lucille didn’t leave the house anymore, making this move even more curious. She spent her nights sitting in the dark, the only light from the flicker of the old movies she watched over and over again. She’d taken care of us, and now it was our turn to take care of her.
I hated leaving the apartment. Holly and I were both twenty-one—at least, that’s what we told everyone. We were immortal, and these bodies were borrowed. But I considered Lucille old-fashioned, and she encouraged us to stay close to her. To question what we saw. Holly had a different opinion.
“She’s an asshole.” Holly cringed at something she saw on the other side of the window. “What will happen to us when we come back to this dump in the middle of the night?”
“How much are you getting paid?” It was rude to ask about money. In my visions, I Saw Holly become famous. Never anything about wealth. They weren’t the same thing.
She sighed. “There were a lot of percentages. It depends on how well the show does.” Holly had a lot on her plate. She’d never performed on stage before, and now, with sparks falling from her fingers, she’d been recruited to lead a show.
“Did you read the contract?” I asked. We both hated math.
“Lucille assured me she’d negotiated the best possible deal for me, and snapped at me when I asked questions, as usual.” Her shoulders fell, and she tipped her head against the window. “She wants us to question everyone else, but when it’s her turn, it’s all because I said so. Ugh. I swear she likes to make fools out of us.”
“You should’ve refused.”
Holly turned to me quickly, unable to hide her anger. “She threatened to commit me if I didn’t sign it.”
It was Lucille’s favorite threat against us. Time travel and visions were enough to keep us disoriented in the real world. Lucille was immortal, too. Her power was casting spells, getting people to believe what she wanted them to see.
Her threats were no joke. The only time I dared defy her, she had me committed to a mental hospital. It was decades ago, and my physical body was about fifteen at the time. A series of electric shocks attempted to tear my visions away from me, but I clung to them with everything I had. Ripping our powers from us was Lucille’s strongest threat, because the powers made us special, and she didn’t realize being committed made me smarter. I learned to hide my powers, and only talked about what I Saw with people I could trust. That was a short list that began and ended with Holly. It always had, and it always would.
I thought I’d die in the asylum, before Lucille decided I did her more good on the outside. Holly had gone back so many times and tried to keep me from going to that place, but every time she failed. I was okay with that, because the experience made me stronger. I didn’t want that taken away from me, either.
Sometimes, our talents had power over us. But they gave us power, and we could never forget that.

The first thing I unpacked was my spell books. My favorite deck of tarot cards was always in my bag. I kept them in a velvet pouch with a rose quartz stone to balance the energy, and to make sure the spirits didn’t escape, I wrapped them in a scarf for good measure. Our bed took up most of the room, and my bookshelves took up precious space on the perimeter. I’d have to be careful about the way I set up the stones and glass votives that I used with my spells. I couldn’t afford to lose them.
I’d spent the day making the shelves look good. Casting a spell was a spherical mission. All components involved had to be in harmony, including aesthetics, which was a daily fight since my roommate was an unapologetic slob.
“Careful.” I winced as Holly twirled in the tiny pathway on her side of the bed. Her knee knocked the side of the bookshelf and everything wobbled.
“Sorry.” She put her hands on the side of the shelf to stop the quake she’d caused. Once the danger passed, she crawled on the bed and picked up the blanket I’d settled under. Unusual. Holly was always hot, and she insisted we run the air conditioner full blast. She was going to hate living in the desert. She put her hand on my shoulder, and my heart skipped a beat. “What spell are you working on?”
“Something to cleanse the house.” I looked up from by book and wrinkled my nose. “The sage wasn’t strong enough to drive whatever used to live here out. The place has so much bad juju it leaves a nasty taste on my tongue.”
“What can I do to help you?” Holly shimmied a little closer. “I couldn’t sleep at all last night. I kept hearing things. Every time I got up to check, Lucille yelled at me to go back to bed. She insisted it was the apartment settling. But the old witch is probably pissing off all the bad spirits simply by planting her ass in front of the TV out there.”
The dark smudges under Holly’s eyes made them seem lighter. More citrine than topaz. Citrine brought joy, and we needed it. We were eager to explore the Strip, but first, we needed to deal with the energy in our own home—before we dealt with energies we couldn’t control. Holly would be performing at The Riviera, so there was no avoiding it.
Fight the battles you can win. The deep voice that rumbled through my brain always startled me. I kept my circle small—Holly, Lucille, and anyone who gave me twenty bucks to look into their future. The male voice was unique. He spoke with an accent I couldn’t replicate.
Holly was staring at me when my vision cleared. “Did you See something?”
I nodded. “The message was one thing at a time.” I never gave her a play by play. I kept a cushion between myself and what I Saw to protect myself. I wasn’t sure if it was more harmful to be wrong or right. “We shouldn’t take on more than we can handle.”
“Speaking of that, I need your help.” Holly sighed and lay back on her pillow. “What do you have for dancing in those books? There’s no hiding the fact I suck. I have no place to practice, I’m not sure where to start, and I have my first rehearsal next week. I’m pretty much screwed.”
“What did you tell them you could do?” I asked. Holly often promised more than she knew she could deliver, because she didn’t want anyone to be disappointed in her. She also got easily confused because of the time travel thing. Sometimes she couldn’t remember if something had happened or not.
“I didn’t tell anybody anything.” She wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Lucille told me to learn how to dance and made me sign the contract.”
“Why did you agree to this again?” I rubbed my temples. Holly’s optimism could be mistaken for foolishness on occasion. I couldn’t go too hard on her, since she hadn’t Seen the future. To her, it was full of possibility. Not limited by restrictions from a man whose face she’d never seen. I wondered if he was the same as the mysterious shadow figure that had appeared in my latest visions.
“Having a show sounded like fun.” Holly grabbed my pillow from behind her and hugged it. I’d swear she inhaled the scent. Spell casters noticed little things like that. All senses held equal weight and encouraged different feelings and thoughts. It took her a moment to open her eyes, and she frowned. “She threatened to commit me, Rainey. I don’t know if I could prove to anyone she’s not right.”
I set the book on the table beside the bed and lay down next to her.
Fight for those who can’t fight for themselves, the voice said. I closed my eyes, but all I Saw were crowds rushing toward something. Lights flashed and people screamed. It was impossible to tell if it was a joyous occasion or the end of the world. I brushed a piece of hair away from her cheek. “I won’t let that happen to you.”
Her smile quivered, like she worried my promise wasn’t enough. “I can learn to dance. There must be a spell in there that can either unearth some talent or get me in front of someone who knows what they’re doing.” She picked up her head and looked at the door, lowering her voice when she spoke. “When we start working, promise me—no more handing the checks over to Lucille. We work our asses off, and all we can afford is this place? The noises that kept me up last night were gun shots.”
They’d woken me from a sound sleep as well, but even more disorienting was Holly and Lucille’s latest argument. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find blood splattered on the walls of the living room this morning. Keeping the peace between them was impossible, and I’d given up on getting them to like each other years ago. That was why we needed stronger spells. “Good idea. I’ll offer to pay the bills. I’ll tell her I’m doing it to help her out.”
“Let’s hope she goes for it. That bitch has got something to hide.”
“I’ll find a spell for you first thing in the morning. After unpacking all day, I can hardly concentrate on anything in front of me.” The words had started to blur together roughly the same time that Holly almost knocked over my bookshelf.
Holly sat up and shut off the light. She snuggled closer to me. Her body ran hot, and I’d always appreciated it on the cold nights in Santa Fe. Now with the air conditioner running full blast, I still reaped the benefits. I was already homesick, and even though I was exhausted, I didn’t expect sleep to come easily. I was too worried about Holly. Lucille had been messing with her head for years, taking advantage of the fact that she couldn’t tell time. Of course, she could read a watch. It was the eras and the years she had trouble putting in chronological order. Holly’s brain was like if someone had torn up a history book and thrown it in the air like confetti. Lucille may have finally succeeded in setting a trap Holly couldn’t get out of.
I wasn’t the only one awake. Holly tossed and turned beside me, unable to find comfort. Her latest turn landed her on her stomach, shaking the mattress. “Sorry,” she mumbled.
“Don’t be.” We’d spent our lives apologizing for things that weren’t our fault. Being comfortable in our own skin wasn’t anything to be sorry about. It had to stop.
I closed my eyes, and I Saw peace. It looked an awful lot like Santa Fe, or the mountain range that rolled gently outside the Las Vegas valley, protecting us from harm. The night was clear, stars lit up the sky, and little sparks fell on us like rain. In my vision, the desert was our bed, and no one existed but Holly and me.
There was no way to share the vision with Holly, but she’d relax if she could See the same things I did. I took her hand and put it over my breast. The stardust that had fallen around us ignited and the heat from Holly’s body flowed through my veins. My nipple stiffened as her hand moved slowly, and even if she was half asleep, she had to know where her hand was. I only had seconds to figure out how to tell her what I wanted before I apologized.
But the apology didn’t come, and she didn’t move her hand away. The movements became more deliberate, circling my nipple, and running her finger over the strained nub like she needed more confirmation than the moan that escaped my lips. She picked her head up off her pillow, and I wished I could see more than the silhouette of her face. Those beautiful eyes still had to be the color of the stone that brought joy. Even when she lowered her lips to mine, I couldn’t tell what color they were.
I closed my eyes in anticipation of the kiss. It wasn’t the usual quick, shy peck that we were too embarrassed to explore further. I welcomed her inside, and our tongues tangled like fire and fury, and the flames licked places no one else could reach.
Holly straddled me, and it took seconds to realize that her mouth wasn’t the hottest part of her. She slipped her hands under my nightgown and I gasped in the middle of the kiss when she touched my bare breasts.
Her lips moved against my cheek. “I’m tired of being scared, Rainey.”
“Me, too.” I wanted all of it. For her to touch me, and to look fear in the eye and watch it tremble in my wake. Lucille had kept us under her wing, and I wondered how long this Vegas move had been part of her plan. If she’d meant to get us here before she was too old to quell the rebellion that had been rising inside both of us. It had thrived, even though we never talked about it, much like this kiss.
I wouldn’t tell Holly I’d cast love spells, not on her, specifically. That wouldn’t be fair. Just generic ones into the universe, hoping that our hearts would always be together, and someday we’d find the place that we belonged. I never thought for a second it would be Las Vegas.
We both wanted the same things. It was no secret we loved each other. Over the years, we’d become an extension of one another. We’d only been afraid to show it. Our clothes got pushed aside, along with the blankets we no longer needed. I wanted to turn on the light so I could see the look on her face when I touched her, but it occurred to me that maybe bravery only came in the darkness. Tonight, we’d wear it and nothing else, and it would be our armor.
Holly broke the kiss. I gasped for air, but what I really wanted was more of her. She whipped her head back, and I was once again sorry. Sorry I hadn’t turned the light on to see the red tendrils fly like flames, or the tips of her nipples when her head fell back. She may have had no idea how to dance—yet—but I had no doubt that she’d be a star. It didn’t take a vision to figure it out. Instinctively, she knew how to use her body for seduction. She’d had me under her spell for as long as I could remember.
