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 Chapter One 
 
    Picking Up 
 
      
 
    Anxiety had lately developed a habit of following me into cramped spaces and standing a little too close. 
 
    Bad enough I’d taken a job from a vampire of all things—that would’ve put me on edge plenty on its own—but I couldn’t shake a persistent feeling that a category five shitstorm had its sights set on Shadow Pines. Pretty sure yours truly would get caught in the middle of it. Only question being if I’d end up in over my head. Hopefully, it wouldn’t get so deep I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    This town had been my home all my life, and not even all the creepy stuff going on here would chase me off. It helped that I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Didn’t have much keeping me here either except for sentiment... and my job. No family left alive and only one real friend, Ron Moore. In fact, his dead wife made up a good part of why I hadn’t yet gotten the hell out of here. Daphne had joined the long list of names associated to ‘animal attacks.’ Ron always suspected the true killer had been something far less than an ordinary mountain lion. Back then—at least before I mysteriously gained the ability to manipulate fire, lightning, wind, and water—I’d never have believed him. 
 
    But, then I ended up believing in vampires. Kind of difficult to deny the existence of something when it gets in your face and tries to kill you. Like most things that happened to a private investigator, it all started off when a beautiful woman walked into my office. I’d stopped wondering how my life had become a noir film and decided to embrace the cliché. I even had a bottle of Jack in my desk drawer. 
 
    Speaking of said beautiful woman, she still happened to be in my office occupying a second desk closer to the entrance. 
 
    Crystal Bradbury, half-daughter to one of the town’s Founding Families decided to take a liking to me for some damn reason. Truth is, more than seeing vampires roaming about or having magical powers come out of nowhere, that was the part I found the hardest to believe. Some guys ranked a woman’s looks on a scale from one to ten. To me, Crystal was an eight—a sideways eight, as in the infinity symbol. And sure, I knew that came from her part-succubus nature getting into my head. 
 
    Yes, I said succubus. As in a kind of fey creature. As in an over-sexed fey creature. 
 
    She’s a perfect blonde bombshell, a bit on the willowy side, but her apparent vulnerability is all part of the trap, using it as a kind of lure. Unlike vampires, they show up on cameras, and depending on the nature of the observer, their looks can vary drastically. A succubus’s appearance changes in the mind of anyone looking at her, so she’s the picture of their heart’s desire. In Crystal’s case, her photo surprisingly matched—mostly—how I saw her, only my mind made her out to be even more perfectly beautiful. And really, outward beauty would fade over time for anybody. Sure it sounded cliché as all hell to think, but I’d fallen in love with the woman inside. Good looks, even for a half-succubus, didn’t last forever. ’Course, who knew how long that’ll take. Pretty sure she had a bit longer than a normal human lifespan ahead of her, but neither one of us knew exactly how much. 
 
    Getting intimate with her could be… exhausting. While Crystal’s human side still needed normal food, her succubus part also craved nourishment: the emotional/life energy released in the midst of sex. Back to that whole trap thing. Succubi and incubi preyed on humans much the way lions preyed on gazelle, only they consumed psychic energy rather than flesh. 
 
    Rumor claimed that full succubi killed their victims every time they had sex with someone, but Crystal doubted that. After all, her mother didn’t die when she conceived her. While it might have been possible that incubi—the male counterpart of what she is—worked differently from succubi, that didn’t sound right. Most of the hearsay surrounding succubi or incubi, in general, came from the Church, and they had a strong motive to overstate the dangers. Not saying I completely disagreed with them. Demons were dangerous. But, Crystal described herself as more of a fey creature than what most people thought of when hearing the word ‘demon.’ Even her true father—an incubus—she didn’t consider evil. More of a trickster. 
 
    So, yeah. Despite the sometimes ‘draining’ nature of my relationship with her, I’m in heaven. 
 
    My last attempt at romance didn’t work out too well. Couldn’t blame Justine for that, though. A couple of times, my investigations brought me to crime scenes where the local law—that’d be the sheriff’s office—investigated. Justine’s the sheriff. Strong-willed, fearless, and she had a pretty decent right hook. But… we didn’t work out. She kept asking me to do distasteful things—like find a normal day job, since working as a small-town private dick barely paid the bills, if that. 
 
    Dating a half-fey isn’t entirely without its issues either, though. We had the usual couple problems like random mystics trying to kidnap her and drain her soul to use in an enchantment to control the power players in town. Yeah, I knew what that sounded like… which is exactly why I hadn’t said anything about it to anyone but Crystal and her relatives. And, sure, the mystic hadn’t been all that random at all. Nigel Farrington, another old Founding Family stuffed-shirt, wanted to pull his family higher up in the pecking order by any means necessary. 
 
    Speaking of Crystal’s family, her grandmother—who I thought of as the Wicked Witch of the West’s less-friendly third cousin—showed an odd sense of indignation at Nigel’s plan. I had a good suspicion the old bat hadn’t really been upset he messed with Crystal as much as Nigel plotting against the other Founding Families. 
 
    Yeah, those old families were kinda messed up. Despite it being the age of the internet, the powerful families acted more like royalty from the Middle Ages or Victorian England. I supposed enough money made someone feel entitled to being treated differently. Hate politics. Every time I think about it, an f-word gets involved, usually in an effort to change the topic of conversation away from politics. And I don’t mean governmental type politics with senators or mayors or presidents—no, I meant the totally worthless inter-family politics and gossip going on around here. Someone’s daughter spending too much time with the wrong person’s son could ruin whole families and even cause deaths. Something as trivial as wearing a too-shabby outfit to a public event could set off feuds that lasted decades. Utter insanity. 
 
    Insanity I had no patience for or interest in. 
 
    However, Crystal being on the mend with her family had its benefits. For instance, with Nigel dead, she didn’t have to keep hiding out in Ironside, our sister town in the west, closer to the mountains. She also, evidently, had no true need of income anymore once the Bradburys allowed her to return home. Her mother must have made some kind of devil’s bargain with the old lady, but at least one of her half-brothers—Arthur—is on her side. The other one’s neutral. Funny how a little thing like discovering they’d been lied to changed their minds about her. Her entire family spent years thinking she’d lost control of her succubus power and made a meal of her father, Sterling. Only, that man hadn’t been her father… and she hadn’t touched him at all. She’d taken the shame of the lie to protect her family from the shame of it getting out that her father conducted an affair with Brittany Anworth. Bad enough the girl had been much younger than Sterling, the Bradbury and Anworth families also had enmity going back generations. 
 
    Anyway, with no need to leave town or worry about money, Crystal decided to hire herself as my assistant. No complaints from me. In the few days since she started, we’ve had no less than seven paying clients, all routine jobs without supernatural weirdness. And yeah, I’d been working them while keeping the ‘missing werewolf boyfriend’ case at arm’s length. It didn’t escape me that my upsurge in work happened the same day Crystal started as my assistant. She’s got a charming way about her—literally. We aren’t taking advantage of anyone, but if a potential client could afford to hire me and had a decent case, she’d nudge them past any hesitation. She also came in damn handy getting information out of reluctant witnesses. At this point, I couldn’t even really call her my ‘assistant’ as much as partner. 
 
    So, yeah... back to the vampire. 
 
    This particular bundle of immortal angst went by the name Tracy Randall. Far as I knew, the girl was twenty, but she dressed and carried herself more like an eighteen-year-old. Maybe being turned into a vampire made her appear younger. Maybe I’m prematurely old for twenty-eight. 
 
    Yeah. A vampire showed up at my office, didn’t try to kill me, and I didn’t feel any instinctual need to destroy her. Another side effect of my unusual elemental powers is a near-uncontrollable urge to kill vampires. I had plenty enough to be angry with them for, considering Ron’s wife, Crystal’s older sister, and all the fear and death they’d caused my home town, but this went beyond that. Me wanting to attack vampires had about as much thought involved as a dog biting at a sausage dangled in front of its snout. Only, with her, I hadn’t felt the same ‘smash it now’ compulsion. 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose at that thought and gave serious consideration to reaching for the bottle of Jack in my bottom left drawer. Two things kept me from it. One: I wasn’t old enough to be a hard-drinking down-on-his-luck private eye (though my luck has actually improved dramatically in the past few days). Two: an entire town’s worth of vampires wanted to kill me. Getting drunk would only help them do it. My wits had to stay sharp. 
 
    That brings me back to the whole magical powers thing. A shooting star passed overhead one night a few weeks ago and Nature decided to hire me as her agent of balance. In a town like Shadow Pines, unexpectedly discovering I could make the wind blow on command or throw lightning from my fingertips stood out as only slightly more unusual than Bill Cooper getting drunk and driving his old red pickup truck in reverse down Main Street. Weird stuff happened here, and this time, I found myself smack dab in the middle of it. 
 
    I’d like to say being in love with a half-succubus was the oddest part of my life, but that would be a lie. 
 
    So, there I sat at my desk, staring out the front window of my office, trying to figure out how on Earth the guy “Mom Nature” picked to be the destroyer of all things funky and dead wound up inclined to help a vampire. It had to be her ‘girl in trouble’ eyes or maybe how she came off as a teenager. Didn’t hurt that she lacked the stench of the grave. So far, she’d been the one exception to the stink. Every other vampire I’d run into smelled like a corpse left out in the sun for a few days. There appeared to be a connection between the degree of ‘evil’ and the rankness of the smell. Tracy had an aroma of staleness around her rather than a stink. The girl smelled like a pile of paper that had been left in a college basement for a hundred years. While I couldn’t call it a pleasant odor, it didn’t count as a stench either. I figured that a vampire surrounded by staleness couldn’t be that bad. 
 
    So yeah, I’d been putting off working on her case. Honestly, her werewolf boyfriend might be in serious trouble. Couldn’t say it would bother me too much if such a monster took a dirt nap, but I should at least try to help her. A job’s a job, right? And this guy Michael I’d met who ran a blog about paranormal stuff seemed to think werewolves weren’t the mindless killers Hollywood made them out to be. Also, I had a conflict of personal ethics. Couldn’t tell the girl I’d take her case, then just let it sit, ignored. 
 
    Might as well at least try to find this damn werewolf. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Two 
 
    Ogilvie’s 
 
      
 
    As soon as I walked past Crystal’s desk on the way to the door, she bounced to her feet. She didn’t even have to say a word. Her giant eyes gave away her worry. She didn’t fear the werewolf, having lived around them in Ironside for years. No, she dreaded the vampires—or a dangerous mortal under their control—would attack me at any minute. 
 
    I stopped, giving her that ‘I’ll be okay’ smile. 
 
    “Nothing new came in so I’m guessing you’re starting on the werewolf case?” She looked me over somewhat like a mother sending her kid off for the first day of school. 
 
    I hooked my thumbs in my pockets, admiring her beauty all over again. “Yeah. Been holding off on it too long already. Gonna head over to where he works, see if anyone there has any useful information.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll keep an eye on things here. If you get a hang-up call from me, it means I’ve been kidnapped.” 
 
    That almost made me chuckle, but I didn’t. “You’ll be fine. You’re no helpless dame.” 
 
    Smiling, she threaded her arms around my neck, leaning in close enough to kiss. “Max, no one uses the word ‘dame’ anymore.” 
 
    I wagged my eyebrows. “Private eyes do. It’s in the rule books.” 
 
    She kissed me on the lips. “So if I’m not a helpless dame, what am I?” 
 
    “You’re amazing.” 
 
    We kissed again. Hate to say it, but if she’d wanted to do more than simply lock lips, I wouldn’t have cared that anyone walking by on the street could’ve seen us. The office had a big front window that offered little privacy and even less protection… but luckily, I didn’t have to worry about vampires during the day. And I didn’t usually work the night shift. 
 
    “You be careful, Max.” 
 
    “Damn. Now you jinxed me.” I winked. 
 
    Crystal prodded me in the side. “I’m serious. If something happens to you, it’s gonna ruin me.” 
 
    It took a lot to get through my defenses. Hearing a girl like her say something like that not only punched a hole in my mental wall, it dynamited it. Shadow Pines had more unanswered questions than street dogs had fleas, but I did know one thing: I wouldn’t screw it up with her the same way I did before. If Crystal ever wanted me to give up on the PI life and get an ordinary job, I’d do it for her. Maybe that proved I never really loved Justine as much as I had been intrigued by her… I hadn’t been willing to compromise my wants for her. 
 
    Then again, was it true love if someone asked you to compromise who you were? 
 
    “I would never do anything to hurt you,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s the vampires.” She squeezed me again, then let go. “Think you’re going to find him?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Admittedly, the odds of finding him would’ve been better if I started looking three days ago.” 
 
    “Is it the werewolf part, the hired by the vampire part, or that you expect this one to be pro-bono that made you put it off?” She appraised me with a mischievous eyebrow lift. 
 
    “Mostly one and two. A vampire showing up to hire me for a job right after we wipe out a nest of them had trap written all over it. But, that girl looked really broken up about him.” I shook my head and resumed heading for the door. 
 
    “You’re a good guy, Max Long. That’s why she chose you.” 
 
    I grinned. “She chose me because I’m the only PI in Shadow Pines.” 
 
    “Not the vampire girl. I meant Momma Nature.” Crystal sat at her desk. 
 
    “Heh. Perhaps. At least she thinks I’m doing something right.” 
 
    “Well, keep your eyes open.” 
 
    I nodded. “I am less worried during the day but not completely careless. Vampires might be weaker than heck when the sun’s out but they still have human thralls.” A thrall, of course, was a sort of mindless human slave. 
 
    “Stop worrying me, dammit, and go find the werewolf… or what’s left of him.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I tipped my nonexistent hat at her and headed out to my beat-up brown pickup. Well, not so beat-up anymore. The Bradburys graciously covered the repairs for all the damage it suffered while looking into the death of Crystal’s older sister Dana. 
 
    Damned vampires. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The werewolf, Jackson Dolan, worked at a bar on the north end of Shadow Pines called Ogilvie’s. 
 
    Tracy, his vampire girlfriend, gave me as much information about him as she could. The guy didn’t have a Facebook page or even a Twitter account. Unusual for a twenty-one-year-old, but not so unusual for Shadow Pines. People here, even the younger generation, tended to have a certain sense of privacy most of the rest of the country lacked. If asked, they’d likely blame the town being way out in the sticks. It was, but we had internet and cell phone reception just fine. Truth be told, even the teenagers here didn’t trust outsiders. Too much weird stuff went on. Now that I’d accepted the existence of vampires as fact, so much of how people around here acted made sense. 
 
    More than Mom Nature hooking me up with magical, elemental powers, teenagers staying off social media damn sure signified something entirely wrong with the universe going on in my town. 
 
    Ogilvie’s had the kind of wood-paneled exterior and ‘worn’ décor one might expect of a hipster bar, only this place really had been around for as long as it appeared. No false aging here. They probably didn’t even serve anything involving avocados. My having only one close friend and a tendency to prefer drinking alone at home meant I hadn’t spent a lot of time in the local watering holes. ’Course, growing up around here came with a reasonable knowledge of local lore, enough to understand Ogilvie’s attracted working-class people and also had a decent restaurant business. Nothing in Shadow Pines truly counted as a dive bar, anyone wanting that experience needed to drive to Ironside. 
 
    According to Tracy, Jackson worked as a waiter and sometimes pretended to be an assistant manager if a customer complained about some other waiter. He’d been there since high school. It didn’t surprise me to learn his family moved here from Ironside six years ago. Well, it did in a way. Most people generally didn’t move to Shadow Pines from our sister town, at least not without a great stroke of luck or fortune. Then again, not everyone here had tons of money. The Founding Families did need employees to take care of their houses, after all. 
 
    Where Shadow Pines had a vampire problem, Ironside had a werewolf issue. At least, I used to think of it as an issue. Up until recently, I’d lumped all things that went bump into the night into the same category of ‘monsters that probably didn’t exist.’ 
 
    Like most out-of-control teenagers from Shadow Pines, Crystal’s family sent her to live in Ironside to avoid scandal. Honestly, I think they’d all been unnerved at her supernatural side and merely wanted an excuse to get rid of her. Except for one younger brother and her mother, the rest of the family more or less feared her. Oddly enough though, I think the old one might be calming down a bit in regard to her distrust. According to crystal, she even got a smile the other day. After all the vampires here, that’s the second sign of the apocalypse. 
 
    Anyway, Crystal had finished up high school and gone to community college there, and evidently knew several werewolves. In addition to mining, that town had a strong ‘outdoorsy’ appeal, drawing tourists interested in hiking, kayaking, camping, and so forth. Many shops catered to that crowd with an overabundance of nature, as in the whole place is full of hipsters, hippies, hikers, kayakers, and so forth. She said the werewolves didn’t really like the ‘fake-woke’ as she called them, people who acted concerned for the environment but only talked about it to look trendy without doing anything. 
 
    In that regard, werewolves and I might have been on the same side. Of course, if the same Mom Nature who gave me magical powers also made werewolves… why hadn’t they gotten involved in the whole “vampire removal” thing? Perhaps they did, keeping Ironside vampire-free, but lacked the numbers to do the same for Shadow Pines? I sure hoped whatever happened here to throw things so far out of balance a shooting star gave me magic wasn’t bad enough to terrify werewolves. 
 
    Well, I guess I was about to find out. Good thing Mama Nature gave me power in spades. 
 
    I spent the better part of the next two hours talking to the manager and staff of Ogilvie’s. No one had seen or heard from Jackson in six days. My knowledge of werewolves was still a little fuzzy—pardon the pun, but frequent short-term unexplained disappearances sounded relatively normal for them. Crystal didn’t think they had problems where a full moon would forcibly make them lose control. According to her, they revered the Moon as something of a deity. She compared it to the Wiccan ‘moon goddess’. I almost laughed, but upon remembering I had actual magic, decided not to. 
 
    Something beyond my ability to explain and understand gave me the power to control air, water, earth, and fire. Call me gullible, but I couldn’t come up with a better explanation for having the ability to control the elements than some manner of ‘greater powers’ existed. The kind of lightning I could throw now went way beyond the heavy static electricity shocks from wearing a heavy sweater on a dry winter day. 
 
    If Crystal’s opinion proved true and werewolves didn’t go crazy once a month, his lycanthropy wasn’t the reason for his sudden disappearance. I asked the usual questions at Ogilvie’s, but no one knew of any recent threats, bad blood, fights, harassment, or anything that might lead me to suspect someone wanted to hurt him. Another waiter, Trevor, mentioned he thought it could be related to his girlfriend no longer working there. 
 
    “Tracy?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. They met here.” Trevor, a high school senior with a mop of black hair, leaned on the wall. “Seemed really into each other. Like three or four weeks ago, she stopped showing up for work. Jackson said she straight up disappeared, but everyone here figured she got a different job and didn’t want to tell anyone, Jackson included.” 
 
    “So it happened a month ago?” 
 
    Trevor nodded. “That’s when she vanished, yeah. Jackson was kinda messed up for a couple days, but he held it together. Dude, you think he might’ve offed himself or something?” 
 
    “Did he act in any way that made you suspect him suicidal?” 
 
    “No, not really. He was like way more angry than depressed.” Trevor looked over his shoulder at the kitchen. “Crap, dude. I gotta get back to work.” 
 
    “You two friends? Anything else you can think of?” 
 
    “Not really friends. We just worked the same shift. He’s like twenty-one. I’m still a junior. Umm, you might want to check with his roommate, Ali. They’ve been friends since high school. He’d know way more about what happened.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Tracy already gave me Jackson’s address. I’d been meaning to go there, anyway. Strange she hadn’t said anything about a roommate. Wonder if that meant anything. Jackson sharing living space with a friend he’d known for years bumped up the priority of checking his home to the top of my list. Had I known that before, I’d have gone there first. 
 
    Guess I shouldn’t complain too much. Could have been an oversight by her—she wasn’t a trained detective, after all. 
 
    Besides, this was an easy fix... on to talk to Ali. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Three 
 
    Following the Trailer 
 
      
 
    The address Tracy provided led me to a trailer park community about two miles southwest of Shadow Pines. 
 
    Okay, whoever ran the place had a strange sense of humor. A sign by the property entrance read: Management is not responsible for loss of life or property as a result of UFOs, Vampires, Werewolves, or unexplained forest creatures. 
 
    A cross-eyed alien with a laser pistol at the bottom of the sign made it seem intended as a joke, but I had to wonder. Vampires and werewolves, I could handle, but if little green men in flying saucers showed up, I’d probably take Crystal and leave the state. Even I had my limit of weird. 
 
    Few of the homes here would qualify as ‘mobile’ without a semi-truck cab and a work crew to break down the semi-permanent foundations. People here didn’t live in the sort of trailers one could hook up to the back of a car. 
 
    No town, not even Shadow Pines, was exclusively populated by wealthy or even ‘comfortable’ people. We have normal and poorer-than-normal people, too. A good portion of them lived here at this trailer community. 
 
    Surprisingly, this place had less crime than the low-income section inside the town limits. Maybe vampires ate the criminals who went out at night? More likely, those who lived here didn’t have much worth stealing, and few people worth mugging ever came here. If a drug problem went on in this neighborhood, the locals kept it well hidden. 
 
    Jackson appeared to like privacy. Not only was he living outside town, but his double-wide also sat all the way at the end of the trailer community, down a short dirt road. A hubcap-sized dreamcatcher hung on the corrugated metal exterior next to the door, the only decoration visible anywhere on the overwhelmingly beige trailer. 
 
    Despite it being the middle of the day on Tuesday, an old Honda sat parked outside. It looked like it rolled off the set of the latest Mad Max movie. I knew Jackson drove a pickup, so maybe this was the roommate’s. A few minutes after I knocked, a young black man with hair so short it appeared like a discoloration of his scalp opened the door, bathing me in a wash of air that smelled of coffee and eggs. He looked about the same age as Jackson, white T-shirt, grey shorts. Didn’t appear groggy, so I figured I hadn’t dragged him out of bed. 
 
    “You got the right place?” asked the man. “If you’re selling something, I ain’t interested.” 
 
    “Ali?” 
 
    He nodded once. “Yeah. Who are you?” 
 
    “Name’s Max Long. I’m a private investigator looking into the disappearance of Jackson. I understand he lived here? Tracy gave me the address.” 
 
    The suspicion in Ali’s expression faded. “Oh, yeah. You have I.D. or something?” 
 
    I held out my license, which flopped down from my open wallet. He studied it intently for a moment. Don’t blame him. Not the nicest neighborhood. I could be anyone. 
 
    “Yeah, cool. Thanks. Yeah, he lived here. Or lives here.” 
 
    “No worries. Can I ask you a few questions about Jackson?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “Umm. Haven’t seen him in like a week. C’mon in. Coffee?” 
 
    “Thanks.” I followed him into the living room. A small desk to my right held a computer, the screen full of program code. That crap was way over my head. “You work from home?” 
 