She ground her hips, rubbing her bare pussy against mine. I mimicked her actions, and our bodies moved together in an unspoken rhythm. My core pulsed wildly underneath her, and I’d waited so long for this feeling. To give everything I had to her. It was like a vision, but there was no mistaking what was happening, or what my future held.
Holly slipped her knee between my legs, and the heat of her soaking wet pussy scorched my thigh. She picked my other leg up, pressing it against her body, and she angled herself so her pussy touched mine.
She gave me so many things that night—we ignited as we touched, and her fire burned the corners of my vision. A cry escaped my lips. If Lucille came in here…I smothered myself with Holly’s pillow, relishing the scent of her body mixed with her fruity shampoo as I came down from my climax. Holly groaned and collapsed on top of me, panting.
“That was amazing,” she said in between labored breaths.
I pushed the pillow against her bare chest and strained my neck so I could reach her lips. Even though I was totally spent, I wanted more.
“I want you to take all the chances that come to you.” It could’ve been a vision, or I was being selfish. Didn’t matter. I had everything I wanted as Holly put her head on my chest and fell into the most peaceful sleep she’d had since she found out she got this job.
A gunshot rang somewhere outside our window. But it didn’t scare me. Only stardust could touch us.
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I had no desire to get out of bed. The sun beat against the window, but it was no match for the heat that Holly’s kisses generated. We lay bare in a tangle of sheets with roaming hands and whispers of things we’d always been afraid to say.
We jumped when the door opened.
“What the hell are you two doing?” Lucille gave us no warning. There wasn’t any light behind her dark eyes, and her head was melting into the rest of her round body. It was always a shock to see her out of her natural environment. “Rainey, I want to talk to you.”
“Busted.” I pulled the sheet up and tried to find my nightgown. Kissing hadn’t been against Lucille’s never-ending list of unwritten rules, but it had possibly shot to the top of the list. One thing she did make clear were her punishments.
I would not go back to a mental hospital.
“Don’t let her intimidate you.” Holly sat up, letting the sheet fall away from her chest. “You didn’t do anything wrong. And what does she expect, anyway? She practically keeps us locked under glass, away from the rest of the world.”
She turned away from me and pulled at the bunched-up sheet. I shared her frustration. Lucille had kept us dependent on her, as well as medication that numbed our thoughts and kept us powerless until we learned to hide it under our tongues and spit it out when she wasn’t looking. She never took the time to teach us about love, instead insisting we were ugly. Not physically, but to be ashamed of the things that made our hearts beat. We figured love out on our own and gave it our own definition.
Now she was betting everything on a power that Holly never learned to harness.
I sat on Holly’s side of the bed and squeezed her hand. “Does she want us to fail?”
Holly squinted in confusion. “She always has.”
“I mean now. This show. She’s given you an impossible task. Why did she bring us here, when she knows you can’t fulfill your end of the contract? We can barely afford to live here. What happens if you lose your job?”
“I won’t fail.” Holly’s gaze flicked up to me, and it was on fire. “That’s where she’s wrong. If she thought she’d drop me off here like a bag of garbage... No way. It’s my aim to have my face on every one of those billboards we passed. The ones that advertise all the shows. Mine will be the biggest. And I’ll give her nothing.”
I reminded myself to never cross Holly.
“No, you won’t fail.” It wasn’t an empty echo, my visions showed her on stage. And she was so beautiful. “I don’t doubt you. But your success might not come the way she intended.”
“Is that a vision?”
“It was. There’s nothing clear-cut about the show. She hasn’t been forthcoming with you, and she’s answering your questions with threats. But since she’s getting old—“ I stopped to grin, “—she’s forgetting the rules of her own game. We’ve thrived, and she hates it. The best thing you can do is walk out on that stage and shine.”
“That’s exactly what I intend to do.” Holly didn’t care that Lucille hadn’t given us the courtesy of closing the door, she leaned in for another kiss. I had a hard time committing to this one, realizing Lucille probably heard every traitorous word we’d said. Lucille’s supernatural powers weren’t sharp anymore, but her other senses had yet to fade.
“I’m going out there. Before she comes in again.” I lowered my voice. Lucille was back in her happy place—on the couch in front of one of her movies. The room was always dark. She kept the shades down and the world out. We were drowning in a fish bowl with a hungry bottom feeder.
Holly squeezed my hand. “Whatever she asks you for, do it so well she can’t possibly complain. Let your powers shine. That’s how you’ll piss her off.” The last few words gained volume.
Even though rebellion flowed through Holly’s veins, I proceeded to the living room with caution. Lucille had an agenda, and if she planned to use me as a weapon against Holly, I wouldn’t do it. She’d tried to turn us against each other too many times, so the scene she walked into must have frosted her cookies.
“Hi.” I sat next to her on the couch. Lucille didn’t respond. She was completely motionless, receiving a vision. I only knew that someone from another realm spoke to her, too. She refused to compare notes, and the person who spoke to her could’ve been an enemy of the one that spoke to me. “You wanted to talk to me?”
“About what?” Coming back from a vision was disorientating for Lucille as well.
I shrugged. “You came into the bedroom and asked me to come out here.”
“Yes. I lost my train of thought after I caught the two of you pawing at each other like bitches in heat.” She turned to me, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of a reaction. “I need you to cast a spell.”
Most of the books that filled my shelves had been given to me by Lucille. She could barely tolerate my existence, but she trusted me to carry on her traditions. The woman made my head hurt. “Do you want me to bring you one of the books?”
“No. The spell will only be effective if you cast it.”
Holly’s advice echoed in my brain, defy her by giving her exactly what she wants, but actually doing it was hard. “What does the spell concern?” I asked.
“Vampires.”
What? That was the last thing I expected her to say. I would've guessed an anti-prosperity spell or something to limit growth. Most of the books included an entire section dedicated to evil that I skipped over. I needed a shower after I reading those spells, their evil intent seeped from the page into my skin. I promised myself I'd never use my powers for anything but good. I would not follow in Lucille's footsteps.
She didn’t explain any further than that one word. I needed to get an answer before she lost focus. "Care to fill in any blanks?" I asked.
"No."
"There are volumes of spell books in there. I've been through every single one of them. None of them have anything to do with vampires." I tried not to exaggerate the word, or add because they don’t exist. Dealing with Lucille was always a dance on thin ice. "Can you narrow it down a little bit?"
"I want them destroyed." She grabbed the remote and turned the volume up on her movie.
That actually did narrow it down. An anti-prosperity spell would work, or I could reverse one for good health. It wasn't easy to do, but I'd need to use the opposite of the charms and herbs listed. Ask for things to happen in reverse. I'd come across some spells concerning time that I'd used for Holly's time travel, and I assumed those would work, since vampires were immortal. If they existed.
I didn't doubt the existence of supernatural creatures because I was one, and so were my roommates. None of us fit in a nice, neat little box—or in a vampire's case, coffin. We had many abilities. "What's with the vampires all of a sudden?" I asked.
"It's not all of a sudden. They ruined my life. I have a credible lead that there's a large clan that's assembled in this city. You and Holly can take care of the problem."
Great. Lucille had totally lost it. But since she was in a talking mood, I'd get as much information as she was willing to give. "Is that why you booked Holly in this show?"
"Yes," she grunted, and it disintegrated into a cough. "She'll lure them, and you'll destroy them."
I didn't even kill bugs. I trapped them in cups and set them free outside.
"Cast the spell, Rainey. I don't know what you're waiting for."
Dumbfounded, I retreated to the bedroom. Holly had yet to get dressed. She'd pulled one of my books off the shelf and was laying on her stomach on the unmade bed, flipping through it. "I overheard some of that," she said. "I figured I'd beat you to the punch."
I climbed on the bed and slid the book closer to me. She'd opened it to the page titled Dealing with the Unknown. "How did you find this?"
Holly shrugged. "The book is called Impractical Magick. It seemed like a good place to start. Now what's this about vampires?"
"She's lost her mind." I got up and closed the door. "She thinks we need to cast this spell to lure vampires to us to destroy them."
"Are you sure she's not trying to set us up on blind dates?" Holly laughed, but I didn't. She avoided Lucille, leaving the burden of taking care of her on me. And when an immortal brain declined, the effects of the decay were long lasting. At least she knew she wasn't capable of casting the spell herself. One false move and she could very well set the apocalypse into motion.
"I don't think you should take the show." It wasn't a fully formed vision, but danger was flashing before my eyes. I couldn't See anything, but screaming echoed in my brain. "Get out of the contract."
"How? I don't have access to a lawyer."
Panic pulsed inside me. "You can't dance. Screw it up on purpose. Make them fire you."
Holly rolled back on her knees. "Rainey, I want this show. She's messing with you to get you to talk me out of it. Can't you see that? She's trying to scare us both."
"It's more than that." I swallowed hard, doubting the next words that came out of my mouth. "What if vampires are real?"
"They're not." Holly leaned forward and kissed me. "Go ahead. Cast the spell. I guarantee nothing will happen."
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Lucille’s threats had an empty echo to them now that I was an adult, but they still shook something deep inside me as I considered the book in front of Holly. I was twenty-one years old, had no money, and was in a strange city with my only friend who was in the same hole-filled boat that I was. When Lucille isolated us, she stripped more than the outside world away. She’d taken our choices.
I had no interest in being homeless or committed. Even though both places offered something that living with Lucille didn’t—a glimmer of the truth. But the truth wasn’t worth trading for my other freedoms. With Lucille, I had a chance of escape. For something better. I could see the light at the end of the tunnel in my visions. I had yet to locate the spell that would bring us to it yet, but knowing it was there gave me comfort.
I had to cast the spell. If I didn’t at least try, Lucille would know—intuition was one of the senses that still worked in the old woman. And if she knew, she wouldn’t hesitate to hurt me. And knew the best way to hurt me was to attack the woman wrapped in my bedsheets.
Impractical Magick was the oldest book in my collection. Lucille had given it to me once I learned to cast my first spell. I’d been able to change my identity to male, in a time that Lucille needed a man to do her bidding for her. The most magical part of being immortal was witnessing the progress of ordinary people who had a limited time to make their mark on the universe. Had it not been for those limitations, I wouldn’t have had a chance to prove my powers. To triumph over oppression. It gave me the strength to know that I could do it again.
“Are there vampire spells in here? The book is so hard to read.” Holly huddled close to me with her hand on my shoulder as I carefully turned the pages. They were thick and waxy, and whoever recorded the instructions had done it with a quill dipped in ink. Splotches marred the edges, and in time, some of the words had feathered and blurred in the grooves of the paper.
“Even when they’re new, it doesn’t make it any easier. It’s not the same English we’re used to. I’ve traveled there,” she added. It always jarred me when Holly reminisced about the places she’d been since her trips didn’t only include exotic places, but decades and eras that passed long ago. “I wound up in a convent, and they wanted me to copy the Bible. It was before the printing press.”
“I remember that.” She’d come back with bloody knuckles after disobeying and refused to handwrite anything for years. It drove Lucille mad. “I’ve always skipped over any spells that had to do with darkness. The visions always start when I try to read them like someone doesn’t want me to cast them.”