    “Yeah,” called Ali from the hallway amid the clinking of mugs. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” I said. 
 
    “S’all right if it’s gonna help find Jackson. I’ve been worried about him.” He returned, offering me a small blue mug. 
 
    “Appreciate it.” I took the coffee, gave it a reflexive sniff, and took a sip. “It’s been a week then. Did anything happen leading up to his disappearance that struck you as... I dunno... suspicious? Or off?” 
 
    “Well…” Ali flopped in the chair by the computer desk, rotating to face me. “I think something bad happened to Tracy, that’s this girl he’s been sweet on for a while. Dude’s got it bad for her, ever since junior year. Used ta tease him that no Shadow Pines girl would want a boy from Ironside, but they both proved me wrong.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, she’s worried about him. And something bad did happen to her.” That is, of course, if you counted being turned into a blood-sucker bad. I decided to keep that last part to myself. 
 
    “Jackson said something about helping her ‘before it’s too late.’ Honestly, I thought she got like kidnapped or some shit, but I guess not if she hired you.” 
 
    “Not that kind of bad.” I stared into the coffee while swishing it around the mug. She had to be a new vampire, like the college kids we found chained to beds in the boarding house… not quite fully cursed yet. That would explain why she didn’t smell like a weeks-old corpse and I didn’t have a near-irresistible itch to destroy her. Damn. Hope that it might be possible to save her started to eat at me like a cancer. Jackson must have known she hadn’t been completely lost yet, too. He probably also went off to find the one who turned her, trying to kill them before the curse set in permanently. Considering she’s still a vampire, I had a pretty clear idea he hadn’t succeeded. 
 
    “What kind of bad?” asked Ali. 
 
    “The kind of bad that most people don’t believe. Jackson was right though. It might not be too late for her. Do you have any idea where he might’ve gone?” 
 
    Ali shook his head. “Naw, man. He’s kinda private.” 
 
    “Got that feeling from the remoteness of this place.” 
 
    “Yep. We had to get satellite internet here. Pain in my ass and expensive.” Ali pointed at a wire coming down the wall behind his desk. “Jackson does have some family in Ironside still, distant family. Aunt or uncle or something like that. Maybe they can help.” 
 
    I nod. “Parents?” 
 
    “They both died in a car accident a little over a year ago.” Ali glanced off to the side. 
 
    His fidget told me he lied, but his eyes didn’t have malice in them. I assumed the parents probably had died, but for supernatural reasons and he’s in on the know. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Since we came to this town, he’s kinda gotten strange.” 
 
    That made my eyebrows go up. “Strange how?” 
 
    “Disappears for a couple days every now and then. Planned, though. Like, he takes time off work. At least, I’m guessing so since they haven’t fired him yet.” 
 
    Hmm. I sipped coffee again, thinking. Crystal’s explanation of werewolves had been pretty insistent that they didn’t lose control under the full moon. Frequent periods of isolation sure sounded like a werewolf making sure he didn’t hurt anyone during that time. Wish someone could give me a clear answer as to whether or not werewolves got the crazies. 
 
    “You don’t think this is something similar? Meaning, he’s taking another short break?” 
 
    Ali scratched at his knee, thinking. “Maybe. Hard to say. Except it’s been going on a week now, not just a few days.” He looked up. “You know, he said something about a stripper club called The Black Rose. But I’m not sure why Jackson would want to go there. Tittie bars aren’t usually his scene.” 
 
    I slugged down half my remaining coffee. “Then what would’ve made him go to a place like that?” 
 
    “Probably had something to do with Tracy’s problem. While back, I heard her floating the idea of working there due to the pay. No idea if she ever did. Might be, something happened to her at the club and Jackson went to get some payback.” 
 
    “Right…” I continued swirling my coffee around. “Have you ever known Jackson to do strange things? Have blackouts, maybe show up in the morning with his clothes in shreds?” 
 
    “Uhh, no not really.” Ali fidgeted. 
 
    I smiled at his obvious unease. “You know, don’t you?” 
 
    “Know?” Ali raised both eyebrows. 
 
    “What he really is.” 
 
    “A waiter?” 
 
    “Ali.” I lifted my gaze off the mug and met his stare. “There’s no need for us to dance around reality. I’m aware of werewolves and vampires, and I think you are, too. Word is you and Jackson have been friends since ninth grade. I can’t imagine you’ve known him that long without him confiding in you about that part of him.” 
 
    Chuckling, Ali shook his head. “Aww, man. You’re tryin’ to mess with my head. Are you really a PI?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m really a private investigator. And the ID I showed you is a real ID. Truth is, I’m up to my eyeballs in weird lately. Case in point.” 
 
    I raised my hand—and summoned a small flame in my palm. It crackled and wavered... and I felt nothing but an odd sense of pleasure. Yeah, I created that. Somehow. Just amazing. 
 
    Ali eased himself upright and crept closer, staring into my hand, his wide eyes glowing from the reflected firelight. “Nice trick, man. Where’s the lighter fluid? And that’s gotta hurt.” 
 
    “No lighter fluid and no pain.” I tossed the flame up into a streak that I caught in my other hand, where it continued burning. “Straight talk. I know Jackson is a werewolf. His girlfriend’s come down with a bad case of the undead, though I’m thinking your friend has a hope it’s not permanent.” 
 
    “Aww, shit, dude.” Ali paced away, head shaking. “Yeah. Most people’d call us crazy for talking about that sorta thing. Not sure what kind of weird you are, but whatever is going on with Jackson isn’t what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “What am I thinking?” I let the fire go out. 
 
    He whirled to face me. “Full moon crazies, bite being contagious, blind rage and killing. None of that shit is true. It’s like a bloodline. Can’t be transmitted by a bite or any of that shit. The only way a werewolf can pass along being a werewolf is to their kids. They also don’t lose their minds once a month. They’re like furry Greenpeace or something. Like, they’re into nature and shit.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of me. “Environmental activists?” 
 
    “Ehh, not so much. They fight darker shit, ‘aberrations’ Jackson calls them. Things like vampires and other nightmare crap. Though, I suppose they would put some hurt on any big companies that tried to pollute around here—or go nuts with deforestation. Heard they worked a number on that old quarry before they started fracking.” 
 
    “Whoa.” I blinked. The quarry outside town had gone dormant rather abruptly, though none of the rumors about why included anything about ‘animal attacks.’ 
 
    Ali resumed pacing. “He’s nothing like what the movies say. All into nature and stuff. But, he has been acting strange lately. Like something about this town is making him behave all different. He’s a lot moodier now than he was even a year ago when we lived in Ironside. Keeps talking about darkness creeping in on his brain. They attacked his girl, turned her into a vampire to piss him off. Pretty sure he wanted revenge.” 
 
    I finished off the rest of my coffee in one swig. “The Black Rose, huh?” 
 
    Ali nodded. “Yeah. Not sure what the place really has to do with anything, but he kept talking about going there.” 
 
    “All right, thanks.” I set the mug on a coffee table next to me. “Guess that’s my next stop.” 
 
    “Dude, if you really want to help, then I’m thinking you gotta hurry. Jackson kept sayin’ how he didn’t have a lot of time to set it right before Tracy would be lost. He’s been gone too freakin’ long.” 
 
    Damn. As if I needed more guilt gnawing at me. Wasted three days on bullshit over my unease at working for a vampire. If my hesitation got her killed, I’d have a hard time not blaming myself… and Crystal wouldn’t let me forget it. 
 
    Time to get moving. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Four 
 
    Sire Warning 
 
      
 
    The Black Rose is one of those sorts of clubs where they didn’t serve alcohol. 
 
    It’s still closed at this hour, mid-day. The purple, black, and grey building had no windows, just a bunch of emergency exit doors, and even those had been blacked out. Merely looking at it from the outside made me feel sleazy, and not purely because of the sexual nature of the business. Instincts I’ve only had for a little while told me that vampires frequented the place, and might very well be inside the building at the moment. 
 
    I sat in my truck and fought an urge to kick down the door and set every last one of the bloodsuckers aflame. Worse, I wanted to watch them writhe and die. Okay, wow. My need to exterminate the fiends was growing. I took a few deep breaths, forcing myself to calm down. First, I didn’t quite trust my new senses enough. For all I knew, I was only sensing their trail from the night before. Second, kicking down doors would land me in jail. Granted, I could crumble said jail to the ground with a massive, jolting earthquake, but that’s beside the point, and a lot of trouble. 
 
    I did, however, find Jackson’s old mini-Toyota pickup sitting behind the building. Wow, it’s got a hell of a lift package for such a small thing. And massive tires, too. The copious amounts of mud spattered on the sides suggested he often went places roads didn’t. All in all, it kinda looked like a scale model of a monster truck, though the tires aren’t that big. 
 
    If someone (or some-vampire) made Jackson disappear, it would be strange to leave his truck here, right? That invited scrutiny to the nightclub. But if, as I suspected, the vampires—or maybe the Founding Families—had their hooks in Sheriff Justine Waters, leaving the truck there wouldn’t matter. Not like the FBI or the State Police would show up to investigate one missing waiter. And the Sheriff’s office would turn a blind eye to anything involving vampires. 
 
    My concerns having shifted toward Tracy more than Jackson, I decided to head back to the office and come up with a plan. And have some lunch. 
 
    I would deal with the Black Rose vampires later. 
 
    Not like they were going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crystal and I enjoyed a nice romantic dinner of take-out chicken sandwiches while discussing the Tracy-Jackson issue. 
 
    She thought he might’ve gotten into some trouble with the vampires, agreeing with Ali’s comment about them going after his girlfriend as a revenge situation for his interfering with vampires in the area. So far, no witnesses had yet to say a word of any trouble between Jackson and the vampires, so her attack might also have merely been a ‘wrong time wrong place’ situation and not them retaliating against him. She went there, caught the eye of a vampire, and the guy—or woman—decided they wanted a newbie vampire as a pet. 
 
    I mulled over my interactions with Tracy thus far. She’d acted as if she’d been a vampire for a while, commenting about ‘we don’t have to kill when we feed’ and ‘we’re not all bad.’ Hated to say it, but based on the gut feeling my new ‘nature connection’ gave me, yeah, they were all bad. Tracy included. Or would be, someday soon. 
 
    Real life didn’t run like some slick Hollywood film with vampires being basically normal people with supernatural powers. They embodied darkness, and would destroy life. No matter how ‘nice’ or friendly Tracy was, she would eventually become a monster. 
 
    As I’d come to understand, the world had a finite amount of living energy and an equal amount of dark energy. All living things got a share of positive energy, which spread it out pretty thin. Vampires—and other ‘monsters’—a far lower population than living people gave them a greater amount of energy per individual. Thus, they had supernatural strength, abilities like mental domination, immortality, and so on. However, something happened in Shadow Pines that knocked things out of balance. My town had quite a bit more negative power than ought to be. My new buddy Michael, an expert on occult/supernatural strangeness, believed the imbalance was the reason I developed ‘magic.’ Life energy surged in response to the upheaval, and Mom Nature picked me to put things back to rights. 
 
    Go me. 
 
    I’d have been happy doing pro-bono work to help out a kid, or even a young woman with sad enough eyes. Not sure how I felt about taking a job to stop ‘the forces of evil’ from swallowing my hometown without pay, but then again, this was my hometown. I lived here, too. Part of me wondered if Crystal might’ve been Nature’s way of rewarding me, but she’s not an object. I didn’t think of her as obligated to speak two words to me. Perhaps meeting her had been Nature throwing me a little bone. Everything after that had been Crystal’s choice... and my good fortune. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe she stuck around. Every time I brought that up, she’d told me I thought too little of myself and had been shallow thinking my looks weren’t enough for a ‘girl like her.’ She had a point, of course. The hard part came in convincing myself of it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At sunset, I called the number Tracy gave me if I needed to reach her. 
 
    “Max?” asked a young woman trying hard not to sound emotional. “Have you found him?” 
 
    “I’m still looking. I was wondering if you could meet me at my office. Got some questions for you that might help me find him.” 
 
    She kept quiet for long enough to make me look at the phone to see if the call dropped. 
 
    Finally, she said, “All right. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    “Does that count as inviting her in or do you still need to do that when she’s at the door?” asked Crystal. 
 
    I shrugged. “Good question. I don’t think they had phones when that rule came into being.” 
 
    “Back then, it would’ve been meeting someone at the theater or something and inviting them home. But it probably has to be stated while standing at the threshold.” She shrugged. 
 
    “I’m still trying to understand that rule. Imagine if wolves had to get deer to give them permission to eat them. What deer would do that?” 
 
    “People fall for con artists all the time, Max. The con artist never asks, ‘may I steal your money?’ They come up with trickier questions.” 
 
    “I suppose. Still, it doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
 
    Crystal leaned over her desk. “It’s probably a fundamental law of the universe or something. An area charged with life energy is inherently resistant to the invasion of darkness. Inviting them in is like a mental poke that breaks the surface tension of water.” 
 
    “What defines ‘home’ anyway? If a vampire catches someone at their office, who has to invite them in? The employee, the manager, the owner of the building?” 
 
    Crystal laughed, a bright sound that made me momentarily forget all about the cloud of gloom hanging over the town. “It doesn’t care about legal ownership, more like who is currently in control of an enclosed space.” 
 
    I sat forward in my chair. “Okay, let’s say we’re running around a catacomb or something, and a room down there is—” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t have to invite a vampire into that room because you don’t think of it as home.” 
 
    “Unless I was a Minotaur.” 
 
    “Oh, brother.” She smirked at me. 
 
    “Besides, I’d already invited her in, hadn’t I? She sat right here in my client chair. Does a single invite work as a sort of catch-all? Or do I have to keep inviting her in?” 
 
    “I guess we’re about to see.” 
 
    My response stalled in my mouth at a knock from the front door. I got up and went over to peer outside. Tracy, bundled up in a black leather jacket, skirt, spiked collar, and heavy boots—also with silvery spikes. Fear widened her emerald green eyes. Despite being a ‘creature of the night,’ the girl appeared terrified. At least she didn’t keep peering back over her shoulder like the doomed love interest in a spy movie. 
 
    I opened the door. She stared at me hopefully. 
 
    “You can’t come in unless I invite you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Even though I already invited you in once?” 
 
    “It is the way, Max. I do not make the rules.” 
 
    “What’s stopping you from walking right through this doorway right now?” 
 
    “Death.” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    She reached out a narrow finger, the nail black. As it neared my open doorway, smoke began wafting from it, followed by the kind of smell that threatened to turn my stomach inside out. 
 
    I looked at Crystal, who shrugged and nodded as if she had expected it. I sure as hell hadn’t expected. 
 
    “Tracy. Please, come in.” 
 
    She exhaled in relief and stepped past me. The last three inches of her jet-black hair had a bright blueberry-blue dye tint, the same across her bangs. Blue lipstick matched. She was a little shorter than I remembered, but this girl could have thrown me across the room if she wanted to. 
 
    “Thanks for heading over here on short notice.” I shut the door and moved a safe distance away from the front window. 
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” Tracy rubbed her hands up and down her arms as if cold. “Where’s Jackson?” 
 
    “I’m still looking. Had some questions for you first.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Tracy, have you killed anyone yet?” 
 
    She shook her head rapidly. “No. I’m still a virgin.” 
 
    I blinked. “What does that have to do with it?” 
 
    Tracy grinned. “Not that kind of virgin. I mean, killing wise.” Her humor faded to a look of sincerity. “I’m really trying not to kill when I feed, but it’s getting more difficult. Jackson was helping me fight it. Being with him calmed me. He said his aura helped me keep the darkness out of my head. If he doesn’t come back soon…” She looked down. 
 
    “Do you know why he didn’t want you to kill anyone?” 
 
    “I dunno—because it’s messed up to kill people?” Tracy kicked at the rug. “I hate that it’s starting not to feel so messed up to think about.” 
 
    “More than that.” I clenched my jaw and approached, much too close to her for my liking. Sure enough, she still gave off a smell like a storage closet that hadn’t been opened in years. Staleness. “Jackson went after the vampire who turned you in hopes of breaking the curse before it set in for good.” 
 
    “You know this how?” 
 
    “I’m a detective first and foremost. Tracy, I can feel that you’re not totally lost yet.” She stepped back, giving me a suspicious squint. “Feel me? What kind of psychic bullshit is that?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve noticed that things in Shadow Pines are getting out of hand lately.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She shivered. “It’s gotten like super creepy over the past year or two. Freakin’ vampires everywhere. Now, they got me, too. But I guess being half-turned is better than being killed.” 
 
    Half-turned. Okay, I can see that. Not all-the-way turned yet. Not until she kills and feeds from her kill. 
 
    I sat on the front edge of my desk. “Miss Randall, I’m not sure why or how it came to be me, but whatever power in the universe watches over this sort of thing decided that it had to be my job to set things back to normal here.” 
 
    “Wow, Max,” said Crystal. “You almost sound like you believe it.” 
 
    “I’m starting to. And I think I can help this kid.” 
 
    Tracy folded her arms. “I’m not a kid. And you’re not old enough to call me a kid.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s all this ‘nature energy’ making me feel like an old man.” I chuckled, then grew somber. I fixed her with a serious stare. “Vampires stink like rotting corpses to me, Tracy. You don’t. I also don’t have a strong urge to destroy you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a plus.” She smirked. 
 
    “That means you’re not fully gone yet. As long as you don’t willingly take someone’s life, you aren’t condemned to vampirism forever. I don’t know if there’s a time limit or something in this half-state, but I do know that as soon as you murder someone, you’re lost. Do you think you can resist killing people for a while longer?” 
 
    Tracy wandered back and forth, fidgeting. “I’m trying, but you know how they say, ‘sometimes, a girl’s just gotta kill someone?’ Yeah, that’s starting to feel like more than just a joke. I almost jumped three people on my way here tonight. Without Jackson, I don’t know how much longer I can resist. He was helping me meditate out in the woods and stuff. It helped push the darkness back, but it’s getting stronger.” 
 
    “I think we should take some precautions to make sure you don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “What?” She stopped pacing and stared at me. “You wanna like chain me up in your basement or something? That’s beyond messed up.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not exactly. I had a much more comfortable idea in mind, but essentially, yeah. Keeping you contained where you can’t kill anyone even if you lose control of yourself would make me feel a whole lot better than having to destroy you. If I can get rid of the one who turned you, there is a good chance you could get out of this with your life back to normal.” 
 
    She glanced between the door and me as if considering making a run for it. I wouldn’t have stopped her if she tried, as much as I wanted to spare such a young woman a fate like vampirism. “You sound like Jackson. He thought he could save me.” 
 
    “That’s what he tried to do.” 
 
    “Tried?” Tracy choked up, blood tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “He’s dead?” 
 
    Hands raised, I softened my voice. “No, no… I don’t know that yet. That you are still a vampire only proves he hasn’t succeeded in killing the one who turned you. So far, I haven’t found anything to make me suspect Jackson has been hurt. I’m still looking. What can you tell me about The Black Rose?” 
 
    “Umm.” She again stared at the floor. “It’s a snobby strip club. Like, they are really a strip joint but they pretend to be all high-society and stuff. They pay the girls a crap-ton of money. So much that I went there to check it out. I’m really not that kinda girl, but making two grand a week was hard to just ignore. I couldn’t do it. That place has such a sleazy vibe, I didn’t answer when they called me back. You should avoid the place, Max. It’s full of vampires. Heh.” She sniffled, forcing a mirthless laugh. “No wonder I got such a bad feeling there. This all happened before my attack.” 
 
    “Who turned you, Tracy?” I asked. 
 
    “I dunno his name, but he’s got serious money.” 
 
    Crystal made a face like she tried to lift something too heavy for her. Probably trying and failing to peer into the young woman’s mind. As far as I know, she could read most humans’ minds, more so if they felt an attraction to her. So, yeah, no real surprise she had problems with Tracy. 
 
    “Anyone around here with conspicuous wealth has to be in one of the Founding Families… or a visitor from out of town,” said Crystal. 
 
    “Can you tell me about your attack?” I asked. “It might help put some of these pieces together.” 
 
    Tracy nodded. “Yeah, sure. That rich guy was at The Black Rose when I went there. I didn’t even audition. Couldn’t bring myself to take my clothes off in front of total strangers. Even the waitresses have to go fully nude there. Pretty sure that’s like illegal or at least a health code issue, but no one seems to give a crap. I don’t think I stopped blushing for three hours after running out the door. They tried to call me back. Couple days later, these guys jumped me in the parking lot behind Ogilvie’s after my shift ended. One minute, I’m staring at them about to scream my head off... and the next thing I know, I’m on a huge bed in a fancy room, with the rich guy standing over me. Didn’t even have a chance to move before he bit me on the neck. I blacked out, then woke up in another bedroom. Then this woman, Priscilla, shows up.” 
 
    “Priscilla?” I grabbed my notepad and jotted that down. 
 
    “Yeah. Tall, blonde, blue-eyed… Norwegian goddess type. And she sounded rich. Real snooty, but not in a mean way. I think they meant for her to be like my ‘undead mentor’ or whatever.” 
 
    “She’s a vampire?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. At least, I assumed she was.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Tracy shrugged. “Not much more to say. As soon as they tried to make me kill someone, I chickened out and ran. Kinda surprised they haven’t come after me. Probably because they know I’m going to eventually break down and tear someone’s head off, then go crawling back to them.” She shifted her gaze to me, looking way more like a kid pleading for an expensive Christmas gift than a twenty-year-old with a missing boyfriend. “Are you serious about it not being too late for me?” 
 
    “I’m about as sure as it’s possible to be regarding something supernatural.” 
 
    She nodded, kicking at the floor again. “I don’t want to be a vampire. I didn’t ask for this. I don’t want to drink blood. That’s just so fucking gross... but I want it so bad.” As she wept, Crystal walked over to her and comforted her in a sort of half-hug. Probably not a good idea to give a vamp a full-bodied hug—and expose one’s neck. Crystal, after all, is half-human, too. Granted, her blood was like acid to vampires. If Tracy bit her, those fangs would disintegrate. 
 
    I needed to get this interview back on track. “Tracy, how many vamps are at the Black Rose?” 
 
    She pulled away from Crystal, wiped her eyes. “I don’t know exact numbers, maybe eight to fifteen. The one who attacked me is there a couple times a week, not every night. Probably goes there to feed.” 
 
    “Wait. Didn’t you say you don’t go there? That you ran out?” 
 
    “Before this happened to me, I didn’t. Priscilla showed up and encouraged me to show my face there a couple times a week. It’s a nice discreet place to take blood from the norms without them noticing. The vampires at The Black Rose are not too worried about me since I’m keeping quiet. They find it funny I’m resisting killing. The longer I fight it, the more they make fun of me.” 
 