Making this request harder to fulfill. I wouldn’t fail Holly, who gave me the same open-mouthed gape that I had for her moments before. The only thing we had in common when it came to our powers was the fear of the unknown. There was so little we could control.
“Why do you think that is?” she asked.
“It’s not what I’m meant to do. I’m here to help, not to harm.” That mantra had repeated in my head all my life. It was the only constant with my visions. I knew where to find the forbidden spells in Impractical Magick, in the appendix. They came with warnings and disclaimers, begging the caster to proceed with caution, and in some cases, to reconsider their intentions. My eyesight blurred as I flipped past the spells that parted a fool from his money or a dishonest man from his life. There were very few spells that dealt with the supernatural. It was the honor system. We weren’t all alike, but we didn’t mess with our own.
An unfamiliar power surged through my body from my fingers that turned the page. A spell that powerful could generate enough energy to stop my heart. But mine pounded, assuring me it was still there.
How to Raise and Manipulate the Dead. “This is it.”
Holly angled the book so she could read it more easily. “Are you sure? This looks like a spell that will attract vampires to us.”
“I didn’t think we’d find it.” I should’ve known better, with all the flashing warnings and things I couldn’t explain in my latest visions. It was more like I didn’t want to find it.
“But at least they’ll do what we want.”
She was right, but manipulate wasn’t the same as destroy. Lucille was way too lazy to go on a killing spree, I refused to harm another living creature, and Holly didn’t like to get her hands dirty. We were relying on this spell to do the heavy lifting. The page burned my finger as I used it as a placeholder, flipping to the back to see if there was anything that would better serve us. No such luck. Raising and manipulating the dead it was.
“We need sand, a candle, and blood.” The corners of my vision were black, like I looked at the book through a grimy window. I licked my lips as my mouth watered, the same way it did before I got sick. “We live in the desert, and I’ve got plenty of candles.”
We had plenty of blood, too. It was a question of whose we’d spill.
“Should we be doing this here? In the apartment. The spell will attract
vampires.” Holly slid off the bed and picked her clothes up from where they’d fallen the night before.
“Good point. Any ideas of where we should go?”
“Yeah.” Holly brushed out her hair. It fanned around her like flames as it fell from the bristles. Her coat of armor. “The Riviera.”
Not a good idea, either. “That’s where your show will be.” And in the middle of the Las Vegas Strip, with hundreds of people around while we chanted over a lit candle and spilled blood. The spell didn’t mention meeting the local police.
“Exactly. That’s why we’re here. And apparently, we’re also here because vampires, for whatever reason.” Holly knotted her hair into a bun as she considered the bookshelf closest to her. She picked up a red candle and handed it to me. “We draw everyone to the same place and let them duke it out for themselves. No destroying required.”
“Interesting theory.” I didn’t have anything better. “So which one of us donates the blood?” If she suggested getting it from a stranger, I was so done.
Holly pressed her lips together, like she wasn’t sure of her answer. “I’ll do it. It’s my show. We need to keep you at a distance, in case you need to pull me out of some sort of supernatural war.”
“Are you having visions now, too?” It would be a relief if she did. We could compare notes.
“No, but my intuition is screaming at me.”
“Are you sure you still want to do the show?” I asked, hoping for some clarity. She only nodded.
I shuddered. Lucille may have asked me to destroy vampires, but her real target was Holly. Even worse, Holly knew it, and she was bravely marching toward her demise.
Lucille had been right. I was the one with the most to lose. My life would be nothing without Holly.
I’d always wanted to be more like Holly. And now, that meant doing the brave, foolish thing. We were headed to the Riviera and on a path toward self-destruction. My vision was black, and I wouldn’t be able to drive, but it wouldn’t stop me from completing my mission. I’d cast the spell, rouse the vampires, and figure out a way to protect Holly.

The sun offered no shelter in the middle of the day. We wandered around the outside of the hotel, looking for a private place to let a little blood and summon a few vampires.
“We should’ve waited until sundown,” I said, already weary from the heat. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the spell if I was sweating.
“This is perfect. We’ll get a head start if the spell works.” Holly bit her lip when I glared at her. “Sorry. When it works. Why don’t we find someplace inside? There’s a theater in here. My official start isn’t until the end of the week, but if I explain to them who I am—”
“They’ll be totally fine with you trespassing and setting things on fire.” I laughed.
“They better get used to it.” Holly pushed open the door like she owned the place. Soon, she would. I stopped short. It always overwhelmed me when I came to a place I’d only seen in my visions. The familiarity was a lie and I knew better than to trust it. Holly knew what was happening, and I was so glad she was with me. She put her hand on my back and kissed my cheek. We’d never done that in public before. It felt damn good. The casino floor was smaller than I expected, and it didn’t take us long to find the entrance to the theater. A few employees eyed us suspiciously as we approached the door.
“You’ll have to cast a spell to unlock it,” she added.
“Easy.” Inanimate objects were a piece of cake. It was the stuff with opinions that posed a challenge. “What about those waitresses that are staring at us?”
Holly glanced over her shoulder and shrugged. Every eye in this part of the room was on her. She’d let her waist-length red hair fall out of the elastic, and her long legs were bare. “You can spell them, too.”
My bag grew heavy on my shoulder. All this magic would exhaust me and distract me from the real cause. We should’ve stayed home. I didn’t have all the materials I needed to get them to leave us alone, but I had the chant memorized. Holly placed her fingers under my chin and drew my gaze back to her. Her gold eyes reflected the flashing lights from the slot machines. The constant pinging was drowned out, all the noise gone. Her lips were so close to mine and my insides rumbled with an insatiable craving. Nothing existed besides Holly.
She cast her gaze down and I had to catch my breath before adjusting to reality. The waitresses had scattered. Only a few gamblers remained, entranced by the machines.
Impractical Magick wasn’t the only thing weighing down my bag. I always traveled with stones, because I never knew when I’d need them. I pulled out my favorite—gold topaz that always made me think of Holly, and rubbed my fingers against its jagged surface as I whispered the chant. It was more of a protection spell. I didn’t frequent the section of the book that advocated wrongdoing. Holly placed her bets on the theater’s security code, and I tugged on the door. The second try was a charm.
Darkness greeted us as we walked through the theater. It was much more comfortable than the forced light of the casino or the unrelenting sun. Holly’s eyes were wide and unblinking as she looked around, finally hitting her what was going to happen. The theater wasn’t huge, it seated maybe a thousand people. In the center of all of it was the stage. A single security light shone down on it.
“Before we do this, I want to see you up there.” I nodded toward the stage.
Holly approached the stage, climbing up the side, drawn to the spotlight. That was where she belonged. She spread her arms wide and twirled around, laughing. “I wish I knew how to dance.”
All I cared about was that she could dodge vampires. I joined her, closing my eyes and picturing the cheering crowds and the band supporting her. There were holes in the vision, approaching Holly. That was enough to snap me back to reality.
We sat cross-legged in the light. I unpacked my bag and set up for the spell. Holly’s knee bounced nervously.
“Don’t let it get the best of you,” I said. “It’s nothing but a room. You’ll be what makes it special.”
“Right. No pressure or anything.”
Good point. I picked up the topaz and rubbed the surface before starting. It wasn’t part of the spell, but I wanted to ward off security guards. I took the sand out of the bag and stood to create a circle around us. Holly stilled. The red candle separated us, and I said a quick thank you to the spirits who’d guide us before I lit it.
Holly held out her hand. My own hands shook as I positioned the knife. I just had to nick the surface. She sucked in a deep breath when I made contact, and then held her bleeding finger over the flame.
“Trust me with your life, it will last forever,” I chanted. The spell suggested saying it four dozen times. The numbers always had significance. After repeating myself ten or so times, the words felt funny on my lips and I began to lose count. Holly joined in, and I shook my head, but she didn’t get the message. I couldn’t stop the chant to tell her to be quiet. We only had one chance to get this right, and we already screwed it up.
Holly put her finger in her mouth to stop the bleeding. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. “How will we know it worked?” she asked.
The question should’ve been when will we know how badly we screwed it up, but she was already scared enough at the prospect of the show. I put the stone back in my bag and leaned over the smoldering candle to kiss her. “We’ll have to wait and see.”
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Holly was gone when I woke up. She disappeared every so often, and it freaked me out every time. Especially tonight, after we crooked our fingers at the unknown. If anyone had a come-hither smile, it was Holly. But there were other options, too, none of them good. If Lucille had dragged her out of bed in the night to bring her to the asylum, she’d go kicking and screaming my name. There would be no sleeping through that.
When it had happened to me, I’d still trusted Lucille. Trying to find the good in everyone led to trouble from time to time.
Her absence carved a hollow into my gravity. Most likely, it meant Holly was time traveling, but that was even more dangerous than the asylum. At least now asylums had rules. So did the places she visited, but the problem was she didn't know what they were. She was a woman alone, walking a tightrope between their reality and hers. I don't know how she managed, but I could barely breathe until she came back.
Sometimes I'd turn around and she'd be there like she'd never been gone. Or I wouldn't realize I'd fallen asleep and she'd snuggle against me. I lay awake, waiting for it to happen, tensing every time a shadow moved across the bedroom wall, and at every noise.
The gunshots in the distance didn't seem so scary anymore. Unless Holly’s out there...
I had to think about something else. I grabbed my favorite spell book off the shelf and looked for something simple that would bring peace. I inhaled the musty leather scent, realizing it would probably render my spell from earlier that day null and void, but I didn't care. I'd done what was asked of me. I'd been given no instructions on how to deal with it.
My eyes burned as the room brightened to the misty gray of sunrise. Still no Holly. The words blurred together but I kept chanting. I recoiled when the door opened, expecting to see Lucile or something much worse, and let out the breath I'd been holding for hours when Holly walked in.
"You're glowing." Either that or my vision was so blurry I couldn't see properly. My yawn brought tears to my eyes. "Tell me the short version of where you've been. The long one can wait until after we wake up."
"I'm not going to sleep." Holly sat on the edge of the bed. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled. The glow was real. "I met my dance teacher."
Now neither of us were sleeping. "She gives three AM lessons?"
Holly laughed as she shimmied out of her clothes. She'd been prepared in a T-shirt, stretchy booty shorts, and a sports bra. Her skin was still dewy when she crawled under the blankets. It was freaky for her to bring a souvenir back with her, even if it was sweat. "I had to wait for her to finish her show. She's in Vegas, by the way. At the Tropicana."
"Is she there now?" I asked.
"No." She chuckled. "Well, I'd be really surprised if she was. Everyone in her show was excited about the prospect of President Kennedy."
"So 1960."
"Yeah, I didn't have the heart to tell them what happens to him." Holly pulled me tighter. "The woman I talked to is named Bette. She's not that much older than us. Twenty-five at the most. She's so beautiful, Rainey. She's got a feather headdress and the rest of her costume is sequined. That's what I want to look like when I go on stage. I wound up in the theater, which was awkward, because everyone was so glamorous, even in the audience. And there I was in my pajamas. I hate that part about time traveling. I wish there was some way to get a heads' up about where I was going before I got there. Anyway, I managed to sneak backstage after the show. No one paid attention to me, since everyone was pretty much naked in the dressing rooms."
Knowing Holly, she'd have no problem stripping down to fit in. I didn't ask her if she did. I burned with jealousy at the thought of it. "What did you do?" I wouldn't put it past her to have become a part of a dance troupe that existed more than fifty years ago.
"I explained my situation." Holly would make it sound that easy. "She didn't quite understand what I meant, and she thought that I wanted to audition for their show. And she might think I'm a runaway. I didn't correct her because I doubt this dump existed back then, and I don't know enough about the city yet to tell her where I live. But she's willing to teach me. I have to help her out in the dressing room with her hair and makeup."
She was so screwed. "What do you know about vintage styling?"
"I'll mostly be cleaning, which I can totally handle." She grinned as I rolled my eyes; Holly was a slob. "And when I'm not there, I'll be Googling like crazy and practicing on you, if you don't mind."
"I don't." My head hurt. "How will you get to work on time, every night?"
"I only have to be there once a week. She's not paying me, it's not a formal job." Holly rolled over and stared at the ceiling. "The being there at a certain time thing, I haven't figured that out. But I have to. Bette's amazing. That's what I want my show to be like."
"How do you know you'll have that much control over what you get to do?" I asked. She'd signed the contract in a trade for her freedom. "What if someone else choreographs your routines?"
Holly sighed. "Honestly, I'd been hoping that would be the case. But if I can come up with something better, they should consider it. And the costumes, Rainey, wait until you see them. The headdresses! They walk down the stairs in high heels with these giant things on their heads. They're like works of art. I want one so bad."
"You'll get one." My eyes burned from lack of sleep. "Maybe not right away, but eventually."
Holly had her head in the clouds about her latest travel, and it worried me. If anyone could pull off making a weekly appointment in another decade, it was her. She wanted this badly, and it surprised me. She'd never expressed any interest in dancing or performing on stage before Lucille strong-armed her into the contract. But Holly had been lost before that, a whirlwind of energy and unrefined power and no outlet, making her bored and restless, so it was hard to warn her about the way things played out in my head without sounding like a jealous bitch.
"Did you do it?" Lucille asked when I shuffled into the living room.
Nobody in this house was an early riser. I usually was tiptoeing around the other two, but I liked the quiet time by myself. It gave me time to work on my spells and write in my journal. I tried to keep track of my visions, as much as I could remember. It helped me put the pieces together, and look for themes in what I Saw. It was the only way to figure out what the message was, and what I was supposed to do with the information.
So much had happened around the spell, I almost asked what it was. "Yup. Yesterday afternoon."
Lucille nodded and went back to her movie.
"What are we supposed to do if it works?"
"You're a catalyst," she said, like that made any sense. "So is Holly. Vampires don't need blood, they need energy. But once they consume the energy, they destroy it. They always need more. It will cause a war between clans."
"So you want to get them all in the same place and hope they starve to death?" If that was the case, my work here was done.
"More or less." I didn't expect Lucille to agree. "But they'll never let it get that far. They're foolish and vain, like Sleeping Beauty in there. They'll want her because she has what they need. A source of renewable energy. The fire."
That bitch duped me. "They'll kill her."
Lucille shook her head. "Vampires can't survive fire."
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“I’m worried about Lucille.” This apartment was way too small. Holly and I had no privacy, and nowhere to sit but on our bed. We sipped tea while we brushed up on our non-existent vampire expertise. None of my books talked much about them. I’d curated a collection of spells and wizardry. Vampires weren’t even on my radar until Lucille made the spell request. “If she’s having visions, she could be mistaking people for vampires. We could be rounding up a collection of very dangerous people for no good reason.”
No good deed went unpunished.
Holly put her mug down on a bookshelf. “This is the most sense she’s made in a while. She’s got a lot of information about how the vamps operate, and it’s not the cliché crap about sucking blood and rising out of graves. An energy war? Killing them with fire? Not gonna lie. I’m kinda into it.”
She wiggled her eyebrows. Holly was sexy when she had a purpose.
I shook my head. “My visions are screaming to me that danger is coming for you if you take this show, but it’s not clear if it’s because of the vampires or another threat. I can’t See everything to figure out how it happens.”
“Like parts have been scribbled out, right?”
“Right. I don’t See any vampires in any sort of battle, or even bumping into each other and not saying excuse me. Like, not a vampire in the bunch. I’d think I’d be able to see them if they existed.”
“How would you know? Vampires, as far as we know, look like people. Unless their energy centers...” Holly bounced on the bed. “That’s it.”
“They’re creating a black hole in my visions.” I considered her theory. “When they eat the energy around them, it creates a void.”
“Exactly.” She bounced on the bed. “Those are the black spots you haven’t been able to See. It never happened before I got the show. It all makes sense.”
But it didn’t exactly give us a happy ending. “Something in that void intends to harm you,” I reminded her. “And if I can’t See them, we can’t figure out how to stop them.”
“The important thing is we have proof that Lucille isn’t totally off her rocker. We figured out the math problem. But you’re probably right. They aren’t friendly. Your visions aren’t always literal. There’s a huge vampire show at the Alta Vista. It could be as simple as pissing them off that we’re stealing their fire. Pun intended.”
It would be much funnier if I could unSee the look on Holly’s face in my visions when those scribbled-out energy suckers got to her. “We need a plan to keep you safe.”
She shrugged. “Simple. I’ll burn them.”
“You barely have enough fire to light a match.”
Holly refused to be scared about this, generally an admirable trait, but the absence of fear bred stupidity. She leaned forward and kissed me, sparks zapping my skin when she put her hand on my thigh. “Maybe a spark is all it takes.”

“You’re coming, right?” Holly bit her lip, but it wasn’t enough to stop a hopeful smile from spreading across her face. It was her first rehearsal with the band that had been named after her, Fire Dancer. She’d been stretching, strutting, and twirling around the bed, barely bumping into any bookshelves at all. Even though she’d only gone back to see Bette once since her original trip, her dancing had gotten so much better. With the music playing, I couldn’t concentrate on anything but watching her.
She was going to be a star. Her moves weren’t perfect yet, but she had the confidence she needed to pull it off. No one could teach that, it came from a mystical center of light, a place deep inside. It was probably the same place her fire came from. Seeing it in motion made my heart beat faster.
Her clothes covered the bed as she packed, and I pulled my knees to my chest to give her enough room to spread everything out. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said.
But it had to be her idea for me to come. My visions surrounding the show had been nothing but gloom and doom, and Holly wasn’t listening anymore. She only digested the parts when I told her she’d be famous. It was most likely a conscious choice, and as much as I needed to be there to make sure she was safe, she needed to show me that she had this.
I had no plans of sitting back and letting vampires attack us like we were damsels stuck in a video game. My bag was already packed with rose quartz, cat’s eye, and sphalerite to protect us if the creatures we attracted weren’t keen on being summoned. I’d tiptoed into the kitchen in the small hours of the morning to make a satchel full of anise, peppercorns, cinnamon, and cloves. The aroma coming from the pouch made my stomach rumble, and I hoped it wouldn’t have the same effect on a pissed-off, hungry vampire. No need to season myself as an offering.
The spells in my book were meant for humans. Holly and I had something in common with the vampires—we bent the biggest rule of all. We wouldn’t die. The effects of the spells weren’t as strong on us, but I couldn’t take any chances.
Protection. That was what we needed. From ourselves, those who supposedly had our best interests in mind, and especially from the unknown. Which pretty much accounted for everything—a strange city, people we’d never met, and expectations that had yet to make sense.
It took Holly forever to get ready, and even though we didn’t have to be at the theater until ten o’clock, I worried we’d be late. I didn’t give her any crap. I was nervous, too. I dressed like I was going to work—all black, with a flowy top and leggings. No one would pay attention to me once Holly took the stage, and that was how I liked it.
“Are you coming with us?” I asked Lucille, and Holly nudged me.
“No.” That was all the explanation I expected. All Lucille cared about was that the shit storm was in motion.
“Have any vampire destruction advice for us before we go?” The tension made it hard to breathe and I had to do something to lighten things up.
“You’ll know what to do.” She didn’t even look at us as we left. Ugh. I couldn’t shake the feeling she’d sent us to our funeral.
The Riviera came alive at night. Crowds of people surrounded the tables, and I jumped as they cheered for their victories. Holly hooked her arm in mine and led me to the theater. That worked to our disadvantage when a woman bumped into me, knocking my bag off my shoulder.
“Sorry!” she called back, but the damage was done. My little pouch of herbs was already being ground into the rug. There was no saving it.
“What were you planning on doing?” Holly asked. “Marinating a chicken?”
“Protecting you. But for that comment, I should leave you on your own.” I grinned, but my mind was full of numbers. “Do we have a minute?”
“Yeah. Why?”
I glared in the direction of the lady who’d knocked into my bag. She and her friends had gathered around one the gaming tables. The wheel spun, and they let their frustrations be known when it didn’t stop in the place they wanted it to. “Do you know how to play roulette?” I asked.
Holly narrowed her eyes in confusion, but a smile spread over her face. “All you have to do is pick a number and a color.”
“Let’s go get some of our luck back.”
The woman who bumped into me bristled when we approached the table. I peeled three twenties and a five out of my wallet, and it was close to all the money I had. I put the twenty down on the table and the dealer gave me chips. I had no idea what to do with them, so I handed them back to him. “Fifteen black.”
“You mean black fifteen,” someone scoffed as they corrected me.
“What are you doing?” Holly was as broke as I was, and neither of us spent money thoughtlessly.
“Testing a theory.” Handing the chips over was physically painful, but I needed some proof before I walked into the theater that the images in my head meant anything, or if I should have Lucille pick out a new mental facility for me.
The noise the ball made as it rolled over the dividers danced on every nerve ending in my body, making me dizzy. I closed my eyes and clutched the table.
“Black Fifteen!” the dealer called out.
Holly grasped my arm. “You won!”
Now I was the proud owner of three times as many chips as I started with. Flash decisions were working for me, and I pushed all the chips back at the dealer, ignoring Holly’s gasp. I glanced over at her before making my next pick. “Red one.”
To ignore the spinning ball, I threaded my fingers between Holly’s and concentrated on how we fit together.
“Red one.”
We both squealed, turning to each other in disbelief. Holly kissed me on the cheek and my heart pounded as I collected too many chips to count.
“That girl didn’t even know how to call her bet,” someone said. “She’s cheating.”
“How could I be?” I couldn’t break rules I didn’t know.
Holly pulled me away from the table before a fight broke out. “We’re gonna be late.”
A security guard stood in front of the door, and I wondered if that had anything to do with us.
“My name is Holly Octane. This is my show,” she said to the guard.
What the? I wasn’t the only one pushing my luck that night. Thankfully, he didn’t check her ID.
“That’s not your name,” I said through gritted teeth once we were inside.