    I stood, again clenched my jaw, and willed myself past my innate revulsion of the undead to walk close enough to put a hand on her shoulder. “Then let’s make sure you don’t crack. Tell me the name of the man who turned you.” 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t know his name. He’s older, maybe in his fifties. Little shorter than you. The top of his head would be up to your chin. Black hair with bits of grey in it. Hazel eyes. Kind of a square face, and he talks funny.” 
 
    “Talks funny? What, like Adam Sandler?” 
 
    She cringed. “No, I said funny, not irritating.” 
 
    Crystal laughed. 
 
    Tracy waved her hands around. “I mean, this guy talked like someone in a movie about George Washington. All proper and shit. He’s probably really old, like from yesteryear. We tried to get a photo of him and search the internet, but all I got on my phone was a shot of hollow clothes. Even if I could get his picture, I doubt he’d be on the internet. This guy probably got turned before cameras existed.” 
 
    “Just means he’s all dried out and will burn nice and bright.” I cracked my knuckles, surprised to hear the murderous glee in my voice. Okay, wow. What was happening to me? Except I knew... it was being in such close proximity to Tracy. 
 
    Crystal put a hand on my arm. “Don’t get overconfident.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. First order of business, let’s keep her safe.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Tracy. 
 
    “C’mon. Follow me.” I headed to the basement steps at the back of the office by the storage room. My landlord shouldn’t mind a little temporary remodeling. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Five 
 
    Bradbury 
 
      
 
    The basement under my office consisted mostly of open space, save for the furnace and hot water heater, some electrical boxes, and a bunch of the landlord’s crap that he stored there. 
 
    I grabbed a cot from among the camping supplies he hadn’t touched once since I’d moved in. Couldn’t blame the guy. Only a fool or an out-of-towner wanted to go camping around Shadow Pines these days. The sheriff’s department property room had to contain hundreds of tents taken from abandoned campsites. 
 
    Tracy stood there watching me set the cot up in the back corner, farthest from the machinery, in the cleanest spot. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “We’re trying to keep you alive, not miserable.” I gestured at it. “Have a seat.” 
 
    After a suspicious stare, she walked over and sat on the cot. “How is this supposed to keep me from losing my mind and killing someone?” 
 
    “That cot isn’t.” I closed my eyes, reaching out mentally to the earth. In response to my command, large slabs of rock broke up through the concrete floor, walling off the corner into a cell the size of a small bedroom. 
 
    Tracy’s startled scream echoed somewhere in the outer reaches of my consciousness. Since the roof was neither concrete nor stone, I added a thick lid in case the fiend inside her tried to break out by going straight up. Once I sensed the chamber had finished sealing, I opened a rectangular slot in one wall. No need to be cruel, though I doubt we’d need to pass her a dinner plate. 
 
    “What the hell is this shit?” screamed Tracy. 
 
    When I finally opened my eyes, I found her staring at me from the narrow opening in a dark grey stone wall. “Security. Mostly for your protection.” 
 
    She stuck her hand out, feeling at the stone. “This is like almost a foot thick. Holy shit! You legit made this? You can un-make this, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What’s gonna happen to me if you die?” She pulled her hand back in and stared at me. 
 
    Crystal wrapped her arms around me from behind. “He better not get killed.” 
 
    “It’s ordinary stone, merely a lot of it. Jackhammers could get through it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and do you happen to have one of those sitting around?” Tracy huffed. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “It is.” I scratched at the back of my head. “Much rather save you than kill you.” 
 
    “Fair point, but would you mind hurrying up?” Tracy turned in place. “I can see in the dark and this is still freaking me out. Solitary confinement totally sucks. Hey, can I at least have a book or something so I’m not totally bored.” 
 
    “You read?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    Tracy gawked at me through the slat. “I’m not an idiot. Of course I can read.” 
 
    “No, not can you read. I meant… it caught me off guard that you read for fun.” 
 
    She folded her arms. “Why does that surprise you?” 
 
    “Never mind. I have some Ray Bradbury upstairs. I’ll bring a few down.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” Tracy kicked at the stone. “Just please find Jackson.” 
 
    “On it.” I started to walk off, but looked back at her. “How long do you have before you need blood?” 
 
    “About three days if I sit around doing nothing, which it damn well looks like I’ll be doing. Nothing.” 
 
    “Not quite nothing.” I dashed upstairs to the office, scanned the bookshelf near the coffee maker, snatched my worn copies of The Martian Chronicles, The Illustrated Man and October Country, and headed back downstairs. 
 
    I slid the books through the slot. “I’ll be back to check on you later.” 
 
    “Yippee,” she mumbled. 
 
    Crying softly, she headed back to the cot, where she opened what appeared to be The Martian Chronicles. Hopefully, Bradbury could help her feel better. 
 
    I smiled, and headed out to the Black Rose club. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip proved uneventful. Deciding to take my time, I parked and observed the place from a distance, a block down by a coffee shop. A strong feeling told me going into that club would set off a literal firestorm. While scorching a few vampires didn’t bother me, the place already had a sizable crowd. The majority had to be ordinary humans out for a good time. A shocking amount of expensive cars filled the lot, which corroborated Tracy’s opinion of the place catering to the upper class. 
 
    Vampires were likely not the only depravity going on inside those walls, and I’d bet my left arm the local law turned a blind eye to it due to either money, threats, or mental influence. Hard to say which struck me as more vile: vampires using mental powers to get away with horrible things, or the elite doing the same with money. After a moment of mulling, I decided the wealthy bothered me more since it relied on the willingness of others to help them do scummy things. Mortals couldn’t usually resist the mental domination of a vampire. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t see any fiftyish guys with salt-and-pepper hair go in or out of the place before I started having to fight in order to keep my eyes open from boredom. A few people who wandered out into the parking lot appeared sleepy and out of it, no doubt having been fed on. As tempted as I was to charge in there and light the place up, too many living people remained in the way. 
 
    The problem being... if I investigated inside there now, I would likely lose my shit being around all those damned bloodsuckers. Honestly, I couldn’t trust myself not to light the place on fire—or shake it into a pile of rubble, or drop a category five tornado down in the middle of it. Yeah, better to check the place out when there were only humans inside, which, I suspected, would be tomorrow before they opened. I doubted vampires actually worked at the place. 
 
    That decided, I headed back to my office to check on Tracy, and found Crystal sleeping on a foldout chair. The almost-but-not-quite vampire was on the cot, her head propped up by an arm, reading. I scooped Crystal up in my arms and carried her upstairs to my apartment above the office. Once she was tucked in, I made myself a ham and mayo sandwich... and marveled at my life all over again. A half-succubus in the bedroom, and a half-vampire in the basement. 
 
    As I munched, I snapped my fingers and watched a tiny flame dance in my palm. 
 
    “And a freak in the kitchen,” I mumbled. 
 
    Suddenly not very hungry, I tossed the rest of the sandwich in the trash and cracked open a beer. 
 
    Or three. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Six 
 
    First Immolation is On the House 
 
      
 
    What I lacked in dinner last night, I tried to make up for with breakfast. 
 
    Dot’s, the deli a few spots down from my office, made killer omelets, so I headed over there first thing. I walked back into the office carrying a pair of western omelets with home fries, finding a thirtyish woman and Crystal in the midst of a conversation. She had client written all over her. Neat brown hair, middle-of-the-road clothes, so neither wealthy nor struggling. I’d have said she looked like the sort of client who’d pay me $1,500 to find a missing dog, but she had too much sorrow in her eyes for that. She kept her composure, so I doubted a missing kid situation. Probably a cheating husband. 
 
    “And here he is,” said Crystal. “Max, this is Nicole Weber.” 
 
    I handed Crystal the food, shook hands with Nicole, and took a seat at my desk. Crystal set my omelet in front of me and sat down with hers. When I pushed it aside, Nicole waved me to eat. 
 
    “Don’t let me get in the way. I don’t mind if you have your breakfast while we talk.” She sat in one of the two client chairs facing my desk and let out a long sigh. “I’m not expecting good news the way things have been here lately.” 
 
    “What is it I can help you with?” I opened the pepper packet and gave the eggs a heavy dusting. 
 
    “My parents went on a day trip with this senior outfit they belong to, Silver Adventures. Not like they drove all that far, just to a casino over in Ironside… but they disappeared.” 
 
    “Only your parents?” 
 
    Nicole shook her head. “The lady at the senior place told me the entire group plus the driver disappeared, like six people. My parents, the driver, and three other elders.” 
 
    I finished chewing my first bite. “What did the sheriff say?” 
 
    “They said they’re looking into it. Apparently, the whole department’s on it, including search and rescue. They have no idea where the van is. I sort of felt brushed off, like I was bugging them. Particularly the sheriff.” 
 
    “Blond woman?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I nod. “What’s the last contact you had with them?” 
 
    “Mom called when they got to the casino. Nothing sounded unusual. They should have been back at the senior center by ten. At 10:30, I called her. It rang a few times then went to voicemail, like she hit the ignore button. Tried to call her again and it again went straight to voicemail. It’s not like her to do that. I think someone maybe robbed the bus and smashed her phone when it started ringing. Tried to talk to the sheriff’s office, but that woman didn’t seem too interested in looking into it. It’s like my parents, and everyone else on that trip, simply vanished off the face of the Earth.” 
 
    Holding in the groan took effort, but I managed it. Justine trying to dodge investigating a disappearance made it sound like she already knew what happened, and vampires were involved. An entire van full of people vanishing should make national news. Sounds like the vampires are working overtime to keep that from getting out there. It surprised me that an army of relatives hadn’t been beating down the doors of city hall by now. Either the blood-suckers had been messing with people’s heads, or the other elders on that trip didn’t have family to miss them. I didn’t need another thing to do while in the middle of trying to stop Tracy from sliding permanently into darkness, but an entire minibus full of old people sure reeked of vampire involvement. That felt like it obligated me to involve myself. Besides, I felt pretty sure this one wouldn’t be too urgent. Whatever happened to those poor old people already happened. Undoubtedly, I’d be hunting down their killer or killers. 
 
    Of course, there’s something to be said for staying positive. 
 
    Nicole handed me a photocopy of two ID cards for her parents, Dale and Annemarie Weber, both in their early sixties. Wouldn’t have guessed their age looking at them, if the photos are current. While I hurriedly finished my breakfast, she rambled about trying to call them, going to the senior place, and pestering the sheriff’s office. Silver Adventures at least sounded as upset as they should be given that their van, driver, and five clients disappeared. 
 
    Her telling me Justine Waters tried to brush her off with a ‘we’re looking into it and will contact you as soon as we have some information’ annoyed me. Nothing came to mind that the vampires could hold over Justine. Her parents died years ago, she had no kids or family to threaten. The woman’s got balls the size of church bells, so threatening her life wouldn’t have gotten them anywhere. Vampires must have done something to her mentally. Though, I suppose the threat of general chaos in town, killing innocent people, might have worked on her, too. Maybe this was all one big, ugly juggling act. 
 
    If so, Justine could use my help, too. I couldn’t imagine the pressure the vamps were putting on her. Still, I couldn’t see her ignoring something of this scale. It had to be mental influence. 
 
    “All right. Consider me on the case.” 
 
    “How much of a deposit do you require?” asked Nicole. 
 
    If vampires did this, her parents were already gone. It didn’t feel right to charge this woman for bad news when I’m already intending to destroy as many vampires as I could find. However, not taking a deposit might make her think I’m giving her the same brush off as the sheriff. 
 
    “I have a feeling that the circumstances surrounding the disappearance of your parents are connected to a case I’m already working on. Give me a day or two to look a little deeper into it. If it is the same situation, it wouldn’t be right of me to charge you for something I’m already doing.” 
 
    Nicole blinked in surprise—as did Crystal. The look she gave me could’ve said ‘you need to earn a living, bub’ as readily as it might’ve been her being proud of me for not taking advantage of this woman. 
 
    “Okay,” said Nicole. “That’s really nice of you.” 
 
    “What’s the best phone number to reach you? I’ll contact you as soon as I have any information. The other case I’m working on is in a holding pattern until later this evening. That said, I’ll start checking up on your parents right away.” 
 
    She plucked one of my business cards from the holder on my desk and wrote her phone number on the back. “Here. It’s my cell.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    We stood and shook hands. 
 
    Nicole started for the door, but hesitated, giving me that look that said she, too, believed her parents had already been killed. People in Shadow Pines had that habit. No one who disappeared ever came back, especially when the disappearance sounded weird. “I hope you find whoever hurt them and make sure they answer for it.” 
 
    We made eye contact, and in that moment, I knew for a fact she believed her parents had already died. Also, she appeared close to asking me to kill the ones responsible, but didn’t dare. If, as I suspected, this had been the work of vampires, I’d happily oblige. 
 
    Oh, yeah. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Seven 
 
    Silver Ventures 
 
      
 
    After I checked up on Tracy, who appeared to be dead asleep—pun intended—I headed out the door. 
 
    Unless some arbitrary time limit applied, I could set aside the urgency to find the older vampire who turned Tracy, at least for a few hours. As long as she remained encased in a cube of stone, she couldn’t kill someone and throw her soul away. And during the day, she wouldn’t be much of a threat to anyone. 
 
    While I’d rather have been tracking down her sire, that ended up on hold for the time being out of necessity. The Black Rose opened their doors to the public not quite an hour before the sun would set. That afforded me only a narrow window of opportunity to get in there and ask around before the bloodsuckers flooded the place. If Mom Nature really chose me to combat the undead menace here, it didn’t make sense how nervous the idea of confronting them made me. Maybe because there were so damn many of them. Anyway, I had to believe I’d been given everything I needed to complete my mission. Of course, failure remained a distinct possibility. As easily as she gave me these powers, she could bestow them on someone else after my untimely and unfortunate death. Meaning, yeah... I could be expendable. 
 
    All that being said, it probably meant I didn’t need to walk on eggshells quite so much. Easier to just keep me alive and take care of business. After all, the desire to kill vampires was there. Nature didn’t have to worry about that. She had stoked that fire nicely, thank you very much. 
 
    So, with time to kill, I arrived at Silver Adventures a little after ten in the morning. It consisted of a storefront office in the shopping district, and I parked behind a grey-and-blue mini-bus built on the chassis of a Chevy van. It looked at least ten years old. For its age, it seemed in decent shape… like my pickup. And hey, I could put a whole tour group of people in my truck, too… but I’d probably lose a few on a sharp enough turn. 
 
    Electronic chimes rang as I entered the front door. The place appeared halfway between a dentist’s waiting room and a travel agency office. A young auburn-haired woman seated at the nearest desk looked up at me with a bemused smile, perhaps confused why a man my age would be in here. Two other desks, both empty, stood a little farther back, and a hallway led deeper into the office. The smell of coffee wafted over from a machine on a small table on the left. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Hopefully.” I approached her desk. “I’m a private investigator looking into the disappearance of some people who went on one of your trips to Ironside recently. Name’s Max.” 
 
    “Hi, Max.” She shook my hand. “Leeann Moss. Umm… I’m baffled, too. We’ve been getting calls from one granddaughter and a neighbor, but I have no idea what to tell them. It’s like the bus went into outer space or something. Sad that there isn’t anyone asking after the other old people. It must be awful to be lonely at that age.” 
 
    “Have the police told you anything?” 
 
    She shook her head. “A deputy, umm… Parker I think, showed up to take a police report. He didn’t know anything either. The cops haven’t found them yet.” 
 
    I nearly asked if she found it strange that only a deputy had stopped by... but I knew the answer. Justine and the vamps, which kinda sounded like a cool-sounding rock band name. 
 
    Hmm. I glanced around at the fairly ordinary office. Nothing stood out as unusual or suspicious. A rack contained brochures for various cruises and trips to other remote vacation spots. “What can you tell me about the day they went missing?” 
 
    “Just three days ago. Had five people signed up for the trip, left with Clark at about two in the afternoon. They’d been scheduled to be back here by ten that night, but never showed up. I know they made it to Ironside and spent the day at the Lucky Diamond. Clark called in just before they left the casino, and that’s the last I heard from him.” On an ordinary day, driving from Shadow Pines to Ironside took about a half hour along Minepath Road. Some people called it a highway, but locals used that word for any road that stretched more than a quarter mile outside city limits and remained paved. It had plenty of twists and turns, thick forest on both sides for most of the way. I could think of a handful of spots where a sleepy driver might’ve gone straight off the road, but it didn’t have any cliffs or drop-offs that could eat a vanbus whole and not leave a trace. 
 
    That ruled out any sort of ordinary accident. Someone would have spotted the crash site and the cops would most certainly not have been doing as little as possible to investigate. I had three theories as to what happened. One: the driver and seniors conspired to set off on a road trip to wherever on impulse and didn’t tell anyone. Barring some unexpected LSD in the casino’s dinner menu, that didn’t seem likely. Two: a UFO came down and abducted them, bus and all. Since I hadn’t taken any LSD, I ruled that one out. Also, if the bus did literally vanish, the cops wouldn’t be avoiding the issue. 
 
    That left option three: vampires. A vanbus full of seniors would’ve been like a burgerbox takeout from Ogilvie’s for hungry vampires. Not that missing persons cases in Shadow Pines attracted too much attention. News about disappearances around here had a weird tendency to stay hushed for longer than it should. Of course, the vampires in question might merely have spotted a small bus without caring who or what happened to be on it. 
 
    Minepath Road had a habit of being dark and empty at night, so there wouldn’t have been any witnesses. The way things have been around here these past few years, anyone with a high degree of superstition avoided going out into the woods after dark. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” asked Leeann. 
 
    Even as she asked the question, I could already hear my ex-girlfriend, Sheriff Justine, dismissing this one as ‘probably a wild animal attack.’ “They’re probably going to blame wild animals again.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She frowned. “That’s what I’m thinking too. It’s so strange the police aren’t working too hard to find them. Lately, it’s all you keep hearing about, ‘wild animal attacks’ whenever someone goes missing. I really ought to get the heck out of this town before I wind up ‘missing.’ You think it’s like a government conspiracy?” 
 
    The look Leeann gave me said she didn’t mean literal wild animals. Guess she’s the superstitious type. Shadow Pines is a weird place. Fair bet three-quarters of the people here all believe in werewolves and vampires but no one had the nerve to come out and admit it. 
 
    “Nah. The government doesn’t have anything to do with this. Stay inside after dark and don’t let anyone in if they insist on being invited.” I winked. 
 
    Leeann nodded. “You’re talking vampires.” 
 
    I smiled. “But of course. And the next time you guys send a busload of people to Ironside, get ’em back before dark or put them up for the night in a hotel there. At least until things settle down around here.” 
 
    “Think it will? I don’t really want to leave.” 
 
    “Anything’s possible. I’m starting to believe the world knows when it gets out of whack and will correct itself. Kinda like when we get a cold, our body fights it off.” 
 
    “Wow, heavy. Hope so.” 
 
    I left her with that last bit of inspired wisdom and headed out in search of the rest stop. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Eight 
 
    Not so Lucky Diamonds 
 
      
 
    It always surprised me that no big-budget Hollywood studios came to Shadow Pines to film on Minepath Road. The narrow, two-lane ‘highway’ snaked through thick pine forest, crossed two rivers, and didn’t have so much as an eighth of a mile that went in a straight line. 
 
    Prior to the railroad extension that happened in 1982, there used to be a regular convoy of semi-trailers hauling ore east out of Ironside to a distribution yard in north Shadow Pines. We had a handful of pretty bad accidents, especially during the winter. Trucks overloaded with ore did not like going downhill on icy, curvy roads. I had to imagine that if vampires and werewolves existed, so, too, did ghosts. No wonder this route became scary-as-hell at night. 
 
    Heck, it’s pretty unsettling even during the day. The wind whispering among the trees didn’t help, nor did the unnerving feeling of being constantly watched. At least with the sun in the sky, I knew it couldn’t be vampires. 
 
    As I drove, I rolled down the windows to let air in. Rather than allow myself to remain on edge by the strange energy, I concentrated on my connection to the natural world. Mom Nature had my back. Hiking into the deep woods always resonated with me in a way that brought a sense of peace no city-dweller would ever understand. Heck, even most of my generation didn’t quite get it. Sure, they went into the forest to party, have sex, and go wild… but none of them would prefer sitting around alone in the deep woods to playing video games or sitting on their couch watching TV. 
 
    Guess that made me the odd man out. 
 
    If Crystal ever pulled a Justine and started demanding I get a traditional job, I might look into the Park Ranger service. ’Course, I don’t think she’d go there. Assuming she even sticks around a guy like me for any length of time, not like she’d ever have to worry about money. Darth Grandmother might not love her too much, but she’s still Sophia’s daughter. Eventually, she’ll inherit enough to live comfortably for the rest of her life. Might not be at a ‘wealthy’ standard, but she wouldn’t care. She wanted nothing to do with the world of the Founding Families, or any of their political crap. 
 
    The trip to Ironside was disappointing and overly long since I drove a bit on the slow side. Didn’t see any damage to trees on either side of the road indicating where a crash recently happened. That only proved my strongest theory. Justine wouldn’t have bothered covering up an actual traffic accident. A vampire, perhaps more than one, had to have ambushed that bus and forced it to drive somewhere other than back to Shadow Pines. Unfortunately, there are thousands of places out in the woods it could’ve ended up. The only way any sort of search of so much area without even an idea where to start would be practical required a helicopter, and that added the problem of thick trees. Sure they could send volunteers out into the woods on foot, but no one can even say for sure that the bus left the casino and really did head back toward Shadow Pines. It might have gone north or south. Vampires weren’t always the sharpest knives in the drawer, but even they could hide a vanbus from an aerial search. But… if they didn’t expect anyone to care enough to look, maybe they hadn’t. 
 
    Problem being, I couldn’t afford to pay out-of-pocket for a helicopter service. An outfit in Ironside did offer helicopter rides into the mountains or sightseeing tours, but that ran a couple hundred bucks. Asking him to fly around and around in circles down here hunting for a van would probably cost quite a bit more. 
 
    Hmm. Not exactly ethical, but if it came down to it, I could always ask Crystal to charm the pilot. Wait a second… she once told me she had wings. Maybe she could go flying around and look? And did I really just think that thought? I did. I really did. 
 
    My girlfriend has wings, and I’m okay with that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From the outside, the Lucky Diamond looked more like a Native American museum than a casino. 
 
    That I had to drive a mile north of Ironside proper to get there reminded me of Jackson’s home at the trailer community. The area farther to the north belonged to the tribe, but I couldn’t remember if the casino stood on tribal land or not. Crystal suspected werewolves were involved. If so, that might explain why a casino existed here; meaning, the inspectors had probably been long since chased away. 
 
    Either way, I suspected that the local government didn’t pay much attention to the gambling here. 
 
    That meant they got a cut of the profits, or maybe Crystal had been right about this place having a ton of werewolves. 
 
    How many licks did it take to get to the center of a government inspector? 
 