“It is now. While I’m here, I’m Holly Octane. Every inch of me.” She walked quickly, on a mission. We didn’t have to worry about finding the stage—the theater was illuminated; drum beats and guitar riffs sliced through the silence as the band practiced. Five guys with long hair and leather outfits had assembled on stage. The first few rows of seats were filled in. I was surprised by how many people had come to watch the practice. I had no idea if it was the first one, or the first one with Holly…Octane.
That would take some getting used to.
No spotlight was necessary for Holly to turn on the charm. I slipped into a seat a couple rows back and watched her in action, shaking hands with people who were probably investors. She was absolutely stunning in her frilly bottomed mini-dress and cropped jacket. My cheeks reddened as she walked up the stairs, long legs and sparkly booty shorts on display. I crossed my legs to make the throbbing go away. It would remain bottled up until we were alone. No seasoning required.
She towered over the singer in her platform Mary Janes. Even from my seat in the dark, I didn’t miss the way his gaze roamed all over her body. I burned with jealousy as he leaned close to her, saying something that made her laughter ring through the theater. The minute Holly Octane took the stage, she no longer belonged to me.
A group of people joined Holly and the band on stage. All the nodding and laughing couldn’t hide Holly’s nervousness. I reached into my bag, rubbing the smooth, rose quartz stone in my grip. With all the people in the room, I wasn’t sure if I could transmit to her, but Holly always landed on her feet. At least I could untie the knots from my own muscles.
Everyone left the stage but Holly and the band. They started playing again, and Holly’s shoulders rose with her breath. The song sounded nothing like the classic jazz she’d been using for practice. This was straight up heavy metal. Much to my surprise, she kept up with the beat, stripping her jacket off and thrashing it against the stage. The singer moved with her, his hips grinding in time with hers, so close but never touching her. A flush burned my cheeks. It was too intimate for an audience, but I remembered where I was. Sin City. Holly wagged her finger at him and turned away. Every eye in the room was glued to her high-stepped retreat.
Even I wasn’t biased enough to think the dance matched the music. It was like watching a flower bloom in a war zone.
The same crew that had been on stage before the song was back, and they cut the song short. Confusion broke out, and I moved up into the empty seats to hear more.
“This is the girl we hired?” One of them pointed at Holly, sneering. “Didn’t you practice?”
“I’ve been working my ass off getting ready for this show.” She had her hands on her hips, and she wasn’t taking any shit. I’d never been more proud of her. “If I’d been given the music—”
“You were,” A heavy-set man said, his flat tone not inviting argument. “Don’t make excuses. We can replace you.”
“Bullshit.” All eyes in the room fell on me. “She’s been given no information about this show, and—”
“Rainey,” Holly interrupted me, shaking her head. She turned back to her critics and smiled like her future wasn’t on the line. “I didn’t get the music. But you can give it to me now. The next time we practice, I’ll have the routine nailed.”
The group looked at each other; no one wanted to be the first to decide. “Who did you give the music to?” I asked.
Holly shook her head.
“We emailed it to the contact address on your contract,” a woman offered, not looking up from her phone.
If Lucille had email, she had no idea how to check it. And we were never getting our hands on her password. “Send it again to this address.” I rattled off my email. “You can’t replace Holly Octane. No one else can do what she can.”
If Holly lost this job, we were screwed.
“A lot of girls in this city can shake their asses and take their clothes off.” A woman dismissed me, sneering at Holly. “She’s got one more chance before she’s fired.”
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“They’re vampires.” Holly charged up the aisle, shoving her arms into her jacket. The theater was in chaos. The people in suits who called the shots were still clustered on the stage, arguing over how to handle their Holly problem. The guys in the band strummed and tapped on their instruments, antsy to get back to business. And that singer kept leering at her, one corner of his lip curled up in the smile.
But that declaration trumped all of it. I walked double-time to catch up with her. The guard stepped out of her way as she blasted through the door. She didn’t stop until she reached an empty game table, leaning against it and closing her eyes.
“Did that guy do anything to you? I hated the way he was dancing with you. It looked like he was fucking you.” The word was as obscene rolling off my tongue as it was to watch it happen. I’d never dealt with this before—full-blown jealousy. Like Holly’s routine, I’d have to practice controlling it. And like her routine, I couldn’t let my feelings put her at more of a disadvantage.
The image would forever be burned in my head. No blacked-out figure—this scene was no longer in the future.
“No. I can handle him.” Holly stared down at the table. “But if Lucille thinks I’ll destroy my livelihood to satisfy some imaginary vendetta, she’s wrong. She’s been gas lighting us our whole lives, and she’s the one who’s crazy.”
A vision punched me in the face. I Saw Holly screaming, and nothing else but blackness. It was enough to make me want to stumble backward and try to catch my breath. Sharing it with Holly was useless. She’d already steeled herself against the threat of the unknown. She needed my support, not my suspicion.
“What was it like to be up there with a bunch of vampires?” If I understood, I could help her. Stuck in between what Holly and Lucille wanted, I needed all the information I could get. I couldn’t figure a way out of this one. We’d landed in vampire central, and Holly refused to self-destruct.
We had to work with them. The only thing I could think of on the fly was these weren’t the vampires we were meant to destroy. Which meant more vampires were on their way . And the sinking feeling they’d choose their own kind over us, especially if we killed them for real, was overwhelming.
Either way, we were screwed.
“It was a little creepy at first, the fangs and all, but then it was completely normal.” Holly dug in my bag for her purse and pulled out her hand mirror, checking her makeup. I could’ve told her she was perfect. “They’re cold. It’s gross when they touch you.”
“Then don’t touch them.” I wished a black spot would cover the singer’s smirk in my memory.
“This dance has got to be epic.” Holly sighed as we walked through the casino. “Can we go someplace? I don’t trust myself not to give Lucille a giant piece of my mind.”
That was the last thing we needed that night. “Where do you want to go?”
Holly’s face brightened. “How much money did you win?”
“A lot.” To us, any amount qualified for that description.
We couldn’t blow it on stupid stuff. Holly hung on to this job by a thread. Her teacher resided fifty years in the past and I needed someplace to set up my tarot table.
“Let’s get a hotel room. I can practice being sexy and you can tell me if you like it.”
“That’s the best idea you’ve had in a long time.” I didn’t need magic or spells when I had Holly.
The warm desert breeze greeted us on Las Vegas Boulevard along with cat calls and wolf whistles. Holly hadn’t changed out of her stage outfit, and she caused a stir as we walked to the Alta Vista. We picked it for its convenience; it was within walking distance, and it was familiar because there were advertisements for it splashed all over the city.
It wasn’t until we walked into the lobby that I realized what they’d been advertising.
Vampires.
Holly tugged my arm when I stopped short. She narrowed her eyes when she turned around. “Vision?” she asked.
“Nope.” I pointed up at the giant billboard that advertised Immortal Dilemma, the resident undead. A guitarist spewed blood, then the image flashed to the singer cradling a dancer wearing an outfit like Holly’s in his arms, his gaze sinister as he looked up at the screen. His lips were attached to her neck, and she tumbled to the ground when he let go of her.
It looked an awful lot like one of my visions. Being able to See the vampires didn’t make it any better. “I think we just walked into the lair.”
“I promise to make you forget all about vampires,” Holly’s voice was low, and her breath hot against my ear. My knees buckled when she drew back and smiled at me. Every person who passed us wanted her, and she was mine.
I nodded.
Inside, we were greeted by the red and purple glow of the casino floor. “I think it’s good that we’re attracting vampires,” Holly continued, swinging our hands between us. “It means your spell worked.”
“The first part of it, anyway.” I thought she was supposed to make me forget about vampires, and I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate little victories.
“Don’t listen to Lucille. She’s wrong. I predict they’ll bring us prosperity.” Holly’s optimism was fueled by the fact she didn’t See the future. “And we can start by taking their money.”
We stuck to roulette. It was a game of pure luck with few rules. An older man handed Holly a chip when we approached the table. “Be my lucky charm, gorgeous,” he said. I rolled my eyes.
Holly gave him the same smile she’d given that lecherous singer during practice; it was an act. “This is my lucky charm,” she said before handing the chip over to me.
He couldn’t protest without looking like a giant asshole. I blurted out the first combination that came to my head and played nice with our sponsor.
“Black Twenty-two.”
“She is a lucky charm.” The old man marveled as the dealer pushed a pile of chips at me. My heart pounded; I had no idea we’d wandered into the high stakes area.
I attempted to hand him the chips, but he refused. “Keep it. Luck like that that doesn’t last forever.” He winked before disappearing into the cacophony of the room.
Holly nudged me. “It’s free money. Bet it all.”
My mouth was dry. I put most of the chips back down on the table. Holly had much more faith in my abilities than I did. One of these chips would pay the rent.
The other gamblers surrounding the table cheered as the dealer eyed the pile. “That’s an awful lot of money.”
I nodded and borrowed a page out of Holly’s book, flashing a fake smile. “Red nine, please.”
Other gamblers dropped chips and placed bets, eager to take my money. The wheel spun forever, the ball bouncing along. My body temperature shot up, and each bounce of the ball echoed in my head. It wasn’t really our money, but losing it would still hurt. A lot.
Holly put her hand over mine. “Come on, big money.”
“Red nine,” the dealer called, and a gasp rose from the table.
“She’s cheating.” A woman at the end of the table pointed at me and sneered. A hum of disapproval swarmed around us. The dealer stayed neutral, pushing a giant pile of chips at me.
“How? It’s a game of chance.”
The woman’s mouth gaped. She couldn’t believe I was getting away with it, and neither could I. “If I knew how, I’d do it too. Call the pit boss over,” she said to the dealer.
“Let’s get out of here,” Holly muttered.
It dawned on me that if vampires ran the hotel, this was not the kind of attention we wanted to attract. I panicked when the woman who converted our chips to cash asked for my ID, but she assured me it was standard procedure for big winners.
A quick count of the cash netted seventeen thousand dollars. I didn’t hesitate to ask for the suite at the front desk. We’d splurge tonight, but then the rest of this money would go in a box with my stones and idols. We were playing with fire.
Holly tugged on my arm when we passed a lingerie store. “Let’s buy each other presents.”
“We can’t blow through all our money.”
She rolled her eyes. “What’s it going to cost? A couple hundred bucks at most? It will barely dent what we have. And we know how to get more. Live a little.” She winked and sauntered into the store, leaving me in the lobby.
Her crimson hair swished between displays, and the closer I looked at the lacy panties and glittering bras and teddies, I realized everything in the store would look hot on Holly.
“Don’t look at what I’ve got.” She jerked her body so I couldn’t see what she held. “Give me some money though, so I can check out.”
I peeled a couple hundreds off the stack and handed them over. It’s not really our money, I reminded myself. It belongs to the casino and that old man. Didn’t make it feel any less dirty.
Shopping with Holly’s show in mind, I picked out a black frilly pair of booty shorts, fishnet stockings, and a bra that wasn’t really a bra. It was all strings, exposing the breasts. Pasties would cover the business areas on stage, but she wouldn’t need them tonight.
Opening the room to the suite felt like Christmas morning. I gasped. “It’s bigger than our apartment.” A spacious living room that didn’t have Lucille perched on the purple velvet couch and a wall of windows overlooking the city greeted us.
“There’s a hot tub!” Holly called from the bedroom. I was sure we’d be up close and personal with that soon enough. I put my hand against the window and looked out at the city. It was so beautiful. But revolution rippled underneath the surface.
Holly’s kiss brought me out of my trance. “Let’s exchange outfits. Me first.” She snatched the bag out of my hand. “Actually, I’ll go change into it in the bathroom, you can change in the bedroom.”
I pulled the tissue paper from the bag after she trotted out of sight. She’d picked a high-necked bra for me that was more like a halter top. Sheer, embroidered fabric barely contained my breasts. The bottom was a tiny matching thong. I turned in the mirror, and my image reflected in the windows. For the first time, I understood why Holly wanted to be onstage. I had no audience, but my bare skin tingled with confidence and power.
Holly was taking forever. I’d given her more a more complicated outfit, and I was too anxious to wait for the big reveal. I knocked on the bathroom door. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Holly opened the door a crack, and only her face and arm were visible. “It. just hit me. That I have my own show. You look freaking amazing.”
“Thanks.” A flush started at my cheeks and heat spread throughout my body. “I believe you promised me a dance.”
Since when was I the one with the confidence and Holly the one with doubts? I could trace it back to one distinct moment. When that singer bathed her in his filthy gaze. I’d never felt more possessive in my life. I spun on the ball of my foot and ripped a page out of Holly’s book, strutting over to the bed. I leaned back when I sat, and crossed my legs.
Our gazes locked, and Holly still clung to the door. She pushed it aside, and I let out a low whistle when I got a look at her.
She was even more gorgeous than I imagined she’d be. Strutting over to me on those high heels, the stockings screamed danger lie ahead. The shorts clung low on her hipbones. And the bra, good gods. She pushed her hair off her shoulders, and her nipples were puckered and upturned. There was no music, Holly didn’t need it. After that horrible incident on stage, that song would be tattooed into her memory. The bag I’d given her was hooked over her wrist.
It kept swinging when she stopped. “You going somewhere?” I asked.
She set it down on the nightstand. “I have another present for you.”
Goosebumps blossomed over my skin in anticipation, but I didn’t have time to think about what was in the bag when Holly straddled my lap.
She circled her hips slowly, dipping down so the tiny strip of fabric between her legs tickled my thigh. I sucked in my breath as she grinded. Her nipples were so close to my face. I could’ve taken one in my mouth, kissed it, and sucked it so I knew how it felt against my tongue, but I was mesmerized. Holly’s eyes were heavy-lidded and completely shielded by her thick, false lashes. She must have refreshed her lipstick when she changed into this outfit because her lips were red and juicy. I couldn’t wait for it to be smeared all over my body. I wished we could go back to the theater and show everyone.
Holly pushed me back on the comforter. My arms spread wide, and I grabbed handfuls of fabric to keep from touching her. This was her show, and I was going to struggle with these emotions every time I watched her take the stage. The longing and the jealousy.
My pussy pulsed as she writhed against it, knocking the thin veneer of fabric off center. She drew a line with her fingers from my shoulders, between my breasts, until her fingernails scraped my belly. She hooked into the top of my displaced thong and licked her lips.
“Is this how you’re going to dance on stage?” I could barely get the words out.
She shook her head. “Only for you.”
I lifted my hips as Holly dragged the delicate fabric away from my sex. She crawled to the side, and lowered the panties to my ankles. I kicked them off and spread my legs wide. I burned for her. It didn’t matter if a spark never flew from her skin.
Her hair tickled my bare, aching body as she lowered her mouth to my pussy. Pure liquid lava flowed through my veins when she made contact, and I writhed in time with the quick movements of her tongue. It was almost too much to bear, but I never wanted her to stop. She steadied herself with her hands on my thighs, trapping me in place. She giggled against my swollen clit when I cried out in frustration.
It took everything I had to sit up. Holly tried to push me back down, but I grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her face up to mine. Our lips crashed together, tongues tangled, like it was part of her dance. I sucked the taste of myself off her tongue, but Holly’s lips were everywhere, sliding down my jaw to my neck.
Shock rolled through my body when she pulled away. I was a throbbing, needy mess and there was no way that could be it. I planned on having her in every room of this suite, and we had a lot of ground to cover.
“Time for your present.” She reached into the bag and pulled out something that looked like a belt. I narrowed my eyes, confused. The last thing either of us needed was more clothes. My mouth dropped when I saw what held it together.
She grasped a dildo in her hand, flicking her gaze up to me as she let it fall on the bed so she could step into the harness. It was the strangest juxtaposition, Holly with her flowing hair and face full of smeared makeup, her breasts bared in the cage I bought for her, and a penis.
“I couldn’t resist getting this,” she said as she pulled a bottle of liquid out of the bag and poured it on the dildo. Between that and my soaking wet pussy, the comforter was going to be out of commission for the night.
My bones were jelly, and it took everything I had to sit up again. I stroked the length of the dildo, making sure the lube covered every inch. Holly was on her knees, and there was no way I could stop myself from taking her breast into my mouth.
I loved the way she sounded when she surrendered to me. I didn’t want her to go easy on me, but I was too shy to find the words. Even with Holly. There was an avalanche of feelings I’d kept behind a giant wall, and once I started to let them out, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to stop them. I tugged at her nipple, and she cried out. She steadied herself with her hands on my shoulders, digging her fingernails in when the sensation got to be too much, and massaging small circles in approval when I did something she liked. It was like learning a new language, and the words sounded beautiful rolling off Holly’s skin.
She had me on my back again, with my leg hooked over her shoulder. “How’d you do that?” I laughed.
“Consider it a dance move.” Her eyes sparkled, like at any moment they could ignite. “Ready?”
“If you don’t fuck me right now, I’m going to lose my mind.”
“Say no more.” She bit her bottom lip to try to reign in her smile. Couldn’t do it. “I’ve already got Lucille to deal with, and I like you just how you are.”
She steadied her fake cock and drove it into me slowly. She nodded, like she was having a hard time finding words, and I mimicked the motion. Rolling her hips back, she thrust inside me, again and again.
“You have no idea how beautiful you look right now.” Her words were strained, and I could only answer with a moan. It was the most incredible feeling, and my only regret was that it wasn’t her inside me.
The next thrust sent my head off the edge of the bed. I put my hands out to steady our slide onto the floor. Holly shrieked with laughter, but she never stopped. The lights of Vegas were upside down and blurry as fireworks exploded in my vision. Holly fell on top of me, panting and trembling. Our kisses didn’t quite connect, our orgasms had robbed us both of our vision, but never of each other.
She pulled the comforter from the bed and covered us both with it. “Thanks for being there for me tonight. I couldn’t have done any of it without you.”
“You don’t have to worry about it. I’m not going anywhere.”
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Holly looked up from her phone, her face glowing. “Noah wants to help me with my routine.”
“Who’s Noah?” I had a feeling he was someone I wished I could scribble over with a black marker, but that didn’t work in real life.
“He’s the singer.” Holly landed on her stomach beside me on the bed, tapping on my thigh with nervous excitement. Our bedroom was claustrophobic after spending a scorching hot night at the Alta Vista. “Get that look off your face. I know, he’s a little aggressive, but I made it clear I wasn’t available. We’ve been texting back and forth about the show all night, and he’s got some great ideas.”
“I’m sure he does,” I muttered, not meaning for it to sound malicious, but not taking it back, either. Holly’s stare bore into me, but I didn’t break my gaze from the laptop. Not right away, anyway. I couldn’t keep a straight face, and we both knew I’d give into whatever scheme she’d cooked up, even if it involved Noah.
I liked it better when he didn’t have a name. It made it too personal.
“He does. This is his show, too. And he has an investment in making it the best it can be. That means we need to have some sort of chemistry when we perform together. Let’s face it, I’m not the best dancer, my fire is a little underwhelming in a giant room like that, and I completely messed up the first rehearsal. The least I can do is look like I want to work with the band.”
“Can’t it wait until you go see Bette again?” I pushed the laptop onto the bed and rubbed my temples. Holly’s plans set off sirens in my head. Ones with lots of screaming and shadowy parts missing.
I’d abandoned my spell books for the day. The show was out of my hands. Holly was under contract and my protests only added to her stress. Instead, I’d spent the afternoon researching roulette. Instinct told me it was much more than a game of luck, and that if I mastered the skill, I could maximize our profits. Give Holly the life she was meant for. Get us an apartment more like the suite at the Alta Vista and nothing like the sad debacle of a place we lived in now. Then she could go on all the shopping sprees her heart desired.
What I was doing was as risky as Holly’s performance. It wasn’t exactly cheating, but I wasn’t playing fair. Giving my personal information to the casino to collect my winnings made me nervous, too. The cashier explained it was for tax purposes, but I wondered if the casinos compared notes.
“It’s not that easy. I don’t automatically travel to Bette every time I try. It’s exhausting, and I need all my energy for the show. Like I said, the ball isn’t exactly in my court after last night.”
“How do you get to her?” I asked. It was an imperfect science, and this wasn’t the first time I’d asked her this question. I expected the raised eyebrow. “You’ve explained it a thousand times, but it’s always a little different, like you find a short cut. Tell me again and maybe there’s something I can do to help. Cast a spell to open a portal or something.”
I usually didn’t care much for things that only had one answer, but we didn’t have time to waste guessing on how to make Holly successful. With all the spells and travel at our disposal, we needed facts and talent to fight the people who wanted to replace her.
She closed her eyes for a long blink. “It’s like meditation. I have to slow down my mind and focus on the place I want to go, which is why it’s hard. I can’t stop thinking about the show. I can travel regardless, but I can’t always guarantee where I end up.”
“How do you do that?” If I could find a common thread between the two, I could put together a spell to help her focus it, and deflect some of the spent energy back to myself to make it easier on her.
“It usually happens when I can’t stand being here anymore,” she said, waving her hand at our crowded room. “When I get frustrated and want to run away from my life. I’ve always been searching for a place where we belonged. I think this is it, Rainey. It’s all new and strange and there will be a lot of growing pains, but we have a chance here. Once the show gets going, you’ll be able to read cards, but you might not need to if you keep up your winning ways.” She angled the computer screen toward her. “We’re on the same page with that.”
Holly needed to relax, which she hadn’t done since we moved. That would be my focus, so she could get back to 1960 to see Bette again. “We can’t rely on others too much. It’s as bad as relying on Lucille. We lose control, and we’ll have to go against what we believe in to keep the status quo. It will be impossible to get ahead.”
“I agree. And this will get easier. It’s been a hell of a day.” She dipped down and kissed my knee. “We have to learn the rules if we want to break them. And production is training me. I’m meeting with a fire eater tonight. I’m so excited! She’s going to show me how she does it.”
“You’re going to eat fire?” This was the first I’d heard of it. “Is that part of the contract?”
“I’m the Fire Dancer. If I rub my fingers together, I can make sparks. Big whoop. In that huge theater, it won’t look like anything. The fire is the thing that will make them beg for more. That’s what we need. I want every single facet of it at my disposal.”