    Of course, if werewolves weren’t the bloodthirsty savages I assumed—like Crystal seems to think—maybe they wouldn’t threaten city inspectors. Meh. Guess I’ll chalk this up to tribal sovereignty or something. 
 
    I spent about twenty minutes in the casino, mostly talking to a tall Native American named John Blackwolf, their head of security. John Blackwolf? Okay, yeah, that screamed werewolf. Anyway, he confirmed the seniors had been there, even showed me CCTV footage of them leaving at 9:22 p.m. It didn’t appear that anyone followed them, and from what I could see on the screen, none of them seemed the least bit worried. I even spotted Nicole’s parents. 
 
    Whatever happened to them definitely occurred on Minepath Road. 
 
    As I headed back to the truck, it occurred to me that I didn’t want to kill Mr. Blackwolf. That was a good thing in more ways than one. Of course, I didn’t know for sure this guy was a werewolf. With a name like that, it would be past ironic. No one in the place gave me the least bit of feeling like I wanted to destroy them. Okay, so maybe Crystal is right. Guess Hollywood got lycanthropes wrong—or just ran with them for shock factor. Anyway, since I had a strong suspicion at least one werewolf (probably more like a dozen) had been in the same room with me and didn’t set off that ‘cleansing instinct’ of mine, I knew one thing. 
 
    Truly, the vamps were my enemies. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Nine 
 
    Heck of a Flat Tire 
 
      
 
    On the ride back to Shadow Pines, I again took my time while observing the side of the road for disturbances, but no obvious crash sites jumped out at me. 
 
    If the van had simply vanished without a trace, Justine and her deputies wouldn’t be so obviously phoning it in. That told me they knew something and wanted to keep it quiet. It didn’t seem too likely that anyone at the sheriff’s department would be helpful, so rather than go there, I checked all the mechanic shops that offered tow service. 
 
    The town had nine of those. Justine would not have asked the luxury car dealerships to tow a blood-soaked vanbus anywhere, so that dropped the number of places I had to visit down to five. A frustrating hour later, I came to the conclusion that none of them had been involved. I’d gotten pretty good at reading people in this line of work, and didn’t get the sense any of the guys had been lying to me. 
 
    Guys. 
 
    Speaking of… I had one more stop, the town’s lone woman mechanic, Caitlin Vickers. 
 
    Her old man Ed had been a fixture, and the sort of mechanic people actually trusted. After he passed on, she took over the business. Sure, she could’ve left Shadow Pines, done the college thing, and made a fancy life for herself in some far-off city, but this place gets into your blood. Anyone who’s going to leave gets out at eighteen and never comes back. People who stay would sooner die than give up their homes. 
 
    I pulled up to the place, still called ‘Ed’s Garage,’ and hopped out of my truck. Caitlin, in a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit, red hair up, stepped out and shook her head. 
 
    “’Fraid I can’t do much to make that old thing look prettier.” She grinned. 
 
    “Heh. Not why I’m here. Working on an investigation.” 
 
    “Another disappearance?” 
 
    “What makes you ask that?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What else would a private investigator do in Shadow Pines but track down missing people?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, the occasional affair, background check, or lost dog.” 
 
    She laughed. “Forgot about the dogs. Sometimes those ‘mountain lions’ steal poodles, too.” 
 
    I fixed her with a knowing look. Considering how many people around here constantly put air quotes around wild animal attacks, it mystified me why anyone bothered pretending vampires didn’t exist anymore. Maybe it came from some collective hope that fictional creatures would go back to being fictional. As in, if people refused to believe in them, they’d simply stop existing. Guess there’s no harm in hope, but my gut told me it wouldn’t be that simple. 
 
    Then again, if Nature had her way, the vamps in the area would go back to being fictional, killed by yours truly. With that thought, I felt a surge of crackling energy. And I would love nothing more than to oblige. 
 
    “Bit more than a dog this time. Busload of older folks. Did you run any tow jobs on a vanbus in the past couple of days?” 
 
    “Nope.” She gestured at a flatbed wrecker sticking out of a narrow alley on the left side of the garage. “Last time I used car hauler was—hey, what the heck?” Caitlin stormed across the lot in front of her place to the truck. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, following. 
 
    “I never park it nose-first in the alley. Dad would be throwing a fit. Can’t even open the doors. They probably went through the back window. Idiots.” She took a step to either side, scowling at the narrow gaps between the truck and the buildings. “Well, that’s a new one.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who steals a tow truck and brings it back?” 
 
    “I have my suspicions.” 
 
    “Oh? Who?” she asked, as she climbed up onto the back and walked down the flatbed to the cab. 
 
    “Most likely Justine’s people.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” She stared at me. “The sheriff?” 
 
    “Like you said… who’d steal it and return it? Clearly, someone not used to driving something that big since they didn’t try to back it in there. Kinda obvious someone took it because of how they parked.” 
 
    She opened the sliding window, slipped through into the cab, and started the engine. I stepped back to give her room. She reversed the truck out of the little alley and stopped it in the parking area. There, she got out—with the engine still running—and walked around to inspect it. It had a few scratches and dents, but I couldn’t tell if they’d been there before someone borrowed it. 
 
    “Damaged?” I asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like any new damage. They even filled up the tank.” 
 
    A scrap of green on the left side above the rear wheel caught my eye. I plucked a sprig of pine from a metal cover protecting the control levers for the flatbed. “Not brown yet. Recent. Whoever borrowed the truck went out into the woods. This thing have enough power to haul a vanbus?” 
 
    “A vanbus?” Caitlin tilted her head at me. “Are you making up words now?” 
 
    “You know those senior buses? Front end of a normal van, back end like a small bus?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. This thing will haul one of those easy. They’re not that heavy, mostly empty space.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose this thing has a Fitbit that tracks where it goes?” 
 
    She chuckled. “GPS? Nah. This thing is older than the hills, and I know this place like the back of my hand.” She climbed back in, and backed the truck into the alley. That left the driver side door easily accessible just past the edge of the garage. After killing the engine, she hopped out and walked over to me. “So, you think the cops helped themselves to my truck?” 
 
    “No proof, but that’s my suspicion. Probably in the dead of night. Guessing you don’t live above the garage.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Security cameras?” 
 
    “No. Didn’t really think I needed them. The sort of bad stuff that happens in this town doesn’t usually involve petty thievery. Now straight up murder and disappearances, yeah. But stealing a tow truck? Nope.” 
 
    My turn to laugh. “Right.” 
 
    My gaze drifted to the dirt trails on the pavement. Whoever borrowed it drove on dry dirt roads. That shade of brown is too light to have come from the woods off Minepath Road. 
 
    Caitlin set her hands on her hips. “What I don’t get is why would the police steal my rig in the middle of the night instead of just asking me to do the recovery?” 
 
    “I don’t know for a fact they did it, merely guessing here. But, according to that guess, they wanted to make a wreck disappear without a trace, and didn’t want it seen.” 
 
    She glanced up at me. “You check with Lionel yet?” 
 
    “No. He doesn’t have a tow rig.” I stared at the light beige dirt on the truck. Lionel’s scrapyard was a ways out of town where the ground consisted mostly of dry dirt. 
 
    “But he does have a scrapyard. Fastest place to make a vehicle disappear is giving it to him. Though, I don’t think a vanbus would fit into his crusher without being cut apart first.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Good idea. Let me get over there fast just in case. Ehh, you might not want to complain to the sheriff’s office just yet.” 
 
    “Why would I complain? They brought it back and put at least $80 of diesel in the tank. Of all the crap that goes down in Shadow Pines, a mysteriously refilling fuel tank is the least of my concerns.” She waved. “Take care of yourself, Max.” 
 
    “You too, Caitlin.” 
 
    I jogged back to my truck and got in. Hmm. Scrapyard. Didn’t think of that because it’s too brazen. If Justine’s people stole-borrowed a flatbed and dropped that vanbus off at Lionel’s, the vampires’ hold on her is a lot deeper than I thought. Or, worse, the fiends know about me and they’re becoming careless. If so, they could be gearing up for war. If that’s the case, I need to stop hesitating and get ready to bring war to them first. 
 
    Also, I couldn’t think of any reason for vampires to attack an entire group of seniors—unless one of the sick freaks thought it was funny. Maybe a newly minted one got out of control. It certainly said they’d gained confidence to risk the kind of attention it might bring down on them to murder six people at once. 
 
    What, exactly, I’d been waiting for, I couldn’t say. Roaming around in search of vampires and melting them down where they stood hadn’t felt right, but I needed to stop thinking of them like ordinary people and more like the invasion of supernatural evil they were. Vampires didn’t show up on cameras, and so far, every one of them that I’d seen destroyed had disintegrated into a pile of ashes. 
 
    That meant no video record and no remains to cause legal problems. The local cops wouldn’t be able to come after me for murdering anyone as long as I made damn sure the target was a vampire. Considering I could smell them, that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    No, the real problem would be retaliation. As soon as I went on the offensive, the vampires would come back at me hard. They had to know about me already, and waiting any longer only let them build up and plan. Scary as it sounded, delaying more only helped them. 
 
    About time I got around to doing what Mom Nature gave me the power to do. The other thing I’d worried about was innocent people dying in the crossfire, but—as that busload of seniors proved—people already died. And more would die until I removed the problem. 
 
    Time to go to work. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Ten 
 
    Husk 
 
      
 
    The gate to Lionel’s property sat under a none-too-subtle sign spelling out the word ‘scrap’ from old exhaust pipes and mufflers. 
 
    According to local rumor, his great grandfather started a salvage business so long ago that if you went far enough back in the scrapyard you could find parts for a Model T. More or less, any unwanted large piece of machinery, appliance, or former vehicle from the surrounding hundred or so miles all ended up here. 
 
    The place looked it, too. 
 
    Towering rows of junk stretched into the distance beyond the dirt lot out front of Lionel’s office-slash-house. I couldn’t say with any certainty that he legally owned all the land his sprawl took up, but the only people who would have had any interest in land around here would have been the quarry. But the quarry hadn’t seen any activity beyond high school kids going there to drink in at least six years. Talking to Ali had reframed the mysterious quarry closure for me. How many ‘animal attacks’ had it taken to convince the company to get the frack out of there? 
 
    As usual, Lionel Harris occupied the beat-up recliner on the front porch of his house, watching anyone who came in the yard during business hours. If he hadn’t hit seventy yet, he looked damn sure close to it. Every time I saw the man, he had a can of Diet Coke in his hand. Might be, he expected to suck up so many chemicals and preservatives he’d live forever. Didn’t matter the season, he always wore the same thing: flannel shirt and overalls stained with engine grease. Never saw him with a coat on nor shorts. 
 
    Ol’ Lionel had a good racket. He’d lowball people for their totaled or junk vehicles, then part the cars out to the local repair shops. Most of the mechanics in town got whatever pieces they could from him and, from what I understood, some even charged their customers for new parts… unless the mechanic knew you. Hank—my mechanic—and Caitlin didn’t do that. Well, Hank never tried to sell me used parts as new. That said, I imagined he shared in the same contempt people around here had for the out-of-towners who mobbed us during ski season… or hiking season. Basically, any outsider who acted self-important and better than us usually had a bad time of things. 
 
    “Max.” Lionel raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    I parked by the house and got out. “Afternoon, Lionel.” 
 
    “Finally decided to put the old girl to rest?” He emitted a wheezy chuckle. 
 
    “Not yet.” I patted the truck on the door before walking over to his chair. “Looking for information.” 
 
    “Parts I got.” Lionel did something with his head that could’ve been a shake or a nod. “Information, maybe not so much. I tend ta keep ta myself. It’s quiet out here most times.” 
 
    I set my hands on my hips and gazed off at the rows of scrap cars and trucks. “You know anything about a possibly wrecked vanbus? It would’ve shown up here two days ago, middle of the night.” 
 
    Lionel shifted in his seat. “Well, now. Somethin’ like that’s kinda hard to miss. ’Specially in the middle of the night. People who would do such a thing aren’t exactly the sort of people who’d appreciate it bein’ talked about.” 
 
    “Right. And the people who don’t appreciate things being talked about are covering the tracks of others who aren’t exactly... people.” 
 
    Lionel nodded, eyes shifting. He caught my drift. I also saw a little bit of fear in his eyes. Whoever had come to him in the middle of the night had threatened him... or scared him. Or both. Lionel might not be the most honest guy around—but he didn’t deserve to be pushed around. Or hurt. 
 
    “This is bigger than you, Max.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You can’t stop them.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    “Max, they killed them. They’ll kill you, too.” 
 
    “You got that half right. Where’s the van, Lionel?” 
 
    I stared at him until he looked away at the scrapyard. Good enough. I left him there and headed toward the row he probably didn’t realize he gave away. Or maybe he did it on purpose. 
 
    He didn’t get up or even shout at me to stop, so I kept on walking between a pair of old—like 1970s era—tractor trailer cabs, more rust than anything else. They stood like titans at the entry gates to Scrap Hades. All the cars close to the entrance seemed to be from the Seventies and Eighties, which called into question that Model T theory. Hell, maybe Amelia Earhart’s airplane was back there somewhere. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t have to go too far. After rounding a corner past a moving van that hadn’t budged since before my birth, I laid eyes on the burned-out husk of a vanbus. The tires had melted off the rims, metal frames outlined the ghosts of where seats had been, and one would need a psychic to determine much more about it. 
 
    A psychic, or a VIN. As in a vehicle identification number. 
 
    I made my way around the wreck, noting relatively fresh tire tracks in the dirt. They didn’t look to have come from Caitlin’s flatbed, which had dual rear wheels. I bet the cops dumped it out front and whatever vehicle Lionel used to move stuff around made these marks. Didn’t matter. That at least told me this wreck arrived here recently. 
 
    No way does this fire look like the natural result of an unexpected meeting between vanbus and tree. Other than partial melting and the complete removal of all paint, the bus suffered no structural damage to its frame other than partial melting. The front bumper didn’t even have a single dent. Considering the destruction appeared concentrated on the passenger area, my best guess—I had no training as an arson investigator after all—said that the fire started inside while the bus had been stopped. 
 
    For whatever reason, carelessness or overconfidence, the sheriff’s people neglected to deface or remove the VIN. I guessed they didn’t expect anyone would be snooping around here for it. Good for me. I snapped a photo of the VIN located just inside the front door. Once done, I called the senior place. 
 
    “Silver Adventures, this is Leeann speaking. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, Leeann. This is Max. I spoke to you a little earlier.” 
 
    She hesitated a few seconds. “Did you find them?” 
 
    “Still looking. Do you have access to the registration or insurance paperwork? Can you confirm a VIN?” 
 
    The rapid clicking of computer keys came over the line for a few seconds. “Yeah, sure. I got it right here.” 
 
    I read off the VIN to her. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s our van. Where did you find that VIN?” 
 
    “Just doing some digging. Wanted to make sure I have all the information straight.” I grumbled at nothing in particular. “Don’t have anything more than hunches right now, but you should probably prepare yourself for bad news.” 
 
    Leeann let out a long sigh. “Already have. Did they suffer? Such sweet people. They didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    Most likely, their last few minutes of life would’ve been a chaotic, terrifying mess—but no sense tormenting her with that thought. “Can’t say for sure, but I don’t think so. Would’ve been quick.” 
 
    “Clark didn’t go off the road, did he?” 
 
    I appraised the van again, walking around it one more time. Didn’t look like he hit anything. No major damage to the frame, but the rest of it is pretty burned out. “I didn’t see anything out on Minepath Road that looked like a crash site.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Following up on a sighting of a burned van. Any of the seniors on that trip have oxygen tanks? Maybe someone lit up?” 
 
    “No. And I don’t think any of them on that trip smoked. Clark vaped, though.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Wasn’t being serious. I’m still trying to put the pieces together. Someone did something and didn’t want anyone else finding out what. At least now I know for sure we’re not dealing with an accident, a hijacking, or something way out there like a UFO abduction. If I can confirm the identity, I’ll send you some photos of the wreckage for your insurance once I locate it.” It bugged me somewhat to deceive her, but as soon as I told her I’d found the van, she’d call the police. She should call the cops. Hell, I should. But the sheriff’s department isn’t going to help here, and involving the State Police would only turn this into a giant nightmare. They’re not going to be any help against vampires. No sense having good cops end up dead. 
 
    “Thanks, Max. Appreciate it.” 
 
    After I hung up with her, I took about two dozen photos of the wreckage from multiple angles and inside. Nothing of any possible use in any forensic sense remained that I knew how to find. Maybe a pro could’ve determined exactly where the fire started and what sort of accelerant was used. I sighed at the floor, but stopped when I noticed a small, cylindrical scrap of burned black under one of the seats. I stooped to pick up the bit of cardboard no bigger than the last segment of my thumb. It looked like the end of an emergency road flare. While that didn’t prove the sheriff’s people did it, they most certainly all had flares like this in their patrol vehicles. I couldn’t imagine vampires carrying magnesium flares around, seeing as how they didn’t care for fire. 
 
    So, the bloodsuckers left the old people out in the open and the damn police cleaned up after them. 
 
    “Dammit.” I tossed the flare scrap down. Not like anything that happened here would end up in court. And even if it did, several of the Founding Families were eyeball deep with vampires. Local judges did whatever the Families wanted. Hell, even Crystal’s grandmother had connections among the undead. Wouldn’t doubt that she scared the vamps, too. Of course, as Crystal told it, a few of the families went well beyond knowing a few vampires, having undead in the family. 
 
    Yeah, evidence wasn’t going to help me at all. 
 
    As the sheriff’s deputies proved, fire did a good job of cleaning up messes. 
 
    Pretty sure I could use it to clean up an even bigger one. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Definitely Vampires 
 
      
 
    After a short ride into downtown, I made my way into the sheriff’s building. 
 
    If anyone ever doubted that a lot of money moved around this place, all they had to do was go to the police station. For a small, mountain town, we had a cop shop worthy of a big city. Big, spacious, new. And most importantly, clean. 
 
    The desk sergeant—suppose he’s technically a deputy rather than a sergeant—buzzed me into the back without hesitation. Guess that meant Justine hadn’t become aware that I’m looking into the missing van case yet and hadn’t become mad at me. 
 
    Well, she’d been more or less mad at me ever since we broke up. Honestly, she’d been right. The two of us worked reasonably well together as occasional colleagues, but romantically, we mixed like sodium and water, as in explosively. She’d made it quite clear she had no interest in taking me back, and I’d gotten over pining for her. Honestly, I’d missed the idea of her more than her. 
 
    Still, I respected Justine, and it concerned me to watch her be little more than some vampire’s tool. How many others in town were doing the vampires’ bidding? How many others were being influenced (read controlled) to do things they wouldn’t normally do, things they knew were wrong? 
 
    Hard to know, but Mama Nature was right about one thing. 
 
    Time to remove the vampire problem. 
 
    And I just so happened to be the guy to do it. 
 
    Lucky me. 
 
    Anyway, Justine looked up with the same expression she gave me the night she told me she was leaving when I knocked on the doorjamb of her office. The amount of paperwork on her enormous desk didn’t appear any smaller than the last time I set foot in here, though it did have a somewhat more organized quality. 
 
    I flicked a green paper square sticking out of one pile. “Post-It notes? Getting organized? Guess it’s true what they say. People can change.” 
 
    Justine leaned back in her chair, not quite frowning at me. “Don’t tell me you got another case. What’s that, two in one month?” 
 
    “Yeah. Things are picking up. Crazy one this time. A small busload of old people went missing. A concerned daughter is trying to find her parents.” 
 
    “How much are you charging to waste her time?” asked Justine with an eyebrow lift and a hint of a smile that gave away she knew I’d never find them. 
 
    I eased myself into the chair facing her desk. “Nothing yet. It had a lot in common with another case I’m working on. Did your people run into a burned-out tour bus on the side of Minepath Road the other night?” 
 
    Not even a hint of a flinch gave her away. The woman had a damn good poker face. “We found a small shuttle bus on the side of the road, empty and burned. No bodies, just a wreck. It’s an open investigation.” 
 
    That surprised me. No attempt to pretend they hadn’t found it. Asking how the bus got to Lionel’s without the tour company being notified or mentioning that I knew Caitlin’s flatbed had been borrowed without permission would only force a confrontation I didn’t need or want. Plus, no reason to show my cards, not yet. “Let me guess, another animal attack?” 
 
    “Leave this one alone, Max.” She rubbed her forehead. 
 
    “Someone teach the mountain lions how to light matches?” 
 
    “Seriously. Leave this one alone. Tell your client the bus was abandoned on the side of the road. No witnesses, no trace of anyone who’d been on it. If they give you a hard time, send them here. It’s an ongoing investigation.” 
 
    Yeah, at that point, I discarded any doubt regarding vampires’ involvement in this one—and Justine’s involvement. She had that determined set to her eyes that made it quite clear she knew everything about the situation already and the ‘truth’ would be whatever she decided it to be. Only that I’d convinced myself a vampire had her under mental control kept me from getting in her face about it. The Justine I knew wouldn’t willingly become an accessory to murder. Better question: how had she gotten the rest of the sheriff’s department to go along with her? For the time being, I had to operate on the assumption that the entire Shadow Pines police force belonged to the vampires. 
 
    “All right.” I stood. “Guess that’s that then. Cold case file.” 
 
    “I mean it, Max. Leave this one alone.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I’m doing?” 
 
    She sighed. “You don’t give up this easily. Telling me what I want to hear and walking out of here fully intending to keep looking into this case isn’t going to help anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah. I figured the poor old people were already dead. Those wild animals are getting more brazen. Used to be, single hikers disappeared. Now it’s five elders and a bus driver on a day trip. What’s next? Mountain lions walking into the Quick Mart in broad daylight? Oh, wait. These particular mountain lions don’t really like broad daylight.” I snapped my fingers. 
 
    “You need a vacation, Max. Come up for air from all this spooky nonsense around here.” She tapped her fingers on the desk. “I don’t mean that as a joke. Go somewhere nice for a while.” 
 
    A glimmer of concern flickered in her eyes underneath whatever compulsion forced her to help the fiends. My gut said she knew or suspected they regarded me as a threat, and was trying to warn me to get out of town. Thought she knew me better than that. Maybe she did. If Nature hadn’t given me command of the elements, it's possible I would’ve taken the hint and gotten out. But… Nature knew me, too. She wouldn’t have given this power to a guy who’d disappear as soon as things got scary. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” I backed up a step toward the door and jabbed a thumb at her. “Might be more than only me who could do with a vacation.” 
 
    Justine fixed me with the ‘I’ve got crap to do’ look, so I half-saluted her and made my way outside to the truck. Admittedly, my expectations for information here had been low, but she surprised me. They hadn’t officially told Silver Adventures that the van had been found. I assumed Justine had no intention of ever doing so—that is, until I just told her I’d found the van. Fair bet she’s about to call them and claim they discovered the van burned but had no leads or witnesses. 
 