She wouldn’t limit herself by my fears or my visions.
“What time do we need to be there?” I asked.
“I should go alone.” Her declaration was softer. Being alone with a bunch of vampires after being an active participant in a destruction spell was a bad idea, no matter what the potential reward. We didn’t have a timeline on when our spell would move into the destroy phase. “I can’t show up with a babysitter. It makes me look like I can be pushed around.”
That stung, whether it was her intention or not. “I’m not your babysitter.”
Holly rose to her knees and pushed her hair from her shoulders. “Then why are you there?” She gave me seconds to answer but all my canned responses about spells and protection were synonyms for babysitter. “Don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t do this without you. But some of it, I have to do myself.”
She relied so heavily on everyone else—her travels to Bette for dance lessons, the band to provide her with music, the management to simply like her enough to let her keep her job, and even Lucille, who got her into this mess to begin with.
“At least let me pick you up and drop you off,” I said.
She wrinkled her nose in confusion. “Why?”
“So I can limit my worrying to what happens to you at the rehearsal and I don’t have to worry about you getting home safe.”
“Deal.” She kissed my cheek. “And when I get home, it’s your turn to wear the strap-on.”

Four o’clock in the morning, and Holly still hadn’t called. She wasn’t answering texts and every call went straight to voicemail. No matter how much she wanted to please her new coworkers, this wasn’t like her.
Every time I closed my eyes, I saw fire. Not the pretty sparks that Holly wore like nail polish, but massive amounts of fire. The kind that ruined things. The ever-present screaming provided the soundtrack. The first few times, I snapped my eyes open, willing it to go away, rushing to my spell books, which usually soothed me. Not this time. Then I resorted to the internet, since the promise of money would reverse our fortunes. The visions played in front of my open eyes, like they were on the screen, but the more times it happened, the more I worried my visions were trying to show me the present instead of the future.
Lucille had passed out on the couch, snoring with her head back on the cushion. I tiptoed past; no need to clue her in something was wrong. She wouldn’t help, but my blood boiled at the thought of the smug smile she’d give me when she realized everything was going according to her plan.
The screams in my head were overwhelming, making it painful to concentrate on driving because they’d taken on Holly’s voice. I may have run a red light or two, but I was chanting protection spells like crazy to keep me from screaming.
The few gamblers left on the casino floor turned their heads as I ran to the theater. My bag banged against my thigh, and the stones meant to protect me would leave bruises. No security guard greeted me at the door, and I tugged on it. Locked. I slammed my fist against it, worried I wouldn’t be able to calm down enough to cast a spell. I couldn’t draw too much attention to myself because I’d be thrown out of here without a second thought.
My strength was the future, not the past, and I racked my brain to remember the code that worked the last time we had to break into the theater. Holly had done it. She was better at breaking into theaters than dancing. I chanted the spell as I punched numbers, rattling the door, but not opening it. Think of it like the roulette wheel, I thought to myself. Numbers flashed in my brain, with flames licking them. It worked.
I expected to be greeted with chaos and smoke when I entered the theater, but instead all was dark. Silence. The flashlight on my phone guided me, and I no longer ran. I didn’t want to miss a detail.
The screams assaulted me, attacking me from the inside. I was exhausted and scared, and I didn’t trust myself to know the difference between a vision and a reality. Blackness was everywhere, and all that was missing were the flames.
I was too late.
“Holly!” I screamed, not worried about people knowing I was here or about hurting her pride. All I cared about was Holly’s safety. It had to be damn close to daybreak, and vampires would no longer be an enemy. My voice rang through the empty theater.
I clutched my phone, relying on its light, and realizing even the security light was out. Something was definitely wrong. My heart thundered in my ears.
“Holly!” The cry didn’t hide my desperation. My eyes adjusted to the dark, and the sea of seats was nothing but blackness in front of me.
A flash of orange illuminated the hallway. I hit the ground as the heat rose above me, shocked that I was still alive. Groans and strangled cries came from the center of the theater. I scrambled to my feet, but stayed in a crouch, in case there was another fire bomb coming my way.
“Holly!” I screamed for her again, this time knowing she was there. A primal scream erupted, way too feminine and familiar for my liking.
I found her on stage, fully ignited. Even through the flames, I knew it was her. She held her victim by the throat, and the flames engulfed him as she whipped his broken body against the stage. With a guttural cry, she sent him skidding off the edge, into the seats.
I couldn’t believe he had the strength to run. The flames ate away at his skin and hair, exposing the black nothingness I’d been able to see all along. I should’ve run after him, to make sure he was dead.
But I wouldn’t leave Holly.
“Rainey.” Holly’s voice pulled me away from that thought. “How did you know to come?”
I ran. I missed a step and had to catch myself. Whatever was in my visions could get me if I was hurt, and I had to be strong enough for both of us.
“It was a vision.” I kept talking as I approached the stage, so she’d know I was getting closer, but everything that came out of my mouth was nonsense. Nothing could strangle my cry when I saw her up close.
The fire was gone. She crawled toward me, and everything was black. Her face, her hair, and her clothes, what was left of them. I fell to my knees, afraid to touch her. To hurt her. More.
She collapsed, and her charred head landed in my lap. She didn’t have to be brave anymore. “They tricked me.”
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“Are you hurt?” The answer was obviously yes, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask ‘how bad?’ I wanted to touch her, to erase all the suffering she’d endured for the last few hours while I lay in our bed, waiting for a phone call that was never going to come. Something that was bad enough to make her burst into flames.
Holy shit. She’d been fully engulfed. And she survived.
I refused to bring her more pain through my ignorance.
“A lot of things…happened.” She could barely get the words out. I smoothed her hair, which was thick with filth and had chunks missing. Her scalp wasn’t exposed, but it was much shorter than it had been when she left the house. Jagged. What the… “I need help.”
“You need a doctor.” I held my phone over her body, looking for obvious damage. Blood and soot painted her bare skin. “I’m calling an ambulance.”
“No,” she croaked. “You can take care of me. With your spells.”
I’d never felt so helpless in my life. “Holly, you’re scaring me. You just said you needed help but you won’t let me get it for you. My spells aren’t medicine. You need a professional to make sure there’s no damage I can’t see.”
She chuckled, and it was chilling. “What will happen when I tell them I thwarted a vampire attack by bursting into flames? They won’t believe it.” Her head slid off my lap, and she shielded it with her arms. “The evidence is probably gone.”
The thought of what evidence she meant made by blood run cold. “Can you walk?” I wasn’t sure that I could walk. I was numb; the only way I’d get through this was to resist all feeling. The scorched one that quieted the voices in my head.
She pushed herself up from the floor. I barely recognized her—eyes vacant, like she’d seen too much. Bruises and cuts marred her cheek. “I think so.”
I was torn—wanting to help her, but not wanting to hurt her. Every move she made was punctuated by a groan or cry. Holly leaned on me, stumbling on the stairs.
“You need a doctor.” I gave it one more try, to see if she’d changed her mind now that she was trying to move.
“I don’t.” Her sigh sounded like it rubbed against sandpaper on the way out. “We have to handle this on our own.”
Her words chilled me because they were true. We’d always had to handle it on own. Lucille protected us and exposed us at the same time, hiding essential facts that only she could provide us with. When we met anyone in a traditional setting, whether it be a doctor, teacher, or simply a neighbor, no one knew how to act around us. I could bring Holly to a hospital, but even with the best intentions, she wouldn’t get the help she needed. I had to rise up and figure this out any way I could.
“Let’s get you clean.” I steered her to the bathroom. Holly collapsed when the lights snapped on and she got her first look at the aftermath of the night.
I’d never realized how much of Holly’s beauty came from her optimism until she lay in a heap at my feet.
It took everything I had to wet paper towels and drag them over her skin. I had to bottle up this pain and keep it for the retaliations that were sure to follow the attack. We’d lured the vampires, and now they had to be destroyed.
If it was the last thing I did, I’d fulfill the spell. Not for Lucille, but for Holly.
I couldn’t make all the damage go away. Bruises erupted under the surface of her skin, and the cuts looked like claw marks, covering her face, chest, stomach, and thighs. My breath caught in my throat as screams echoed in my head. No, there couldn’t be more.
Her hands and arms were black. Charred. Skin flaked to the floor when I mistakenly tried to scrub it away. No way could I cry over her pain while she tried to regain her strength. I bit my lip so hard I drew blood.
Holly held her hand in front of her face, and the last thing I’d expected to see was a smile, and not an unsure wobbly one—it had power. “I burned the bastard.” Her gold eyes sparkled in a sea of black that rimmed her eyes.
“You also picked him up by the neck and threw him off the stage.” I returned her grin, soaking in the courage that radiated from her. “Think that’s what management had in mind when they wanted the two of you to work together?”
She scoffed, and her face darkened. I feared the fire would return. “Not at all.”
“Think he’s dead?”
“He’s got to be.” Holly winced as she struggled to sit up straight. “Fire destroys vampires.”
Lucille’s words from a couple weeks ago echoed in my head. She has what they need. A source of renewable energy. For a second, I regretted not chasing Noah, but Holly needed me more. Chances were that he was a pile of ashes ground into the carpet. And rightfully so.
“Where do you want to go?” I was torn, and still not convinced I could get her out of here. That was before I factored in all the unwanted attention.
“Home.” Holly was regaining strength, and the first thing that came back was the urge to fight. “I won’t run scared.”
She covered herself with my sweatshirt, pulling up the hood to disguise the damage on her face. There was no hiding she was a mess. I used a distraction spell, one of my favorites, to make everyone we passed on the casino floor look the other way.
“She could wake the dead.” Holly shook her head at Lucille’s extended snore when we walked into the apartment. Her sense of humor convinced me that she’d not only survive whatever happened to her, she’d thrive.
She tore off what was left of her clothes as soon as she got in the bedroom. Every wound had followed her home. She broke down again, black hands covering her face.
I put my hand on her shoulder, and she looked up at me, her bloodshot gold eyes were like flames. “I’ll run you a bath.”
Holly nodded. Her emotions were a rollercoaster, and every high and low hit me like a wave or a smack in the face. Adding a few drops of aloe to the water, I lit a sage candle and inhaled deeply before bringing her in.
She hissed when she sunk down into the water. Soot rose to the surface. Her eyes widened when she realized it, and before I could stop her, she opened the drain.
“You’ll freeze,” I protested.
“I won’t sit in that filth.” She chased any remaining dirt down the drain with running water, then plugged the drain again, leaned back, and closed her eyes.
There was nothing I could to for her until the water covered her. “What happened before I walked in?”
She swallowed hard but didn’t open her eyes. “Everything started off great. The fire eater was there, and she let me try it. Good thing I learned how to spit fire tonight.” Smoke clung to her voice, and her smile was closer to a grimace. “There were a ton of people around, and everyone had an opinion on what would make the show the best thing anyone had ever seen. They were all pretty lame, and no one cared what I had to say, or anyone in the band for that matter. So we stuck around after everyone else left to work on some of the stuff we’d been talking about.”
And that was her first mistake. I kept that thought to myself as I dragged the washcloth over her skin. What was left couldn’t be washed away, but it didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.
“The guys claimed to be frustrated with the production, too. Noah and I were working on some choreography where he had to catch me as I fell back out of a spin. The timing wasn’t working, and the rest of the guys were antsy to go party, so the two of us stayed behind.
“We finally nailed it, and he tried to kiss me.” She opened her eyes and bit her lip. I stilled the washcloth. “No, keep doing what you’re doing. It feels good. I told him that wasn’t cool, and he said he’d make me forget all about my boyfriend. I told him I didn’t have a boyfriend, and it took him a minute to catch on. Moron. I meant to get out of there, but he wouldn’t let me.”
Holly curled into a ball and faced the wall. She didn’t need to finish the story, her shaking shoulders did it for her. I crawled into the tub, fully clothed, to hold her.
“I burned him. The fire rose from deep inside me, and my hands were the first to go.” She held her hand up, and it was a grayish pink now, pruny and healing. “It consumed me. Then he tried to get away from me, but payback is a bitch. It’s not easy to fight a vampire. Those fuckers are strong. But I didn’t give up. I had him pinned to the ground, and I didn’t care if I burned the entire hotel down at that point. I wouldn’t let that bastard get away with it.
“It freaked me out to do that to someone. But his intentions were…” She shuddered, unable to finish the thought. She didn’t have to. “No vampire is going to fuck with me.”
“He’s probably dead.” I hated that we didn’t know. I climbed out of the tub and peeled my clothes off. “What about the rest of the band?”
“I won’t work with them.” Holly unplugged the drain with her big toe, and I wrapped her in a fluffy towel. “And I won’t have to. Those bastards gave me all the ammunition I need. Production wants me to fulfill my contract? It will be on my terms. My own show. My way.”
The fire ignited so many things from deep inside her. I almost questioned if she really thought she could do it, but I knew better. She would, just like she said. Her way. Instead, I met her lips in a kiss. I closed my eyes, letting myself get lost in her. The story could’ve had a very different ending, but she didn’t let it.
A vision came to me. Holly on stage, sticks of fire spinning in her hands. She raised one high, tipped her head back, readying to swallow it.
The kiss grew hot, and I dropped the towel, terrified of what my vision would show me next. I gripped Holly’s shoulders.
I Saw the crowd going wild, only happy screams, no black spots obscuring anything. She breathed fire, smiling at the shocked reaction of everyone around her. Water puddled at our feet on the floor. She wrapped her hands around my waist, and we were one in her dance. Moving gracefully across the stage, a flame trailed from her fingers, moving up her arm, and consumed her entire body. She was so beautiful, the oranges and yellows mixing with her red hair as she danced.
We fell to the floor—the emotion, the raw need too much for either of us to bear. We separated with a gasp, and the crowd went wild before my vision ended.
“You won’t need vampires.” I’d never been more in love with her than I was at that moment. “You’re going to be a star.”



Thank you!
I hope you enjoyed Rainey and Holly’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it! The original concept of Holly Octane came to me at an Alice Cooper show. He introduced his bad ass female guitarist, and in the back of the arena, I could’ve sworn he said her name was Holly Octane. I told myself if I heard him wrong, I was totally using that as a character name. His guitarist was Orianthi, and Holly Octane was born.
Cirque Macabre continues, and the rest of the series is told from Holly’s point of view. Keep reading for chapter one of The Fire Dancer. Sin City Vampire Club and Queen of the Night Time World are coming summer 2017.
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THE FIRE DANCER
The crowd gasped as Katrinka tumbled from the sky, only supported by the silks she wrapped herself in. That was my cue.
Compared to Katrinka, I was a chicken shit. She twisted herself in fabric high above the crowd, relying on nothing but her strength and grace to keep her whole. I just had to rely on my brain short circuiting.
The lights fell so the crew could clear Katrinka’s set. The crowd erupted in a chant. For me.
“Holly! Holly! Holly!”
It hardly seemed fair.
My heart thrummed in my throat. I had to close my eyes and swallow hard to keep the emotions at bay.
Just a few minutes longer.
A piece of me was starting to want this; the cheers, the crowd, and that scared me more than what I was about to do.
“Ladies and Gentlemen!” the emcee boomed. “Please welcome the hottest girl in Sin City...Holly Octane!”
I walked slowly to the beat of She’s Gone by The Black Keys as a dim spotlight trained on me. A fire bloomed like a flower, waiting for me in the middle of the ring. My costume shielded me from the crowd. I couldn’t expose much skin. Yet. Bad things could happen. I had no room for error, just like Katrinka.
But if I screwed up, everyone got hurt.
Tipping my top hat to the audience, I circled the fire, then dropped my cropped black blazer. The slow beat of the song was exaggerated by the bustle skirt attached to my blood red corset as I grinded my hips in time to the music. Tossing the hat to the crowd, then running my hands down the length of my fishnet clad thighs, I concentrated on the crackle of the fire.
I plucked the batons from the fire like any other girl would take a rose from a garden.
The burn was my favorite part.
I maneuvered the batons slowly through my fingers. Flames surrounded me as I twirled them over my head and underneath my raised leg. The song ended, and I threw the sticks high in the air, the fire illuminating the audience. Their faces flashed against my soul, scarring it. Fireworks exploded in my brain, and I ripped open the front of my corset, whipping it around over my head, the batons falling in the dirt at my feet. The corset kicked up a cloud of soot as it skidded away from me.
Now just in glittery star pasties, sparkly booty shorts, and fishnets, I dropped to my knees and crawled toward the fire where one more baton waited for me to pluck it from the flames. The crowd knew what happened next. I rolled back on my heels and rose to my feet. As Paul Stanley wailed the opening of Heaven’s On Fire, I swallowed the flame.
The theater fell dark as the song kicked in to full gear. Fire coursed through my body, flooding my belly and tingling my limbs. I opened my eyes; with the fire inside me, I could see as if someone switched on an overhead light. This was the first time I let myself look at the crowd each night. They gaped at me, lust in the eyes of some, and disgust in the eyes of others.
Good girls didn’t eat fire.
Every night I saw the same faces. Ugly, twisted, taunting faces. Judging me. Calling me a freak. They were right. And I loved it. They’d never forget me.
Good girls didn’t burst into flames.
Fire dripped from every pore, surrounding me like a cocoon. This is where I felt safe. No one could reach me here. I raised my arms over my head and catapulted myself into a forward flip through the air. The crowd erupted in cheers. I jumped on the metal pole that held up the mock tent, swinging my legs in midair as my hands slipped around it. I shimmied up to the top, then slid back down into a full spilt. The flames exaggerated my every move. Coming back to my feet, I put one leg back on the pole, circling it until I landed on the floor in another split.
I rose, my back to the pole, the flames licking the metal. It took three cartwheels to make it to the chemical shower. The lights went down as the song ended so the crowd wouldn’t see my body, exposed. No fabric could survive my act. No human could survive my act. Foam rained down on me, and the only fire that remained was in the audience’s memory.
Silence ushered in the intermission every time.
I didn’t like to talk to anyone right after I performed. Emotions conjured my flames. I saw things I shouldn’t. Things I didn’t want to. The same things over and over. It was a vicious cycle I didn’t know how to stop. It brought me to a place that was raw and unfiltered, and I needed to be alone until I could get my thoughts in order.
Darkness greeted me in my dressing room. I never turned the light on right away. Instead I always leaned against the door and listened to my heart throb against my eardrums.
Let it drain, Holly.
“Bravo.” A male voice startled me in the dark. My eyes flew open. No. Not again.
One person applauded. Was there more than one of them? Heat rose inside of me. Not now, not here. Too dangerous. I squeezed my eyes closed to tamp down the fear. The flames.
When I could move again, I wiped my hand against the wall looking for the light switch. My eyes widened when I found Cash Logan in my dressing room.
He laughed when he saw my expression. He liked scaring people, and he definitely liked scaring me. It was too soon for company, screams and cries swirled around him. I saw his scars, the ones that ran down into his beard; even a glimpse of the story caused me pain. Time had made them faint, a human eye might have missed them.
Moving around the room, Cash ran his finger over the clothes I’d laid on the back of my chair to change into. He left no marks, but now they were dirty. I shuddered. The most powerful magician in the world had paid me a visit, and was now violating my things. He might as well have put his grubby fingers right on my soul.
There had been rumors that Cash would move his show from New Orleans to Las Vegas. No one in our show wanted that. Cash Logan in Vegas would mean the end of Le Cirque Macabre. But my Aunt Lucille had been waiting for this moment.
This was the reason she’d brought us here.
Why didn’t Rainey tell me he was in town? Her booth was right in the lobby. My girlfriend was a Seer, more than a fortune teller, more than a medium. She could see the future like most people watched the evening news. She’d never keep a secret like this from me. Unless…
Shit. Cash Logan was a vampire.
“What do you want from me?” My voice shook, still weak from performing. I had to scream to make it more than a whisper.
He approached me, coming way too close, pawing at a handful of my plush robe. I couldn’t breathe. “How do you do that, Holly?”
“Do what?” It was as good a time as any to play dumb.
His beard rose as his lips spread into a lopsided smile. If I wasn’t terrified, maybe I could appreciate the view. Long, caramel colored hair that looked like it had been kissed by the sun, even though that was impossible. His rugged, chiseled features showed the wear of a man who’d fought for everything he had. He looked down at me, unblinking, his free hand resting on the door above my head. His hazel eyes were like the evening sky, mesmerizing, limitless, and beautiful.
“You know what I’m talking about.” His lips moved against my cheek, the tips of his hair tickling the opening of my robe. “Your fire dance. How do you do that?”
“I’ve always been able to do it.” I looked away from him before he caught me in a lie, but he moved my face back to his, his cool fingers burning my skin worse than any flame ever had.
“No, you haven’t. Something happened to you. It brought the flames to life.”
I couldn’t breathe. He knew. “Stop it,” I whispered. “I’ll ignite again, I know you can’t survive fire.”
“That’s why I need you,” he said. “You know things you shouldn’t. It’s the past that makes you burn.”
How did he know that? I’d only told Rainey. Rainey would never rat me out to some freaking bloodsucker.
“You think I’m going to help you? You’ll put us all out of a job.” I wrestled my face free of his grip and pushed myself off the wall.
Cash grabbed me, fast and hard. Any harder and he’d snap the bones in my forearms. “This is more than just a circus act, Holly. I’m talking about survival for my kind. For you.”
Survival for his kind? Lucille wanted me to help her destroy monsters like Cash. “If you’re going to kill me, do it. I won’t let you use me then suck me dry.”
“You don’t know what you are, do you?” He loosened his grip, surprised, and I rubbed my arms to bring the feeling back to them.
I sighed. He was right. I opened my mouth to speak and closed it more than once. I had no snappy comeback. No need for bravado. “What am I?”
The truth couldn’t be any worse than not knowing.
“My God,” he said almost to himself. “I think you need me more than I need you.”
Keep Reading Fire Dancer!
Sin City Vampire Club Coming June 30, 2017
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