    A few minutes after I sat in my truck, mulling over what to do with the rest of the afternoon before The Black Rose club opened, one of the deputies, Don Larson, hauled ass out of the station, hopped in a sheriff’s department SUV, and rushed off like a bat out of hell. Now, either they got an emergency call—unlikely since his lights weren’t flashing—or he’s on his way to Lionel’s to make sure that vanbus doesn’t find its way into the crusher so they can move it to the impound yard. 
 
    Usually, the guy who kicked the hornet nest ended up with a sting or two. Figured I should get out of here while I could before the bees showed up. 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t just drop the case. 
 
    I headed back to Caitlin’s garage and found her in the midst of fighting with an older SUV, trying to disassemble a stubborn brake housing on the left rear wheel. As soon as I pulled up, she stopped and gave me this expectant look like she’d sent me to the store. 
 
    “Any luck?” she asked as I walked up to her. 
 
    “Nothing that would hold up to any serious legal inquiry, but I have some ideas. By any chance, do you keep track of that rig’s odometer?” 
 
    “Yeah. Log it constantly, why?” 
 
    “How many miles went on the truck the night it went off without you?” 
 
    “Twenty-four.” 
 
    I blinked. “You know that off the top of your head?” 
 
    “It’s not a difficult number to remember, and I just copied it into the logbook a few hours ago after you left.” 
 
    “Right.” I took out my phone, opened a navigation app, and plotted a route from here to Lionel’s scrapyard. “Three-point-two miles.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Here to Lionel’s. So that’s basically six miles round trip. Someone takes the wrecker, goes out up Minepath Road, back through town to the scrapyard, then returns it here. Eighteen miles give or take a few tenths. So… it happened somewhere between seven and ten miles out of town. That, at least, narrows down where I have to go rooting around.” 
 
    “Impressive. Think you’ll find anything?” 
 
    “Only one way to know.” I wagged my eyebrows. “Thanks for the information.” 
 
    Caitlin bumped fists with me. “Anytime.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Degrees of Crazy 
 
      
 
    Approximately ten miles up Minepath Road out of Shadow Pines, I swung a U-turn into the eastbound lane and pulled off the side of the road. 
 
    The bus had been on its way back from Ironside when the vampires hit it. Figured they wouldn’t have crossed the road to ditch it on the westbound side. It also didn’t seem probable that they’d have gone far off the pavement. I had to assume the vampires moved it far enough out of sight of passing cars for privacy while feeding and killing. The cops would’ve been happy to burn it in plain sight. A car fire offered an easy excuse to call an accident, plus less chance of setting off a forest fire on the road. 
 
    Considering no forest fire happened and the entire Shadow Pines Fire Department hadn’t been racing around that night, they had to have found a clearing. Or maybe the deputies just had extreme fire extinguisher skills. 
 
    Anyway, the estimate from Caitlin’s odometer left me a somewhat reasonable search area of about three miles on the eastbound side of the road, the direction the bus had undoubtedly been going. I’d been hiking all my life, so going that distance in a mostly straight line on flat ground was nothing. 
 
    I started off walking on the shoulder, checking the ground for signs of vehicles disturbing the dirt—a lot easier to see on foot than from an old pickup truck cruising by at a touch over forty. Daylight showed signs of weakening by the time I reached a spot where I didn’t so much see a disturbance as felt it. The earth told me something. I stopped there, peering into the woods. It took me a moment, but I eventually spotted a gouge where a heavy vehicle scraped bark off the side of a tree. 
 
    Not wanting to lose track of this area, I decided to mark it. Mentally, I reached down into the earth, commanding stone to grow up into something of a stalagmite about waist high and as thick as my leg. That I’d be able to see from my truck if I needed to find this location again. 
 
    The ground near the gouged tree had a bunch of tire imprints. A set of double tires belonged to either the vanbus or Caitlin’s flatbed. My bizarre ability to feel where the ground had been disturbed led me to wider tracks that someone made a good effort to conceal. Little remained of them, but enough did that I figured some kind of construction equipment, like a small backhoe, had been in and out of here. 
 
    Only one reason came to mind why anyone would have brought such a machine into the woods at the scene of a vampire attack—to dig a mass grave. Another fifty paces or so away from the road, the area smelled like gasoline and melted rubber. Sure enough, I found a small clearing with a few slightly charred trees. They’d all blackened on the side facing what I assumed was the burning vanbus, which gave me a fairly good idea of where it had been sitting. A nuisance sensation like I had a small rock in my shoe nagged at me. Like an idiot, I wasted a minute or two kicking my shoe at the ground trying to get rid of the annoyance before I realized the sense came from Nature herself, specifically, the earth. 
 
    I kept going a little deeper past the burn spot to the part of the clearing farthest from the road. There, I crouched and put a hand on the dirt. Half of me expected an old guy’s hand to burst up and grab me, but that, fortunately, didn’t happen. When I closed my eyes, my vision filled with an impression of an irregular hollow beneath me. Not a big one, but certainly enough for a half dozen bodies. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    They really killed them. I guess a part of me had held out hope that the vampires had spared the old duffers, perhaps keeping them locked up in one of the Founding Father’s mansions. 
 
    And wow. Did Justine really bring in an excavator to hide the bodies? 
 
    All right, not Justine. The fiend controlling her did that. I still had no real idea how that worked. Did the vampire jump into her body and take over completely or merely give her commands to follow? And how long did such commands last? Were they permanent? Did they wear off over time? 
 
    Most important... could they be removed? 
 
    Was it possible to, say, break the control with enough of a shock to Justine’s system? And no, I didn’t mean a literal shock from lightning. Although that is something I could totally do. 
 
    Idea. 
 
    I swiped on my phone and called her personal cell. Amazing it picked up a signal out here. 
 
    She answered in four rings. “You didn’t walk away, did you?” 
 
    “Justine, you know me too well. And technically, I did take a walk. Down Minepath Road, in fact.” 
 
    “Max, what the hell are you doing out there?” 
 
    “Investigating. That’s my job. How did your people miss a mass grave thirty feet away from a torched tour bus? Those are some seriously advanced mountain lions. Not only did they start a fire, someone taught them how to operate construction equipment.” 
 
    She stayed quiet for a moment. I’d hoped the silence came from Justine battling the forces in her mind, but without seeing her face, I had no idea. “You’re not going to let that go, are you, Max?” 
 
    “Let what go, exactly? Challenging weak excuses?” 
 
    The soft thump of her office door closing came over the line. She continued in a half-whisper. “Let those people rest, Max. There’s nothing we can do for them now, anyway.” 
 
    “I disagree. We can give them justice,” 
 
    “Max, no one in town is going to believe your stories about... vampires.” 
 
    “First, most do. And second, I don’t need them to believe me. I don’t need anyone to believe me, quite frankly. I believe, and that’s enough.” 
 
    “Stay put. I’ll be right out there. We need to talk and not over a phone.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be here.” 
 
    Justine gave that frustrated but not quite furious sigh she reserved for moments like the fourth time she reminded me to do something and I’d forgotten. She hung up and I clicked off. 
 
    I spent a moment staring at the phone screen after she hung up. If I planned to start a war with vampires, lighting the ‘Justine fuse’ was a good way to do it. While I waited for her… I called Michael, since he happened to know exactly what happened to me in regard to the ‘nature magic’ thing. Any normal person who went to his website would’ve thought they’d found something created by a movie studio to go along with some scary film or TV series. You know, like a movie about witches sets up a ‘witchy-pedia’ website that tried to look all serious and real, but was actually only stuff related to the show? Yeah, that’s what his site kinda looked like. Only, everything came from reality—or so he believed, anyway. 
 
    And all of it sounded nuts... except he’d been right about everything so far. 
 
    “Max?” asked Michael by way of answering. “Good to hear you’re still alive.” 
 
    “It’s unnerving to hear you suggest I might not be.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, the job you’ve got ahead of you isn’t the safest one. What can I help you with?” 
 
    “How much do you know about vampire mind control?” 
 
    Michael emitted an unsure noise. “Not a lot of info on that, I’m afraid. What I do have suggests they implant things similar to hypnosis. Like a deep need to assist them or perform a specific task. Often, it’s subconscious.” 
 
    “So a cop who’d been influenced by a vampire to help cover their tracks would just do whatever they could think to do in order to accomplish that?” 
 
    “As far as I assume, yeah.” 
 
    “The vampire’s not watching in real time?” 
 
    Michael hummed. “No. I don’t think so. Anything like that would require the person be partially or wholly turned into a vampire themselves. If this cop is roaming around during the daylight, the control wouldn’t have gotten to that point. They lose their powers during the day.” 
 
    “Last question.” I exhaled hard. “Will enough of a shock break that conditioning?” 
 
    “You’re asking me about things that are quite difficult to test or even prove. Without being a mind reader, we can’t say for sure if what someone is doing is a result of their own desires, a vampiric domination, or even something as mundane as a bribe. However, if I had to hazard a guess here… If the person you suspect of being under a vampire’s control experiences a situation that creates a conflict with who they really are and what they’ve been commanded to do, enough to where they realize something outside themselves is compelling them to act against their nature, it’s possible the resulting cognitive dissonance could undermine the control. So, it’s possible.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Well, that’s better than impossible.” 
 
    “Before you ask me if the mental domination would go away if the vampire is destroyed, I don’t know. Given what happened with those young people at the boarding house, my guess would be that anything a vampire did mystically would come to an abrupt halt upon its destruction.” 
 
    “Great, Michael. Thanks. Hey, I’m about to get into a tense situation with the local cops. If I don’t call you again by say eight tonight, I’d appreciate it if you went to my office and looked in the basement.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good at all.” He chuckled. “What’ve you got down there?” 
 
    “A newly turned not-quite-a-vampire woman. In protective custody. I’m hoping to find the one who made her and ash him over.” 
 
    “Ash him over?” 
 
    “Kill the son of a bitch. Be a real shame if the cops shot me in the head before I could do that. Be an even worse shame if Tracy spent eternity stuck in a stone cell.” 
 
    He whistled. “What, exactly do you want me to do with her?” 
 
    “If you can’t take out the vampire, then I guess, help her get out. She’d eventually go insane in there and that’s too cruel for me.” Granted, she would eventually go insane anyway, which is something I had to do my best to stop. 
 
    “Okay. I have a better idea.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I raised an eyebrow—not that he could see over the phone. 
 
    “How about you don’t get shot.” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah. I like that plan the most, too. Thanks.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and I hung up. 
 
    I pursed my lips, gazed around at the woods. Yeah, I wasn’t going to make it to the Black Rose during the short window between the time they opened and sundown. Considering I really ought to start doing something about the vampire problem in Shadow Pines, maybe being late ended up being a good thing, potentially forcing an open confrontation. That could end in any number of ways. 
 
    Hopefully, with me still alive. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Mountain Lions 
 
      
 
    Roughly twenty minutes after I hung up with Michael, a wave of headlights washed by the trees closer to the road. 
 
    Multiple car door slams followed, then Justine emerged from the woods with three deputies behind her: Chuck Parker, Don Larson, and Paul Ramirez, a fairly new guy still in his early twenties. She didn’t have the look of death in her eyes and the deputies appeared more nervous than aggressive, like a pack of thugs worried about being caught. 
 
    At that point, I decided to play things cool. What the police did happened because of vampire meddling. No reason at all to make trouble for them. 
 
    “So, you’ve found a spot in the woods with some burned trees.” Justine glanced around. “Congratulations. You just wasted everyone’s time.” 
 
    “Oh, did I not also mention the mass graveyard behind me?” 
 
    Justine hooked her thumbs in her pockets. “Still seems like you’re reaching a bit. We don’t have the resources to devote to go digging around the woods on a hunch.” 
 
    It had become time to try shocking that brain of hers. “Let me show you something.” 
 
    I walked over to the gravesite, stepping around it, all too aware any one of them could have shot me in the back. If I’d heard a gun being drawn, I had a bolt of lightning ready to strike. I might be an idiot, but I’m not a complete idiot. That said, the cops played nice and merely followed me, doing the part of ‘looking around like cops.’ 
 
    “Don’t see anything,” said Don, the oldest. 
 
    He turned forty-one a couple of months back. Everyone at the department had been teasing him about turning into the ‘just about to retire’ cliché, even though he still had a good few years left with the department if he wanted. 
 
    I raised my arms, hands forward, and commanded the earth to move. Justine and the deputies all wobbled on their feet and made noises of surprise in response to the mild earthquake my powers caused. Like Moses parting the Red Sea, I moved two masses of soil aside, exposing a six- or seven-foot-deep pit that contained six human corpses. All five missing seniors plus Clark Ross, the driver. In defense of the cover story, they did look like they’d been attacked by mountain lions. Despite all the slashes and bite marks, none of the bodies had much blood spilled on their clothing. 
 
    “What are you doing, Max?” screamed Justine, fury in her voice. “I told you to stop interfering with an ongoing investigation. Are you daring me to charge you?” 
 
    “Charge me?” I blinked. “With what? Moving dirt without a permit? I just saved the city a few grand. No need for sniffer dogs, ground-penetrating radar, or an excavator to find the bodies.” 
 
    Justine thrust her arm at the pit, fury in her eyes, but before she shouted again, it apparently hit her that the earth moved apparently on its own. Twice more, she started to threaten, but her brain short-circuited and she ended up stammering, “You… you can’t just… do something like that.” 
 
    “Which permit do I need for using magic on public property?” 
 
    She shifted her stare from the grave to me. 
 
    “Are they in your head or did they threaten you the old-fashioned way, Justine?” 
 
    “Stop trying to save me, Max. It’s over.” Justine stormed off, brushing past the other three deputies. “I’m not some damsel in distress.” 
 
    The three male deputies looked at me, unsure what to do. Whatever their intent had been coming here with Justine, it appeared that witnessing me make the earth move had perplexed them enough that they simply stood there wordlessly. 
 
    “Justine, wait,” I called. 
 
    She stopped, whirled, and pointed at me. “That’s your problem, Max. You see a woman and you automatically assume they’re helpless. You can’t handle strong women. We’re not ‘rare creatures’ to be experimentally dated. I’m not in trouble. You are.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No. A warning.” She let her hand drop. 
 
    “From you or from them?” 
 
    Justine scowled, then spent a moment pacing while grumbling to herself. 
 
    A snap came from the woods behind the grave, something or someone trying to sneak up on us and failing at it. The stink of rotting corpses wafted in the air, and not from the unfortunate elders. 
 
    “Uh oh,” I muttered. “I think the ‘mountain lions’ are angry.” 
 
    The deputies pulled their Maglites, turning them on and pointing the beams toward the rustle of approaching people. No, not people. 
 
    Vampires. 
 
    Justine backed up, gaze locked on the woods; her expression mixed anger with fear. 
 
    The look in her eyes said she thought I was about to die, and she’d be forced to cover it up. Unlike on multiple prior occasions, this time, I’d be happy to disappoint her. 
 
    “You are such an idiot, Max.” Justine backed away. “I warned you.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Peace 
 
      
 
    Every now and then in a guy’s life, there came a time when ‘oh, screw it’ became something of a mission statement. 
 
    I found myself in the midst of one such time. In school, math had never been my strong suit. However, I had a rather simple problem laid out in front of me: vampires approaching fast plus me being picked by Nature to do something about them plus me not wanting to die equaled a decision not to hold back. Oh, and deduct for keeping Justine and her compelled deputies safe. 
 
    Like I said, simple math. 
 
    Between the setting sun and the trees, the vampires evidently had enough darkness to function. The deputies’ Maglites waved around too much for me to see, but all the vamps had glowing red eyes, which gave away their position in the dark. Unlike Tracy, these dudes stank. They reeked worse than limburger cheese left out in the sun. They even smelled worse than that collaborative album Metallica did with Lou Reed. 
 
    Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating. The vampires weren’t that rancid. 
 
    Also, unlike Tracy, these guys didn’t look in the mood for conversation, charging in with fangs bared and claws extended. The instinctual urge to destroy them that I’d inherited along with this magic reared up, and I had no desire to hesitate. 
 
    Two vampires leapt over the pit, heading straight at me while the other four went around it. 
 
    I raised my hand and cut loose with a bolt of lightning that nailed the two jumpers in midair and let off a boom like someone fired a cannon. The nearest one burst into flames and landed a few feet in front of me, rapidly burning off into an ash pile while the other jumper landed in the grave pit, smoldering... and very dead. 
 
    Oh, hell yeah. 
 
    The stunningly bright flash caused one of the runners to trip and fall into the pit as well, the rest skidding to a stop, momentarily blinded. All three deputies shouted variations of WTF or ‘holy shit’ repeatedly, but I mostly ignored them, keeping my attention on the vampires. 
 
    Trying to take advantage of their disorientation, I channeled my thoughts into elemental fire. My hand erupted in flames that didn’t burn me. Luckily, I had been quite the athlete in high school. It took only two throws to hit a late-twenties looking vampire with greaser-style hair and a leather jacket square in the chest. A second later, he burst into flames. He shrieked and ran in circles flailing his arms—until he crashed into a tree, bounced off it, and hit the ground. 
 
    Okay, that was almost funny. 
 
    Meanwhile, stop, drop, and roll didn’t work too well for vampires. Fully ensconced in fire, he managed to get back up onto his knees before the burning overwhelmed him and his body disintegrated into a flaming cloud of ashes. 
 
    Arms grabbed me from behind, and I swore the stink alone practically knocked me clear out. I had two seconds to react before my throat got torn open. Subconsciously, my brain leapt to the most defensive thing I could think of in an instant: stone. Tingly energy rushed up my legs into my torso. 
 
    My attacker chomped down on the left side of my neck. A faint crack followed. I didn’t feel a damn thing, but he staggered back howling in pain, clutching both hands over his mouth, fetid blood pouring between his fingers. I raised my arm toward him to invoke lightning again—but froze in awe at the sight of my fingers. 
 
    They’d turned to stone. 
 
    I looked down at myself, too shocked to do anything other than gawk. Although I could still move, I’d become a statue inside my clothes, every inch of my body seemingly made of grey rock. Whoa. Full-body numbness is a damn awkward sensation. A moment later, my astonishment faded at another crunch that coincided with a severe impact to my face. The force of the punch knocked me back a step, but I still didn’t feel any pain, merely a bit of dizziness. Guess my brain still sloshed around inside my head. 
 
    The vamp who’d hit me appeared to have broken his hand. Though the attack didn’t seem to have injured me, I suspected a strong enough hit could still knock me unconscious. I hadn’t turned completely into solid stone, more like just my outer skin. 
 
    Reflexively, I punched him in the nose while he stood there cradling his smashed limb. Admittedly, I’d been hoping my stone-covered fist would smash his skull like a sledgehammer on a watermelon, but it didn’t. The added heft of rock did, however, add momentum to my right hook, throwing him headfirst into the grave pit, likely with a broken face. 
 
    A roar came from the one who broke his fangs. I couldn’t tell if he intended to charge at me again or run, but either way, I didn’t give him the chance to decide. At my command, fire leapt from my outstretched left hand in a flamethrower-like spew. He ignited like a pile of gasoline-soaked rags and went staggering around as a walking conflagration for a few seconds before he collapsed into multiple squirming pieces. 
 
    The vampire who tripped into the grave while blind leapt high into the air, hefting a small boulder, intending to smash it over my head. Well, I couldn’t have that. I hurled a lightning bolt at him... and missed. So did, my second. The third hit him as he dropped down from above. The rock bounced off my magically hardened shoulder, even as vampire ashes sprinkled all over me. 
 
    Yeah, gross. 
 
    Vampire number six got the hint and took off running. I overcompensated for his motion, missing with a lightning bolt that passed a short distance in front of him. The accompanying flash did, however, blind him long enough for me to catch him with a second try. That lightning bolt hit him in the back of the head and shot out of his face. Okay, that had to hurt. Who knew vamps were so combustible? 
 
    At my behest, all the little pockets of flame burning here and there went out. As Smoky said, only I could prevent forest fires. Really, I could… a little more so than most people. The stink of rotten flesh lessened considerably, which told me only the normal dead people remained in the area. I glanced back at the deputies, who still stood there staring at me. 
 
    I imagined them thinking stuff like ‘naw, I didn’t just see that’ or ‘nope.’ Justine, however, had vanished. Motion drew my gaze to sheriff’s SUV taillights gliding off to the right past the trees. Apparently, my plan to overload her ability to process reality worked. Too well, in fact. Grumbling, I pulled my cell phone out—noticing my hand had gone back to normal flesh—and dialed Justine. I idly wondered if stone-covered fingers would have worked on the touchscreen. 
 
    “What?” snapped Justine by way of answering. 
 
    “Are you seriously driving away from a mass grave?” 
 
    The chirp of tires skidding to a halt came from the road. “What do you expect me to do here?” 
 
    “I dunno, maybe ‘sheriff’ a little? This is a crime scene.” 
 
    She sighed, kept quiet a moment, then sighed again. “The only thing stopping them from wiping out the entire town is us playing along.” 
 
    “Us? Do you mean the police or the entire population of Shadow Pines?” 
 
    “The authorities.” Justine’s face reddened in anger, but her expression didn’t match, more worried than furious. She had to be fighting the control to a point. 
 
    “What about the deputies?” I glanced over at the three men still standing there like cardboard cutouts of mall security guards. “How the heck did you get all of them to go along with stonewalling any real investigations into all those murders?” 
 
    “They have mental compulsions implanted in them. Whenever they see anything strange or supernatural, they automatically forget it.” She shook her fists. “Dammit, Max! It’s not murder when it’s vampires. There’s nothing we can do about them. The last thing I need is for the state police or feds to think we’re all insane and put us in a mental hospital. That’s how this ends if we don’t do what they want—if they don’t just kill us.” 
 
    I lowered my voice, as concerned and non-confrontational as possible for me to be. “Did they get into your head or just threaten you?” 
 
    “I don’t even know anymore, Max. Everything is all strange right now. Half the things, I can’t tell if I really did them or dreamed it. Please, just cover that pit up and go home.” 
 
    The deputies approached, curious. 
 
    I held up a ‘give me a sec’ hand. “You know I can’t do that, Justine. You can’t do that, either.” 
 
    “They’re going to kill you, Max.” 
 
    That got a chuckle out of me. “It would make my job easier if they tried. Save me some running around.” 
 
    “Did you…?” asked Deputy Larson, making a finger-wiggling gesture. 
 
    “Whatever you think you saw, you probably saw… unless you didn’t see anything.” I wagged my eyebrows at him. “Do you remember seeing me do something unusual?” 
 
    Larson stared at me while the other two both shrugged and shook their heads to the negative. They were clearly conditioned to reject any memory of supernatural events. Larson might be a different story. One: he’s not acting like someone hit the reset button on his brain. Two: he’s nowhere near as freaked out as he should be at watching a man throw lightning bolts. 
 
    A distant engine revved along with squealing tires. The same rev came over the phone. Justine whipped her SUV around and drove it half off the road, bar lights ablaze in a flutter of red and blue. The moment she jumped out and stormed through the woods toward me, I hung up the phone. 
 
    “What job?” barked Justine, after getting in my face. “Is this one of your pathetic, cheating spouse cases?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Pacing, she raked her hands through her hair. She seemed to be trying to fight whatever suggestion the fiend implanted in her. “Don’t you have some whiskey to go drink and complain about a lack of work while you refuse to get a real job?” 
 
    “Hey, I may be a cliché, but I’m not that much of a cliché—at least not at the moment.” 
 
    “Max, cover the bodies and let them rest in peace.” She continued pacing, continued running her hands through her hair. Her eyes might have rolled up into her head once or twice. Wow, whatever had its hold on her had dug in deep. 
 
    “Is this them talking or your fear?” I asked. 
 
    “I-I don’t know. Me, I think. But I hear them... in my head.” 
 
    I softened my tone. If I could appeal to the person under the mind-control, it just might help her crack it. “Justine, those were real people. At least give their families the closure they deserve.” 
 
    She held her head, shaking it back and forth, repeatedly telling herself no about a dozen times. “Officially, vampires aren’t real. We can’t let this out. They can’t let this out.” 
 
    “Search deep, Justine. The woman I know wouldn’t pretend this isn’t happening. What could make you feel that way? You know, somewhere inside your mind. You know they did this. Some night, maybe years ago, one of them cornered you after dark, stared deep into your eyes. Maybe you forgot the whole night and didn’t get it back for months, but think.” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened to me. I’m only trying to keep our town intact.” She looked up with a cold expression for a second, then broke down half-sobbing. “God, Max. What’s happening to me? Why am I doing these things?” 
 
    “Them. They got into your mind.” I tightened my jaw. In all the time I’d known her, this was only the third or so time I’d seen her cry. Once had been her mother’s funeral. Second one was my fault, I’ll claim that. But this one… the damn vampires. She hated feeling powerless, and she’s as pissed off as she was scared. 
 
    Justine growled. “I had to. What would anyone outside of Shadow Pines say if we tried to tell the truth? Would you rather we grabbed some homeless person and blamed them for each murder?” 
 
    “No.” I sighed. “What’s the cover story going to be for this one?” 
 
    “We don’t need a cover story, Max. I hate that these people died, but their deaths have to stay quiet. They can never be found. What happened here can never be known. It will remain a mystery.” 
 
    “You can’t just pretend these people never existed. You have to say something. There’s something in your head, Justine. This isn’t you. What could you possibly say to explain six people simply vanishing?” 
 
    Flustered, Justine sarcastically blurted, “UFO abduction?” 
 
    That made even the deputies raise their eyebrows. 
 
    “So we’re going from coyotes and mountain lions to little grey aliens now? It’s going to hit the news, eventually.” I traced a hand across the air suggesting a newspaper headline. “Elders abducted by aliens on their way home from gambling.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm isn’t helping.” She frowned. 
 
    “You started it.” I smiled, hoping a little dark humor might draw out more of her real self. “Maybe we could just leave it unanswered. Stir up rumors of ghosts on this stretch of road. Make it into a tourist attraction.” 
 
    She started to storm off again, but stopped, her back to me. “It’s under control.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that, Justine. It’s far from being under control and it’s getting worse. People are starting to question all the animal attacks.” 
 
    Deputy Ramirez squatted by a dark ash stain, shining his Maglite on it. “Sheriff, what do you make of this?” 
 
    I blinked at him. Yeah… the man just watched me throw lightning and destroy vampires, but he’s acting like nothing happened. That’s some serious mind control going on here. It’s tempting to tell him the literal truth just to watch him blank out and reset like an android being turned off and on. 
 
    “I hate to be the one to break this to you, Justine, but people who live here are already afraid. No one really believes ‘animal attacks’ are responsible for all the disappearances and deaths. People say ‘animal attack,’ but everyone knows what they’re really talking about even if they won’t admit it.” 
 
    Justine glanced at Ramirez. Sweat beaded on her forehead; her whole body shook with the effort of an internal war. “It’s ashes left by a careless tourist’s campfire.” 
 
    “If you’re going for a ridiculous cover story, why not just claim the UFO backfired when it landed,” I muttered. “You know the carburetors on those things are iffy.” 
 
    “Max.” Justine fixed me with the same glare she used on me one day about a month before we broke up. That had probably been the moment she decided we would be breaking up. Those last four weeks sure had felt like a collection of last chances—that I thoroughly screwed up on. “Be serious.” 
 
    “Oh, I am serious.” I stared into her eyes. “They affected your mind. They’re still in there. I’m as serious as it’s possible to be.” 
 
    “You’re not.” She shuddered. “Can’t be.” 
 
    I gestured at the ashes in front of Ramirez. “I’m as serious as six dead vampires.” 
 
    Parker and Ramirez exchanged a glance. Larson gave me an annoyed stare. Hmm. Guess he either knew the truth or the vampires controlled him, too. He’s probably the one who borrowed Caitlin’s flatbed. 
 
    “You’re going to set off mass panic.” Justine waved dismissively at the open grave. “Close that up and let them rest.” 
 
    “They’re not going to rest in an unmarked mass grave. I’m not asking you to go public about vampires. I’m asking you to do the human thing here.” 
 
    She crouched by the new deputy, brushing her fingers at the ashes. “Did I just watch you destroy six of them? My brain is struggling to understand what happened here.” 
 
    “Six vampires exploded when confronted with magic.” Hmm. I grasped Justine’s shoulder and tried my best to use my magic to kick the vampiric influence out of her head. A strong wind whipped up out of nowhere, whipping a few loose strands of her hair about. At seeing the two of us in the midst of a veritable hurricane, the deputies backed up, giving me the weird eye. 
 
    When the wind died down, Justine’s eyes fluttered. She looked… exhausted. “What’s going on with you, Max?” 
 
    I scratched my head. “Still not entirely sure myself. Piecing it together. But, apparently, those mountain lions really don’t like whatever I’m doing. Maybe I’ve got half a mind to do something about them.” 
 
    After giving me a long, blank stare, she walked to the edge of the grave. “It’s not really mountain lions. We’re just saying that to keep everyone from panicking.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what really happened here.” I approached, standing beside her. “No one is equipped to deal with the truth. As much as most people in this town think they already believe in vampires, if you outright tell them that’s what happened, they’re going to deny it and say we’re crazy. I get that you don’t want our town to become the laughingstock of cable news, but we can’t leave these people here in an unmarked grave.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” She folded her arms, tears gathering in her eyes. “Those things I remember… I really covered all that up, didn’t I? What the hell is wrong with me?” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” I squeezed her shoulder. “They can get into people’s minds, influence them to do things. No matter how strong a person is, an ordinary human being can’t resist. You’re not weak, Justine. Far from it.” 
 
    She scowled at the ground, shivering with guilt and horror. Who knows what those fiends made her do that I never saw. 
 
    “Not saying this to try and get you back, but because we’re both eyeball deep in the weird stuff. If you want to talk about anything, I’m willing to listen.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Justine shot a side-eye glare my way. Uh oh. Angry tears are never a good sign, especially from her. Luckily, I didn’t feel like the target. “They’re going to kill you, Max. And me, too—if they don’t just turn me into a goddamned robot again. We still can’t go public with vampires. We’ll end up in padded cells. What the hell are we going to say happened here?” 
 
    “Initially, I’d have gone with traffic accident, but it’s kinda late for that. Call it gang-related? Some new punks from St. Collins driving out to the sticks to go on a killing spree? No suspects. Could say you hadn’t released any details yet due to the ongoing investigation. Next John Doe body that shows up, plant Clark’s wallet on them and there’s your suspect.” 
 
    “That’s so flimsy…” 
 
    “Better than UFO abduction.” 
 
    Justine almost smiled. “True. I’ll give you that much.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re covering up for an actual criminal. You can’t put vampires on trial or send them to jail. In this situation, literal truth isn’t as important as giving these families some closure. No one deserves to be stuck in an unmarked mass grave. Actually… they’re all clawed up. I hate to say it, but an animal attack story might wind up being the easiest sell here. You generally don’t arrest bears either, when they kill someone.” 
 
    The deputies stared at us like we’re speaking Swahili. Every time I said the word vampire or magic they blinked or twitched like a computer having its reset button hit. Ugh. This is going to be a pain in the ass. Something tells me I managed to purge the negative energy from Justine’s mind due to our past emotional history. For these guys, it’s going to be far easier to kill the fiend or fiends responsible. 
 
    Justine looked back at the dead in the pit and let out a long sigh. “All right, fine. Answer me one question.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “How did you dig this up so damn fast?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    I held up my hand, cradling a little fireball. “Magic is as real as vampires.” 
 
    She didn’t look at me, but the flame was too obvious to miss. The strong shadows it cast on the side of her face reminded me of better times between us. “They are in my head. Or were. I remember doing things that I don’t remember doing.” 
 
    “Sounds like the night you brought me to your parents’ for dinner. I know that happened, but I can’t remember it.” 
 
    Head bowed, Justine came close to laughing. “I hate having no way to cope with this problem. They do whatever they want. Whatever you did, I’m remembering all these times I did things I had no control over. How am I supposed to deal with this?” 
 
    “You’re tough, Justine. You’ve handled worse than a vampire getting into your head.” 
 
    “What if they do it to me again?” 
 
    “I’m not planning to let them live that long.” 
 
    I’d never seen her look so genuinely worried, even a touch frightened. Justine Waters hadn’t been legitimately scared of anything since she’d been a little girl with a closet monster, and knowing her, she probably stomped right up to her closet ready to punch it in the head. Guess whatever I tried to do to help free her mind worked. Unfortunately, I had no guarantee I’d broken whatever control the vamps had on her for good. This might only be a momentary reprieve that let the real Justine emerge. 
 
    And no, I didn’t blame the vampires for us not working out. That had been all my fault. Well, mostly anyway. She could have supported my private investigator business rather than demand I change. Sure, if we had a kid to take care of, it might’ve been worth considering a more stable income with benefits. But… I knew we never would have gotten to that point. I’d seen a totally intoxicating, tough-as-nails woman and gone after her like a moth to a flame, enamored with her looks and personality despite us being wholly incompatible. 
 
    “So, magic,” she said, before shaking her head and sighing. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Larson narrowed his eyes at me ever so slightly. Yeah, he’s definitely still playing for team vampire. 
 
    “Can you fill that hole back in after we get the bodies out?” Justine cringed. “Someone’s going to notice an excavator coming out here again.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Justine faced the deputies. “Glove time.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting we stage a crime scene?” asked Ramirez, shock all over his face. 
 
    “Either that or we start speaking openly about vampires.” Justine headed off toward her truck. “Then it’ll be us in padded cells. And staging a crime scene beats concealing a crime completely. Of course, if we’re going to blame a bear, it’s not technically a ‘crime’ scene. You heard Max. This was the work of a creature that’s not subject to the criminal justice system. We have no case to pursue via conventional means. So, the van runs over something on the road, hits a tree and catches fire… the elders get attacked by a bear while they run from the flames.” 
 
    “The van doesn’t have any sign of damage like it hit something,” I said. 
 
    “Nothing Lionel can’t help us with,” muttered Justine. 
 
    “Valid point.” 
 
    With some reluctance, the deputies returned to their patrol vehicles, put on blue latex gloves, and walked back to the grave. Justine handed me a pair too, a wordless request to help them arrange the dead at ground level. To make our job easier, I commanded the earth to shift into the shape of a ramp. These bodies had been sitting for two days, so I didn’t want to take the chance of rupture or having a dead person land on my head while trying to lift them straight up. 
 
    Justine and Larson worked together while I teamed up with Ramirez to lug the dead out of the pit and set them up as if they’d been left on the ground by a killer. The whole time we worked, I muttered random apologies to the dead, hoping they’d at least be grateful to me for sparing them an anonymous gravesite that left their families not knowing what happened. 
 
    We got lucky in that no more vampires showed up. I had no way to know if the vampires who attacked us here had been the same vampires responsible for attacking the seniors—but it made sense. Why else would they have been out here so fast? 
 
    Once the last of the corpses had been arranged, I filled in the hole and evened the ground. Even made some bear tracks. 
 
    Justine grabbed her shoulder mic. “Patty, send the coroner out to Minepath Road, will ya? Tell him to bring a bus.” 
 
    “Copy, boss,” replied a somewhat static-laced voice. 
 
    She let her arm drop away from the mic. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Max. This could piss them off.” 
 
    “Did they tell you to make the bodies disappear?” 
 
    “Not specifically. They don’t like official investigations. All the stuff I remember doing tells me they wanted as little a trace as possible.” 
 
    I smiled. “Then they have nothing to worry about. I’m not an official.” 
 
    She shook her head. “If this shit keeps up much longer, you won’t be the only one in town with a bottle of Jack in the bottom drawer.” 
 
    “Hmm. Small town police chief with a drinking problem. Guess I wouldn’t be the only cliché around here then.” 
 
    She punched me on the shoulder, but smiled. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    A Little Too Dead 
 
      
 
    After handling the dead for the past few hours, I stank like a morgue during a week-long power outage. Not the best cologne to wear to a strip club, especially one that tried to be hoity-toity. 
 
    When Justine and her deputies were gone, I summoned a concentrated rainstorm, and showered the stink off me, clothing and all. Next, I brought forth a warm cyclone, which blasted me from all angles. Soon, I was dry and smelling good enough. My clothing might be a little worse for wear, but so what. It was just a nightclub of bloodsuckers. 
 
    Not true, of course. Humans were there as well. I had to be careful. 
 
    After sending Crystal a text to let her know I remained alive and ‘stuff happened’ I’d explain in person soon, I drove to The Black Rose club. Predictably, the parking lot had become mostly full at night. One spot opened up pretty close to the front door right as I pulled in, but on the off chance the proverbial turd flew into the fan, I didn’t want my truck anywhere near the building. A little walk didn’t bother me. 
 
    In fact, I minded the walk less than the idea someone I knew might’ve seen me going into a place like this. Despite my having a valid reason, and having been a PI for a while, that wouldn’t stop the rumor mill. At least Crystal could literally read my mind so she’d know the truth about why I went to a ‘full nude’ club. 
 
    The inside had every bit as much black and purple as the exterior. Constant electronic music thrummed from speakers in the ceiling, but surprisingly, it hadn’t been cranked up to the point my brain felt like a jellyfish in a disco class. I could even have a conversation over it if I raised my voice a little. 
 
    The right part of the room consisted of multiple C-shaped cushioned benches around small, round areas where girls wearing only high heeled shoes could put on a show for one person or a small group. In the back of the room stood a traditional stripper stage with two poles. To the left, the room had more of a lounge vibe, sofas and tables. A bar took up the far left corner, behind a small handful of tiny restaurant-style tables. The place only served non-alcoholic drinks. I briefly questioned if they did that because of the law, because they didn’t want a bunch of drunk guys in grabbing distance of naked women, or if the vampires who infested this place disliked the taste of alcoholic blood. 
 
    At a quick glance, I counted eleven women wearing nothing but shoes. Three appeared to be waitresses, acting in every way normal for table servers except for having no clothing. They ferried drinks and snacks around to the various patrons while the rest danced. Signs here and there warned of harsh punishments for touching the staff and also that only staff were allowed to disrobe. I couldn’t remember exactly if the law let table servers go full nude since I never made a habit of going to places like this. Something told me it broke a law or five, but I suspected inspectors or cops left this place with rather different memories from what really happened while they’d been here. 
 
    I spotted seven muscular bouncer types and one not-so-muscular woman in a biker jacket and jeans standing around as conspicuous security. All wore black T-shirts with ‘staff’ in bold white letters. Before the thought even occurred to me that the woman appeared way too ‘normal’ to be a bouncer, it hit me that she was a vampire. Her eyes had a predatory gleam that held no trace of humanity, merely a monster disguised in a person suit. 
 
    My ‘fame’ among the fiends hadn’t spread to the point where they all mobbed me. I felt the eyes of several on me, but not in a ‘boring into my skull like drill bits’ way. Stood to reason that if my abilities allowed me to sense them, the vamps could probably feel me too. With any luck, they’d react to me the way cockroaches did to bright light and not the way people in the bad part of town reacted to a lost tourist in a brand new Land Rover. 
 
    It took skill, but I managed to feel more conspicuous than the dancers and waitresses who didn’t have anything on. No one obviously looked at me, but that didn’t ease my feeling of being watched. 
 
    Before too many people ended up staring at me standing there looking around like a tool, I headed for the bar. A fortyish Italian-looking guy, black hair in a neat style that would probably deflect bullets, greeted me with a nod. 
 
    “Hey. Welcome to the Black Rose. First time here? Two bucks off your first drink. What are ya interested in, pal?” 
 
    “Information, mostly.” I smiled. “I’m trying to find someone. Older gentleman, fifties or so. Salt-and-pepper hair. Squarish face, exudes money. Know anyone fitting that description?” 
 
    “You a cop?” 
 
    “Even cooler.” 
 
    “A private dick?” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    The bartender shrugged. “Can’t say he sounds familiar. You sure you ain’t thirsty?” 
 
    Actually, excavating a mass grave was thirsty work. “Yeah, sure. You got iced tea?” 
 
    “Plain, peach, mango, lime, lemon, raspberry, or kiwi?” 
 
    “Plain’s fine. There a manager around I might ask?” 
 
    The bartender shrugged. “Lot of people here. Can’t say any particular one jumps out at me from that. You sure you’re not thirsty?” 
 
    He chuckled while preparing a glass for me. “I am the manager. Name’s Salvatore Benedetto. My last bartender disappeared a couple days ago. I’m covering for him.” 
 
    I’m not sure what shocked me more: yet another disappearance or that I only got $2 change from a $10 bill. “My client is pretty sure the man in question frequents this place. You sure you don’t know who I’m talking about?” 
 
    Salvatore’s left eye twitched ever so slightly. The smoothness of his smile said the man could lie like the best of them, but this rich dude had put the fear of god in him. Still, other than that mild tic, he didn’t give away any signs of stress. “Could be a dozen different people. Lot of old money in this town.” 
 
    This guy didn’t strike me as a vampire, but I’d bet big money they had him under mental control. No sense pushing when normal interrogation simply couldn’t work. I nodded once, turned to face the room, and leaned against the bar while sipping my tea. Geez. An eight-dollar iced tea. This place probably would’ve charged me an extra two bucks for a shot of flavor in it. 
 
    As I observed the room, I noted two of the dancing women had the look of vampires about them, as did three of the bouncers in addition to the security woman. All the ones I suspected of being vampires returned my glance with narrowed eyes. That only confirmed it to me. None gave off any clear indication of fear or hostility, though I had a strong hunch something held them back from what they wanted to do to me. Might have been the public setting, large crowd, or simply some rule among their group not to stir shit in their nest. Or maybe they didn’t know what the hell to make of me and kept their distance... for now. 
 
    Well, whatever held their leashes, I appreciated it. 
 
    I stood there sipping my iced tea while scanning the faces in the crowd. No luck on the vamp who turned Tracy, though I did notice another few undead in the lounge pretending to be customers. Good chance at least one normal human in this room would end up being someone’s dinner tonight. Probably more than one. Tracy said they could feed without killing. That had to be true considering the sheer number of vampires in this room would’ve been responsible for dozens more missing person cases than Shadow Pines already had to deal with. 
 
    Two things: I had to do something soon, and the time had come to call in some help. 
 
    I might have had some luck going around to the security people who weren’t vampires and asking about the rich guy, but Salvatore appeared to know exactly who I wanted to find. No sense wasting time when Tracy’s mortal soul hung by a thread. Well, a thread and a foot-thick stone cell. I probably ought to have been more worried about her werewolf boyfriend, Jackson, but guess I’m a softie for the dames. And, well, nothing could change his being a werewolf. That girl had a ticking clock dragging her toward a point of no return. 
 
    After draining the tea, I set the empty glass on the bar. “Not bad for an eight-dollar tea.” 
 
    “People don’t come here for the drinks.” Salvatore winked. “They come for the ambiance.” 
 
    “Right. Need a little air. Back in a moment.” 
 
    I casually made my way across the room and out the front door into a cloud of raspberry sugar-cookie. Two obvious out-of-towners in expensive sweaters stood off to my right vaping away. I stepped out of the chemical fog and called Crystal. She picked up on the first ring. I liked that in a woman. “I could use a little assist out here if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Did you get in over your head?” she asked, her voice light and flirtatious. 
 
    “Not unless you count burning eight bucks on one iced tea as being in over my head. There’s a guy here who I’m certain knows the man we need to find, but he’s not talkative. Would you mind trying to see if he’d spill the beans to you?” 
 
    “Uh, Max?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Nobody uses phrases like ‘spill the beans’ anymore.” Crystal laughed. “Yeah, sure. Where are you?” 
 
    “The Black Rose club. I’ve kind of hit a dead end. A little too dead. In fact, it’s a very dead end.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll get dressed for a night on the town then.” 
 
    “Make sure you dress nice and... sharp.” Hopefully, she understood that meant ‘bring your sword.’ And yeah, my girlfriend carried a sword. I liked that about her. It helped that she had a magical purse that could carry an entire closet’s worth of crap, but that’s an entirely whole other story. 
 
    “Of course. And I’ll wear something I won’t mind having to, um, throw out later.” 
 
    I whistled. Wow. I just invited the woman I’ve fallen for to a nightclub full of vampires and she’s excited at the idea of kicking in the door and blowing the place apart. 
 
    Yeah, I was in love. Big time. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Sweet Talk 
 
      
 
    Standing around the parking lot of a nightclub loaded with vampires made me feel uneasy... and a little murdery. I veritably itched to go in there and kill every last one of them. Technically, vampires had already died so destroying them didn’t count as murder. 
 
    To distract myself, I tried to find humor in thinking that I was probably the only man in the history of Shadow Pines to ever invite his girlfriend to a gentleman’s club. Not like I had any plans on staying here long, nor did my expectations include initiating an assault. While the vampires needed to be destroyed, I didn’t want to start throwing fire and lightning around inside a building with a hundred or so normal people. 
 
    Plus, I had a job to do—a very human job. 
 
    I’d been hired to find a missing man. A werewolf in this case. A werewolf with a half-turned vampire who I could still help. Boy, I hoped like crazy that I wouldn’t end up having to kill Tracy in the end. 
 
    But I would if I had to. Lord help me, I would. 
 
    And I might even like it. 
 
    Someone far more intelligent than me once made a comment about best-laid plans. That had been my life for the past few years. I’d have complained about having perpetually bad luck, but I met Crystal and got elemental magic, so maybe it wasn’t my luck to blame for all those wrong turns. However, an argument could be made that these powers didn’t so much make for a blessing as they painted an enormous target on my back. All things considered, such a target only slightly increased my chances of death in this town. Being in Shadow Pines these days without any means of fighting off a vampire would’ve been way worse odds. 
 
    Meanwhile, the whole time I waited for Crystal to arrive, it felt as though someone watched me. I felt a bit like a spy from a movie standing outside an important building somewhere in like Prague. At any minute, the KGB would show up and a foot chase through office buildings, warehouses and outdoor markets would ensue, followed by a boat chase across a crowded harbor, culminating with a leap onto a helicopter skid and safety. If I got lucky, the boat wouldn’t explode until after I got off it. 
 
    Maybe ten minutes after I hung up the phone, Crystal came walking out of the alley to the right of The Black Rose, with nothing on above the waist. Yeah, my mouth dropped open. For an instant, I caught a glimpse of bat-like wings before they either disappeared or became invisible. She pulled on a ‘Daddy’s Little Monster’ T-shirt on the way over to me. Heh. On her, that shirt is a bit too literal. Old jeans with several rips made me think she expected a rough night. She also carried that leather purse of hers that looked like it belonged in a Lord of the Rings movie. I didn’t understand how it worked, but she somehow managed to stuff a sword and several knives in the thing even though the bag didn’t appear anywhere near large enough for a blade that long. My girlfriend’s idea of getting dressing up for a night on the town. 
 
    Or a night taking on vampires. 
 
    I glanced from her to the parking lot entrance and back to her. 
 
    “Driving would’ve taken forever. Besides, I didn’t want my car to get blown up or something.” She leaned in and kissed me on the lips. “Never pictured you for a strip club sort of guy.” 
 
    “Because I’m not.” I grinned. “And I know you’re teasing. Also, not planning to blow anything up tonight. Just need information.” 
 
    “What sort of information?” 
 
    “The man behind the bar, Salvatore, needs to tell us what he knows about that vampire who turned Tracy.” 
 
    Crystal winked. “Men are simple to get information from. You just need to know how to talk to them.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” I chuckled. “If I had your talents, I’d consider it easy, too.” 
 
    She playfully stuck her tongue out at me, then led the way back inside. Since no invisible extra body parts hit me in the face, I concluded her wings had ‘retracted’ into her—or I’d completely lost my marbles. What if Crystal didn’t even exist at all and I merely hallucinated her? How sad would that be? I’m the guy who fell in love with a figment of his imagination. Part of me expected her to have a tail, too, even though she’d previously told me she didn’t have one. Succubus, right? Horns, wings, tail, kind of the package there. Maybe she didn’t want me to freak out too much and tried her best to pretend being normal. Or, she could’ve been overly literal. She didn’t have a tail at that time. Just like the wings disappear when she doesn’t need them. 
 
    Could be, she’s entirely a figment of my imagination. 
 
    Nah, she had to be real. She’d driven cars I’d ridden in and killed some vampires. 
 
    Only a few people paid any real attention to a platinum-blonde knockout strolling in like she owned the place. In my humble opinion, Crystal was the prettiest woman in the room, but she still had clothes on so not too many guys checked her out. As she said, men were simple creatures. The patrons didn’t exactly look at the dancers’ faces. 
 
    Following her over to Salvatore, I felt like the bumbling rookie detective trailing the main character of a strange cop drama TV series, Law & Order: Special Vampires Unit. Two of the nude waitresses shot Crystal territorial glowers, but most of the employees ignored her. The ones I’d pegged as vampires further made their existence obvious by gawking at her in confusion. I suspected they sensed her as not fully human, but had no idea what they were looking at.  
 
    “Welcome back,” said Salvatore. “And who is this?” He started to smile at Crystal… and kept right on smiling. Way past friendliness to ‘I’m going to try and steal your girl.’ Wow, Crystal had some effect on men. I should know. My half-succubus girlfriend leaned on the bar, twirling some of her hair around one finger. “Hello there, you handsome devil. Do you think you might be able to help me?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to help you with anything,” replied Salvatore in a voice that made him sound high. 
 
    She kept twirling her hair, adding a sultry lip bite. “I really need to find someone. He’s older, like fifty, with a little grey in his hair. Has a square jawline and expensive taste in suits. Also talks in an antiquated sort of way.” 
 
    “Oh, him. Yeah, some guy was asking about him before.” 
 
    I folded my arms. Couldn’t get too annoyed at being talked about like I wasn’t literally standing right in front of him. Old Sal technically was high… on Crystal’s method. Damn. If Hell existed, I think I just booked a reservation for thinking that phrase. 
 
    “What’s his name?” she asked. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re looking for Remington Wakefield.” 
 
    “Who is he, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    I knew the name, of course. The Wakefields were one of the Founding Families. In fact, one of the oldest three. Considering Crystal’s mother had married into the Bradbury clan, Crystal had to know that, too, and said it to keep him talking. That said, I didn’t know much about Remington, if anything. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind! His family owns this place. He’s here all the time.” Salvatore leaned on the bar, closer to her. 
 
    Crystal brushed her hand over his hair. “Anything else you can tell me about him, handsome?” 
 
    “Sure, baby. He and his family own a lot of stuff in this town, but get this... he’s been around for almost 200 years.” 
 
    “200 years...” She batted her eyelashes, faking dumb. “Why, I don’t understand how that could be possible.” 
 
    Sal’s eyes glazed over as he shook his head. He was fighting something, perhaps some implanted programming. Interestingly, Crystal’s sex appeal broke through such conditioning. Good to know. 
 
    “I’m talking vampires, baby. The town is overrun with them.” Salvatore gazed at her chest, somewhat prominent under her tight T-shirt. “Lot of them take orders from him. Not the sort of man you want to cross. I’m probably going to die for telling you his name... but it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Aww, don’t be like that.” She patted his cheek. “He’s not going to even find out.” 
 
    I step forward. “Did you see a younger guy around here? Wild brown hair, about twenty-one, probably would’ve looked angry? Goes by the name of Jackson?” 
 
    Salvatore ignored me, continuing to stare at Crystal with a stupid grin on his face. 
 
    “Do you know anyone named Jackson?” asked Crystal. “I think he came here looking for Remington, too.” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember the kid. He barged in a couple days ago looking for Mr. Wakefield. He even tossed big Nate halfway across the room. Anyway, when he saw Remington wasn’t here, he left, mumbling that he knew where the bastard lived.” 
 
    Crystal shifted her gaze to me in a ‘that’s not good’ expression. “Jackson went there?” 
 
    “No idea,” said Salvatore, shrugging. “Haven’t seen him since. Fair bet there’s not much of him left, whoever the piece of shit was. Nate is still nursing a bruised shoulder.” 
 
    A sudden odor—rotting flesh—came out of nowhere so strong it almost made me gag. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of bare boobs. Not all that unusual for being inside this place, but the stink worried me, so I looked. Both dancers who I suspected to be vampires walked toward Crystal and me with a highly unamused glint in their eyes. To my right, behind Crystal, two of the vampire bouncers also closed in on us. The woman in the leather jacket plus two other guys who must’ve been among the crowd approached from behind, blocking us off from the door. 
 
    Seven vampires closed in us, all of whom looked like they meant to make sure we didn’t walk out of here. 
 
    These days, I eagerly looked forward to killing vamps. Not so much with innocent humans around. 
 
    “Shit. We got a little bit of a problem,” I muttered, though it didn’t make any sense at this point to keep quiet. The fiends could likely hear me, even over the electronica music. 
 
    Crystal reached into her purse, probably gripping her sword. “I see them. Are you going to try and talk first?” 
 
    I locked stares with the black-haired dancer who was already extending her fangs. “Nah.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Black Rose 
 
      
 
    Nothing like a big opening act to get a fight started. 
 
    I cupped my hands at the air, raising my palms and summoning a gale. Hurricane-force winds swirled around Crystal and me, tearing bottles off the shelf behind the bar, hurling them like missiles across the room. The seven vampires closing in around us flew off their feet, spinning head over ass. Most of the small tables in the restaurant area went flying, too. A bottle smashed into the face of one of the naked vampires, the blonde, causing an eruption of blood from her nose and dousing her in clear liquor. Another nailed one of the men in the jaw, but the giant, cube-shaped bottle of high-end tequila didn’t break—his jaw did. 
 
    Salvatore sailed out from behind the bar, flew about fifteen feet, and came down on one of the sofas in the lounge. Absolute chaos erupted in the rest of the club as non-vampires started screaming and running for the exit. 
 
    Part of me cringed inside at the idea of attacking a woman, but I let my new, inner revulsion at vampires take over. As the blonde wearing only a coating of clear liquor sprang back to her feet, I threw a stream of fire at her. Vampires didn’t exactly need flammable booze to go up like a Roman candle, but it sure helped. 
 
    Engulfed in flames, the shrieking stripper-vamp hurled herself at me. I dove to the floor; she sailed over me and landed behind the bar, exploding into a fireball that wafted up the now-empty shelves. More panicked screaming came from the far end of the room to my left from random club-goers caught in the wind blast. 
 
    Four of the five male vampires stood there gawking at Crystal, who I suspected she’d charmed into derpville with her powers. Good, the more of them she can keep out of the fight, the better. The black-haired stripper and one of the guys charged my way, both of them oblivious to her charms. 
 
    I couldn’t get to my feet fast enough to avoid being grabbed by both of them. The naked vampire woman hissed and tried to tear out my throat, but bit down on Crystal’s sword instead as she thrust it into the fiend’s mouth. That one let go of me. I dropped to my feet and grabbed the guy on me by the throat, straining to hold him back while Crystal and the woman blurred into a hazy exchange of claws and sword that I couldn’t follow while wrestling a guy strong enough to flip a car. He grabbed my shoulders, sinking the tips of his claws into my skin, trying to pull himself close enough to bite. Somehow, I managed to block his attack with my forearm across the front of his neck. 
 
    With most everyone having fled the nightclub, I wasn’t too concerned summoning a lightning bolt—which I did now, my hand inches from the fiend’s nose. The loud boom deafened me momentarily. The next thing I knew, I lay flat on my back staring at the ceiling in too much pain to even scream. Imagine being completely mummified in duct tape and having it all torn off in an instant. It took me a few seconds to compose myself enough to remember the situation around me and force myself to sit up. 
 
    The vampire who’d attacked me lay headless on the floor not far away, thanks to my lightning bolt, smoke still rising from what remained of his neck. A thin ring of embers burned down into his shoulders. 
 
    Crystal and the black-haired woman vampire whirled around and around in a blinding display of acrobatic combat. My eyes couldn’t really keep up enough to know for sure, but I suspected the vampire had a slight advantage in speed. However, she used claws. Crystal’s sword gave her enough extra reach that they ended up stalemated. 
 
    Unfortunately, the other four vampires finally snapped out of it. One leapt to his left and grabbed a still-fleeing human waitress, using the screaming redhead as a body shield while pulling a handgun. Damn. Thought they had all escaped. Then again, I had been a little busy staying alive. 
 
    The second rushed me while the third and fourth charged at Crystal. Why did she get all the fun? 
 
    I blasted one of the vampires going for her in the back with a lightning bolt right as he pounced. Crystal started to teleport away, but faded back to solidity as the ashy remains of that vampire rained over her. The man rushing at me tackled me flat to the ground. Okay, dumb. Crystal could’ve teleported out of his way. I didn’t have to protect her. No, wait. I did. That’s just who I was. Damn my chivalry. 
 
    Still, that left her fighting two vampires: one woman and one man. 
 
    Meanwhile, the vampire on top of me leaned in for a bite. 
 
    A gunshot went off. 
 
    Blood burst from the vampire’s forehead, spraying me in the face. He paused in mid-bite. Despite the giant hole in the middle of his forehead, he had a ‘you idiot’ expression. 
 
    “Really?” asked the vampire on top of me. “Ryan, what the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I missed! Sorry!” shouted the vampire still holding the struggling naked waitress. “I’m trying to hit him but you got in the way.” 
 
    A man’s head—only his head—flew over us. Okay, looked like Crystal just took care of vampire number four. Apparently, this pissed off the female vampire who shrieked in rage. 
 
    “You stupid bitch!” shouted the vampiress. “I’m gonna rip your face off and wear it like a mask.” 
 
    “At least you recognize you need work,” said Crystal. “I mean, I wasn’t going to say anything, but since you mentioned it...” 
 
    The vampiress roared. The two women clashed again, fighting like cornered hellcats. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ryan the vampire pointed the gun at me again. I shifted, blocking with the vampire on top of me, who snarled and opened his mouth. Reflexively, I channeled Earth energy into my body, hardening my skin to stone. 
 
    “What the hell?” muttered the one on top of me. 
 
    “You’ve never gotten stoned before?” I smiled—then mashed my forehead into his nose. 
 
    He rolled off me to the left, blood streaming from his nostrils and mouth. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Ryan shot me in the chest. The bullet bounced off, but it hurt like a son of a bitch. Kinda like being walloped with a bat while wearing a Kevlar vest. I couldn’t throw fire on him or use lightning since he presently held a woman as a human shield. I concentrated on Ryan’s gun, focusing elemental fire on it the same way I did when those two idiots showed up at my apartment. He fired again, but missed me by an inch. 
 
    The gun glowed red-orange. Ryan wailed in pain, dropping the weapon. Shouting curses at me, he grabbed the woman’s neck, his claws out in a threatening manner. 
 
    A squishy crunch came from the right. 
 
    Ryan glanced over, so I did, too. 
 
    The black-haired vampire stood facing us, a look of complete surprise on her face. A gleaming black spear point stuck out of her chest at the end of a suspiciously skin-toned shaft. Stunned, the vampiress started to look down at the weapon impaling her, but a swipe of Crystal’s sword took her head off from behind. Okay, that’s different. 
 
    A groan came from the vampire who’d been shot in the head... and whose nose I’d just smashed. He jumped back to his feet. Before he could take a step, I hurled a stream of fire into his face. Both he and the vampiress collapsed into a dusting of black ashes at the same time. I glanced at Crystal, wondering where the hell that black spear came from—but it had vanished. Had to be something magical. No time to worry about it now. 
 
    “Let her go,” said Crystal, pointing her sword at the remaining vampire. 
 
    “Okay,” replied Ryan in a dreamy tone. He shoved the naked woman away so hard she landed on her chest and slid a few feet across the carpeted floor. 
 
    Ouch. That hurt just looking at. 
 
    I fed him some lightning, enough that he exploded into a dusting of cinders. In hindsight, that might have been a little too much as the bolt left a smoldering jagged line on the carpet behind him. Oh, well, that’s why clubs like this had insurance. 
 
    The former hostage sprang to her feet and ran—as much as she could run in high heels—out the door. 
 
    A quick look around confirmed no additional vampires coming after us. Crystal didn’t appear injured, or even all that tired. 
 
    Nothing remained of the undead except for smoldering clothes and enough ashes to choke a shop vac. People had mostly all gone outside, except for a couple guys on the floor near the exit, moaning from trample injuries. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine. What about you? Your shoulders are bleeding.” 
 
    I tried to look at them. “I’ve gotten worse cuts from cats. Doesn’t hurt too much.” 
 
    “Still, you should let me clean them out. No idea where those gross fingernails have been.” 
 
    “Not going to object to that.” 
 
    “W-what the hell are you?” wheezed Salvatore from behind us. 
 
    I turned to look. 
 
    He peeked over the bar at us, his face visible only from the eyes up. 
 
    “An exterminator. You had a bit of a roach problem. Nasty ones. Little too big for traps.” 
 
    Salvatore whimpered, ducked back down again. 
 
    “Think we got them all?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably. But there’s more out there, Max. Tons more.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, setting my jaw. “Let’s find them... and kill them all.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Licking Wounds 
 
      
 
    A hush fell over the crowd in front of The Black Rose when we walked out. 
 
    The women who’d run out the door with only shoes on had all covered themselves in borrowed blazers, T-shirts, or light jackets. No one appeared particularly afraid of me, or even seemed to realize I’d been throwing fire and lightning around. My initial windstorm filled the entire room with such disorder that everyone had scrambled to escape. Few, if any, had seen the fighting within, or realized we destroyed seven or eight vampires. 
 
    I smiled to myself, imagining Justine calling what happened in there a ‘malfunction with the air conditioning fans.’ 
 
    There was, of course, the one redhead who had briefly been held hostage. She had seen some shit, which is why Crystal presently spoke with her. Unlike vampires, she couldn’t change memories. She could get people to do things for her via charms, but that only worked on those with a physical attraction to her. Here, she had to rely on the appeal to logic. Better to just pretend it didn’t happen than talk about stuff that will get everyone thinking she’s crazy. No one needed to see what that young woman saw tonight. Removing memories would be a blessing, but at least the look on the redhead’s face gave me adequate confidence she would keep it quiet. I mean, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if people found out about my magic, but generally, people around here liked everything to be normal. Even if they had to pretend. 
 
    Crystal stared at the group for an intense few seconds, then relaxed and walked over to me. She’d scanned their thoughts and apparently felt satisfied no one else really grasped what had gone on. Or at least, whatever they thought about didn’t make her uneasy. 
 
    “It’s messy inside, but safe.” I gestured casually at the entrance. “Y’all can go inside if you want.” 
 
    Exhausted, Crystal and I headed back to my truck. By the time I had the engine running, everyone had disappeared into the building. Depending on how individual residents of Shadow Pines truly felt about ‘the weird stuff,’ they may or may not associate the body-sized oval piles of ashes with something paranormal. 
 
    Chalked up to confusion or fear of being called insane, I had a fairly strong notion no one would say a word about what happened. 
 
    I drove back to the office and we headed upstairs to my apartment. Crystal dragged me into the bathroom, peeled my shirt off, and proceeded to play nurse. I’d rather have played ‘doctor’ with her, but that usually didn’t involve actual injuries. While she fussed over me, I noticed a slash in the back of her jeans, an inch below her belt, almost like someone stabbed her with a broadsword—but no blood stained the denim. Before I could ask about it, she dumped isopropyl into my claw wounds. 
 
    That erased any thought from my mind other than trying not to scream or show signs of pain. Not that I believed she’d think less of me if I showed pain or anything. It’s just how I’d been conditioned growing up. Guys had to be stoic and all. 
 
    “Most bachelor pads don’t have much in the way of medical supplies, but I’m surprised to see your cabinet lacking considering the dangerous line of work you’re in.” 
 
    “Up until a few weeks ago, the most serious injury I risked was a hemorrhoid from sitting at my desk all day waiting for the phone to ring.” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, Max... the whole PI with no work thing is such a cliché.” 
 
    “Except in my case, it’s true.” 
 
    “Was true. You got me now, remember?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t rely on you to charm my clients for work.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s fun. Plus, most of them only needed a little prodding.” 
 
    “And what if one day you decide to leave?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Then you can always go back to your old standby... drinking from that bottle of Jack you have hidden in your desk.” 
 
    I sat there, fidgeting and trying not to wince as she washed, Q-tipped, and dabbed at the little holes in my shoulders. “Do you know if vampire claws have any unusual effects?” 
 
    “None that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “Should I be concerned?” 
 
    “Not really. Vampire claws are a lot tougher than fingernails should be, or even bone. And they’re also too sharp for what they’re made out of.” 
 
    “Well, vampires shouldn’t exist. We’ve gone into the realm of magic here.” 
 
    She dribbled more isopropyl into the wounds. It didn’t sting quite as much the second time around. Not sure if that was a good or bad thing. “You don’t sound happy to be dealing with magic, Max.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way. Just saying I can’t expect things to follow normal scientific rules. Fingernails aren’t normally able to grow out to four-inch blades in an instant, so vampire claws having the ability to slice like razor blades is not exactly shocking.” 
 
    Crystal burst into laughter. 
 
    “What?” I peered up at her. 
 
    “Shocking… just thinking about that one vampire whose head vaporized.” 
 
    “Heh. You found that funny?” 
 
    She paused in tending to my shoulder, tapping a finger at her chin. “It was more the two tiny lightning bolts that shot out of his eyes a second before everything from the neck up exploded.” 
 
    “I don’t even remember that. Think I shocked the crap out of myself.” 
 
    “That would explain these slight burns inside your wounds.” She poked a Q-tip into one again. 
 
    “Gah!” I squeezed my fingers into my knees. 
 
    “You’re probably going to have little scars, but nothing to worry about. Just need to put some gauze on them for a few days.” 
 
    She left me there for a few minutes and located an old First Aid kit down in the office I’d forgotten entirely about having. Not like gauze had an expiration date. Having her hovering so close to me stirred a certain mood. Temptation to migrate from the bathroom to the bedroom grew strong, but I couldn’t seriously spend the hour or two I wanted making love to her while Tracy sat inside a stone cube in my basement, halfway between life and death. 
 
    Also, if Crystal really got into it, I’d be in no shape to do anything more than sleep for hours. While I had no specific information that suggested any vampire had fled The Black Rose to bring a warning to Remington Wakefield—or any other vampires—it made sense to expect retaliation soon. The fiends had eyes all over Shadow Pines. They’d been here for at least a few years, but the past year or so had seen a significant worsening. We’ve had more ‘animal attacks’ and disappearances in thirteen months than the past four years combined. 
 
    Yeah, Mom Nature knew the situation had gotten out of whack. 
 
    “I’m worried, Max.” Crystal sat in my lap facing me, arms around my neck. 
 
    “I’m worried, too. Unfortunately, we just shoved a boulder down the hill. Can’t un-roll it.” 
 
    She bowed her head, touching mine. “You said we’d only talk to Salvatore.” 
 
    “My plan had been only to talk. They attacked us, if you’ll recall.” 
 
    Crystal rocked me side to side, squeezing me close. “I know. Things devolved quickly.” 
 
    “You killed tonight,” I said gently. “How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Crystal leaned back, staring into my soul. “Destroying vampires neither pleases nor upsets me. Well, not for the sake of doing it. Destroying them makes me happy because the town becomes safer, which in turn makes you and everyone else I care about safer.” 
 
    God as my witness, I could fall straight into her deep blue eyes and never want to escape. “They will eventually realize we just set off a war. Assuming they don’t already know. It’s time to do something they won’t expect.” 
 
    “Attend a hot yoga class while dressed as clowns?” 
 
    In between laughs, I said, “No. Though, the thought of you in yoga pants is driving me crazy.” 
 
    She kissed me. 
 
    We damn near did end up moving to the bedroom, but I managed to stay focused on feeling guilty about Tracy. 
 
    “What they won’t expect is me kicking down the doors of Wakefield Manor.” 
 
    Crystal gasped. “You are not storming Wakefield Manor.” 
 
    I stared up at her. “I am. This is the entire reason I have these powers. It’s what I have to do.” 
 
    A coy smile spread across her face. “Actually, I meant we are storming Wakefield Manor.” 
 
    My first instinct was to protest, tell her I needed her to stay safe—but Justine’s voice screamed in my head about how I always thought she needed saving. No, I didn’t think Crystal weak or helpless, or useless. Not even close. I simply didn’t want to lose her. 
 
    The look she gave me said she felt the same way about me… 
 
    Talk about a switcheroo. Shouldn’t it be the guy telling the girl to stay home so she doesn’t get hurt? I didn’t like it; guess they didn’t either. 
 
    “Okay.” I stood. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    A sparkle flickered in her eyes. “Don’t forget to put a shirt on, big guy. Only one of us has a chest that can stop a room in its tracks.” 
 
    I struck a weightlifter pose. “My pecs ain’t that bad.” 
 
    Laughing, she dragged me out into the bedroom—but only for a new shirt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tracy?” I asked, approaching the slot in the ‘cell’ wall. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Bored out of my goddamned mind, but I’m not insane yet.” She appeared at the slot in the blink of an eye, making me jump back. Scaring the crap out of me amused her into grinning. “How long are you going to keep me here?” 
 
    “Hopefully, not for much longer. I have some good news.” I bit my lip, hesitating at revealing that I knew about Remington and planned to go there right now. All sorts of movies and books had vampires with telepathic connections back to their makers. On the off chance Remington could hear Tracy’s thoughts or know what she knew, I couldn’t risk tipping him off. “Gotta go check on something in Ironside.” 
 
    “That’s your good news? What a rip off.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s best I don’t tell you the good news. Or news of any kind, for that matter. But just know it’s not too late for you. You don’t stink.” 
 
    Tracy stared at me. “You say the nicest things.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that how it sounded. The gift Nature bestowed on me allows me to smell vampires. You aren’t surrounded by the stench of a thousand corpses. Hopefully, that proves you haven’t been permanently cursed. Jackson knew that. Pretty sure that’s what sent him back to Ironside. I’ll be back in a couple hours. How are the books?” 
 
    “Almost done with the pile of books you left me. Going stir crazy in here. Please hurry up. Another few days is going to make me beg you to just kill me.” 
 
    I bowed my head. Not that I needed any more motivation to assault Wakefield Manor, but… that helped. “Hold it together, okay? Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” She sulked and plodded back to sit on the cot. “I can’t let myself have hope. It hurts too much.” 
 
    For a moment, I stood there in silence. Soft sobs echoed inside the stone prison I made. Yeah, that made me feel like a grade-A asshole for confining her, but it also lit a fire inside me. Didn’t know this girl from Adam, but those fiends had taken her life and crushed her hope. Maybe this Jackson guy had done something for her that let her cling to her humanity thus far, but she wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    “Give me a couple more hours, okay.” 
 
    Tracy sniffled. “Okay. I’ll try.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The Wakefield Estate 
 
      
 
    We had one big reason why sneaking up on the manor house would be difficult: headlights. 
 
    Or do they count as two? Whatever. 
 
    Crystal, as I found out, could see really well in the dark. Not total darkness, but moon and starlight gave her enough to see by that we could turn the headlights off. One advantage to having an older-than-hell pickup: an actual headlight switch as opposed to automatic lights. So, she drove. 
 
    Naturally, I spent the first minute or two feeling weird about that… until thinking about her having superhuman reflexes and low-light vision. Out of sheer randomness, I started mentally comparing her to Bruce Lee films. What I’d seen of her thus far kinda felt superhuman, but it might not have been all that far out of the realm of human possibility. Someone who’d spent decades training with a sword could probably keep up with her. That she was basically a cast-off socialite who’d spent a couple years living as a normal person and still somehow had the reflexes of a Shaolin monk is what made her supernatural. 
 
    Well, that and the whole half-succubus thing. 
 
    Wakefield Manor occupied a private plot of land three-point-four miles northeast of Shadow Pines’ downtown. Thick forest surrounded an estate that sprawled over a serious amount of property. This family had been one of the first three to settle here hundreds of years ago. They built this manor house at a time when ‘downtown Shadow Pines’ consisted of a row of about seven buildings, two of which had been saloons, two brothels. All the miners and crews lived closer to the mountains, in what would become Ironside, while the managers and owners set up shop here. 
 
    None of the original town structures remained, devoured by the relentless press of development. It would be a true pity if I ended up torching this house. Of course, it, too, was hardly the original structure, having grown and evolved in the centuries. As one of Shadow Pines’ ‘commoners,’ I never had reason to come anywhere near this place before, nor did I belong to the local historical society. Merely by looking at the manor, I couldn’t tell which sections qualified as historic landmarks and which had been added more recently. 
 
    Still, the place had a massive footprint. 
 
    Crystal pulled off the single road leading to the house before we got close enough to see the gate. “Even without lights, they’re going to see and hear us coming if we roll right up to it.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She cut the engine, tossed me the keys. 
 
    I chucked them back to her. “Your reflexes are sharper than mine. Just in case we need to get the hell out of here in a hurry.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    We got out, eased the doors closed, and hurried through the forest in a straight line toward the estate. Eventually, we reached a wrought-iron fence surrounding the sprawling property. Crystal grimaced at the sight of it. 
 
    “What?” I whispered. 
 
    “Iron. I’m half-fey.” 
 
    “Not demon?” 
 
    “Nope. While there might be a succubus-like creature among the demons, my father’s a fey trickster. Of course, humans are so uptight about sex, they call us demons. I don’t understand that.” 
 
    “Human nature, maybe?” I focused my elemental earth magic into the ground by the fence, hollowing a passage in the dirt so we could go under the wrought iron. 
 
    “Maybe. Then again, have you ever noticed how people who are really religious are the most uptight about sex? Look at the puritans. It’s a wonder those groups haven’t died out by now being so afraid of their own bodies.” 
 
    “Heh.” 
 
    “Seriously. Consider television. Murder, assault, shooting people, explosions, arson… no one really cares. Show one nipple and you’ve got tens of thousands of angry people calling the FCC.” 
 
    “I don’t understand that either.” I dropped into the tunnel I made, crawled a short ways, and soon climbed out inside the grounds. 
 
    Crystal did the same, though she pressed as far away from the iron as possible. 
 
    “That bad?” I whispered. 
 
    “Imagine being stabbed by a knife made out of electrified salt and covered in fire ants.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yeah, ouch.” She pulled herself out of the hole, crouching low like some kind of ridiculously beautiful ninja. “So, what’s the plan, Mr. Elemental?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Like you said. Kick down the door. Blow up vampires. Pretty straightforward.” 
 
    “Do you think Jackson is in there?” 
 
    I shook my head. “They probably killed him days ago.” 
 
    “Werewolves are hard to kill. They would have needed to use silver.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Wakefields can afford silver.” I took a step toward the manor house, but stopped at a tingle running up my leg the instant my foot hit the ground. 
 
    “What?” whispered Crystal. 
 
    I held a hand up in a ‘one sec’ gesture, and concentrated on that feeling. It didn’t strike me as unpleasant, more like the tingle of static electricity in the winter making my neck hair stand up. “Weird feeling.” 
 
    “Same. There’s a lot of mystical energy in the air here. It feels... dark. I mean, the whole town has this same sense of wrongness hanging over it, but it’s more noticeable now. Maybe because it’s so open and empty out here in the grounds? Nothing to distract me.” 
 
    “Maybe. C’mon, before we’re seen.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I stuck to the fence line, jogging in the shadows until we passed the front face of the house. The side of the manor didn’t have anywhere near as many lights. To be honest, I couldn’t say what pulled me around to the side. Probably me heeding Crystal’s subtle look of disapproval to the notion of kicking down the front door. Then again, charging headlong Rambo-style into an unknown number of vampires did sound stupid. That said, something seemed to pull me to the side of the house. A small prompting. 
 
    Mother Nature, is that you? 
 
    “What happened to kicking down the door and blowing them up?” 
 
    “A slight change in plans. I think an ambush is the way to go.” 
 
    “A window then?” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    After closing my eyes, I opened myself to the earth around me. The sense of absence spread out in front of me, revealing the manor’s basement. 
 
    “Someone’s coming.” Crystal grabbed my arm. 
 
    At my command, the earth lowered us in a small chamber the size of an elevator. Once we were a dozen feet below the surface, I sealed the ground over our heads, solidifying the dirt to a stone slab. While Crystal pulled a small flashlight out of her bag and turned it on, I pushed my magic into the earth between us and the basement, creating a straight tunnel. Earthen bricks at the end liquefied in response to the magic, opening the way for us into a long room packed full of dusty furniture, crates, and tall sheet-covered objects of mystery. They might’ve been freestanding mirrors or giant wardrobe cabinets, but I didn’t care to check. 
 
    The air stank of death, but not overwhelmingly so. Though this house had a vampire problem, no fiends appeared to be in the basement with us. 
 
    “I hear someone breathing.” Crystal pointed the flashlight to the left, spotting the beam on a door. 
 
    We navigated around the various antique sofas, divans, tables, and paintings, making our way to a plain but heavy wooden door that looked centuries old. Crystal gripped the knob, but it only rattled, locked. She emitted a soft grunt of irritation and flicked her finger at the lock plate. A faint click came from inside, and she opened it. 
 
    “That’s handy,” I whispered, knowing one of Crystal’s gifts was the ability to manipulate small objects. Granted, I hadn’t known her gifts also translated into picking locks. Damn handy skill for a private investigator’s assistant to have. Oh, the possibilities... 
 
    “Quite.” She probably winked at me, but I couldn’t see her face in the dark. 
 
    It stank in here, too. I was beginning to think the entire family had been turned. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen any Wakefields out in the daytime for a while. Though that might be because they were known to be reclusive. I mean, vampires could go out during the daytime, but they tended not to because it weakened them so much. Not having seen anyone from this family in public didn’t necessarily prove anything. Maybe they avoided the public eye because rich people could be eccentric. 
 
    Or maybe they were all undead. 
 
    Fortunately, the smell didn’t overpower me, more like a lingering stain on the air from there being so many vampires around here. 
 
    “Someone there?” wheezed a male voice from up ahead. 
 
    Crystal shined the flashlight down a dusty hall that looked like something straight out of Alcatraz, the solitary confinement wing with ten narrow solid metal doors on each side. More than the stink of death, this corridor smelled like human waste, too. The voice came from one of the cells. 
 
    “This house has a goddamned dungeon,” I muttered. 
 
    “Wasn’t a whole lot of law here when they first built the place. It literally could have been the town’s proper jail at the time. Sure looks old enough.” She went straight to the third door on the right side. “He’s in here.” 
 
    “C’mon, you bastards. Open the door and see what happens,” said the man inside. 
 
    “Now, that’s not a nice way to speak to the people who’ve come here to find you,” said Crystal. “Jackson?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “There’s no way they left him alive.” I tried the knob, but it wouldn’t turn. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” asked the man. 
 
    “If you’re Jackson, calm down. Tracy hired me to find you.” 
 
    Shuffling came from behind the door, someone walking up to stand nearby. “Yeah. I’m Jackson. How is she? Has she…” 
 
    “Killed? No. Not yet.” 
 
    Crystal flicked the lock and pulled the door open. 
 
    Except for having shoulder-length brown hair, Jackson looked like he’d stepped right off the screen of a Vietnam POW movie: bare-chested, barefoot, torn jeans, bruises and blood all over him, manacles on his wrists and ankles. The instant we didn’t have a door separating us, the same odd energy tingle I’d felt outside hit me again, stronger, and obviously coming from him. Lacking any better explanation, I assumed Nature allowed me to sense werewolves. Giving off a weird static electricity prickle beat smelling like rotting meat. Hopefully, that meant Crystal had been right about them... they were a friend of nature, not a foe. Within seconds of his making eye contact with her, his angsty, frightened expression melted to placidity. 
 
    “Are the sad puppy eyes really necessary?” I muttered. 
 
    Crystal sighed. “Awful pun.” She tapped a finger on both sets of manacles, popping the locks open. “And that look isn’t him. I’m keeping him calm. Releasing him now. Hang on.” 
 
    “Whoa.” Jackson blinked at her. “Thanks. How’s Tracy?” 
 
    “Safe for the moment,” I said. 
 
    He leaned toward me, sniffing. “What are you?” 
 
    “A private investigator.” 
 
    Crystal covered her mouth to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “No, man. I mean… you smell funny.” 
 
    Smiling, I backed up a step so he could get out of the cell. “That wouldn’t be the first time someone told me that.” 
 
    Jackson slouched, hands on his knees as if trying to catch his breath. The bruises covering him faded fast enough to watch disappear. “I mean you sorta smell like one of us but different. Stronger in a way but not as, uhh, musky.” 
 
    “When you say us...” 
 
    “Werewolves, of course.” 
 
    I grinned. “Of course.” 
 
    “Max has been given the power of the elements,” said Crystal. 
 
    “Ah, The Elementalist. About bloody time you showed up.” 
 
    “You know about me?” 
 
    “All weres do. We try our best to deal with the vampire problem, but there’s only so much we can do. The fiends multiply like cockroaches and are just as hard to eradicate. Eventually, an elementalist arrives to clean up the job for us. Something unusual is going on in Shadow Pines. More so than an ordinary infestation of vampires. We haven’t figured out what, yet, but something is making them stronger here.” 
 
    “Okay, wow,” I said. 
 
    “I take it this is news to you?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “No surprise. Most elementalists don’t know who or what they are until called.” 
 
    “We really ought to keep or voices down, guys,” said Crystal, pointing her flashlight back at the basement. “I’m shocked they haven’t heard us by now.” 
 
    “Okay, yes. I am new to this, and I really don’t know much about werewolves, but I take it we’re on the same side.” 
 
    “Let me ask you this, Max. Do I smell like death warmed over to you?” 
 
    “No, you smell... and I hope I don’t offend, like a wild animal.” 
 
    “No offense taken. Do you feel a strong need to turn me into ash?” 
 
    “No. I feel...” I searched my emotions. “I feel a connection to you.” 
 
    “As do I with you, my friend.” 
 
    I grinned again. “You figured out Remington turned Tracy and came here to get rid of him. I’m gonna guess that didn’t quite go as planned.” 
 
    Jackson groaned, rolling his right shoulder. “No. I expected a couple of vampires here, but the entire damn family is undead. I managed to take out about six, but they just kept on coming at me. Remington’s old and powerful. It would’ve been a difficult fight for me to take him on alone. But, yeah. Never expected they’d turn everyone… and there’s something about this place. Dark energy everywhere. Made me so damn angry I charged in like an idiot.” 
 
    “Are you going to be dangerous?” I raised an eyebrow. “Lose control?” 
 
    “That’s a myth. We don’t do that. At least, it never happened to me before I came here. Maybe Remington or one of the others did something to my head.” 
 
    “Werewolves and vampires are natural enemies,” said Crystal. 
 
    Jackson managed a weak smile. “True enough, but not the way Hollywood makes it out to be. We’re all about nature, and vampires are the opposite. But, it’s not like we have organized wars or anything. Mostly, we keep to ourselves and protect our homes. I never even thought it was possible to go out of my mind with rage until I’d come here, to this place. The whole damn family is infected.” 
 
    Crystal whistled. “That would explain why they’ve been so reclusive for so long. Okay, so what’s next?” 
 
    “We need to kill Remington to stop Tracy from completely turning. Or rather, I need to. Can’t expect or ask you to help.” Jackson straightened to his full height. Other than the blood smeared on him, he looked quite a bit healthier than mere minutes ago. “It’s not too late for her… is it?” 
 
    “No, she’s safe.” 
 
    Jackson sized me up. “Let me guess... a stone prison for her?” 
 
    “Good guess.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever keeps her from making her first kill.” 
 
    “And it’s in my nature to help, remember?” I said. “I’d already assumed you dead. We came here to put Remington down, too.” 
 
    Jackson smiled. “I was kinda hoping you would say that. I need all the help I can get... and an elementalist... yeah, more than I expected. So what’s the game plan, then?” Jackson clenched his fists, his chest and arms thickening with tense muscles. 
 
    “No game plan, though I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. C’mon.” I held my right hand up, creating a baseball-sized fireball for light. 
 
    “Umm, whoa. Okay. You just made fire out of thin air, and she’s got horns… and a sword,” said Jackson. “Yeah, this just might work.” 
 
    I glanced back at Crystal. She winked at me and put her horns away. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Burnin’ Down the House 
 
      
 
    Once I found the stairway leading up into the house, I let the fire go out. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, Crystal tapped the knob on an old, white door to unlock it. I led the way out into a huge kitchen. Despite the age of the house, stainless steel everything surrounded us. A younger woman, middle twenties maybe, in an angora sweater and black skirt reached into an open fridge as if about to claim a late-night snack. Jet-black hair and milky white skin made her look like a porcelain doll brought to life. Farther ahead, a man a few years older than her stood with his arms folded, leaning against the counter. They looked like the stereotypical clueless rich couple from every rom-com ever filmed in the nineties. Dude even had a turtleneck. 
 
    They both gawked at the three of us emerging from the basement. I’d been about to stumble over a lame excuse when I noticed the wine bottle the woman pulled from the fridge contained blood—or at least a dark liquid too thick to be wine. 
 
    Both of them also stank like rotting meat. 
 
    Jackson gave an inhumanly deep growl and ran past me at the man. 
 
    The woman bared fangs and spun to face us, hissing. 
 
    I hated violence against women. Maybe it was chauvinistic of me, but it felt wrong. However, despite her appearance, the creature hissing at me no longer counted as a woman—more a demonic beast that stole a woman’s skin. My innate need to destroy these fiends didn’t have much trouble pushing past my hesitation. I thrust my right arm out and called forth elemental fire. 
 
    A wash of billowing orange and a roar like a flamethrower cut her leap short. Beastly snarls melted into agonized wails that sounded too much like a normal young woman for my conscience to take without flinching, but I had to tell myself the beast tried to deceive me. 
 
    Jackson tackled the man onto the counter, bending him backward over it and sweeping several canisters plus a knife block to the smooth, grey floor. All done in seemingly one motion. Wow, werewolves are fast. 
 
    Meanwhile, the woman fell out of the fire stream as a few smoldering bones and a haze of ash. Her rapid disintegration confirmed beyond any doubt that she’d been a vampire. 
 
    Gurgling, Turtleneck attempted to push Jackson off him, but lacked the strength. Fear made him even paler. He rammed his knee into Jackson’s side, again and again, doing little if any damage. A claw-tipped grab to the wrist pulled the werewolf’s hand from his throat long enough that he let out a desperate scream. 
 
    Crystal hurried two steps to our right, facing an archway at the corner of the kitchen that led to a hallway. Two more vampires—I guessed due to my immediate feeling of loathing toward them—entered at the same time, one in front of Crystal, the other at the opposite corner closer to Jackson. 
 
    While she attacked the one in front of her, I threw a lightning bolt into the chest of the other. Sizzling and crackling, the electrical discharge flew out of his back, grounding into the mostly stainless steel finish on the appliances and countertop. The shock launched Turtleneck and Jackson into the air and left my target standing in place, stunned, smoking. And sizzling. 
 
    I liked the sizzling best. 
 
    A brief squish behind me announced Crystal beheading her vampire. Jackson grabbed a carving knife from the floor and, apparently confusing it with a stake, rammed it into Turtleneck’s chest. This only annoyed the vamp, who slashed the hell out of Jackson’s bare chest with his claws. 
 
    Furious at the shredding, Jackson picked Turtleneck up and threw him like a spear, headfirst into the wall above the sink. I started to point at the bloodsucker with fire on my mind, but two more vampires—a man and a woman—rushed in. Both appeared to be in their late thirties, but god only knew how old they really were. The man aimed a rifle at me, which bumped him straight to the top of my priority list. Raising my hands as if lifting a heavy object, I called forth a brief but strong blast of wind that threw the pair back into the corridor. 
 
    Crystal now tangled with an older—late sixties—looking woman who had the upper hand, raking claws at her so fast it forced my sword-wielding girlfriend to rapidly back up. To my right, Jackson ripped Turtleneck’s head off with his bare hands. Blood spewed out of the jagged stump of a neck, spraying all over the wall, sink, cabinet doors, and floor. 
 
    Nice one. 
 
    The elder got a piece of Crystal, slapping her across the face so hard she sailed off her feet and went flying over a massive island counter. At that, I threw lightning into the old one. Sparks ran down her legs, spreading out over the floor. She shuddered and convulsed in place, dancing a literal electric boogaloo. 
 
    Jackson sprinted from the sink to hurl himself at the vampire holding the rifle. Much to my new werewolf friend’s surprise, the man actually caught him in mid-air. 
 
    I was trying to think of a way to help the wolfman, when a fortyish woman in a silver evening gown came out of nowhere flying at me, claws and fangs bared. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough time to summon another round of lightning, elemental fire or anything—and hit the deck. Not sure if Mama Nature had given me heightened reflexes or not, but I somehow managed to avoid the airborne vamp just as a kitchen knife stuck into her right eye. I glanced at Crystal, who recovered from throwing it and re-engaged her fight with a different male vampire. 
 
    Wow. My girlfriend just saved my ass. Literally stopping in mid-fight to deliver a perfectly timed throw at an attacking vampire. Yeah, Crystal was the real super hero here. Anyway, as the vampire clutched at the handle jutting out from her eye, I covered her in crackling, churning elemental fire. In seconds, the knife fell free from a cloud of disintegrating black ashes, striking the floor with a dull thud. 
 
    Behind me, Crystal got the upper hand on the male vampire. Somehow, she ended up behind him... and that’s all she wrote. A second later, his head toppled off his shoulders. 
 
    The rapid firing of a rifle made me dive to the floor without even looking. When I finally lifted my face out from under my arm, I blinked in disbelief at the sight of Jackson, having impaled the rifle through the vampire’s chest, shooting into the hall. The vampire convulsed each time the rifle went off. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I shouted. “Bullets aren’t going to bother them.” 
 
    He’d apparently hit that vampire in the face hard enough to knock him loopy, but the man’s senses returned to him in a blink and he bared his fangs. Thrusting my arm up, I focused elemental fire energy into the AR15. The plastic parts melted in seconds, the rest of the weapon heating to an orange glow like it had come out of a forge. 
 
    Jackson yowled and jumped back, flapping his hand. The vampire with the rifle stuck through him burst into flames. His hands caught fire when he grabbed the rifle and pulled it out. That distracted him enough that he didn’t even notice my lightning bolt before it vaporized his head. Then, he didn’t notice much of anything ever again. 
 
    “Come on!” yelled Jackson, waving at Crystal and me. “Before they take off.” 
 
    He ran out. Snarling in my mind, I followed, not liking the recklessness. But, he had a point. If Remington Wakefield decided to flee, it could take us a long damn time to find him again, time Tracy didn’t have. 
 
    Reckless it was, then. 
 
    We fought our way past another four vampires down a long corridor decorated with paintings and little, purposeless tables. Jackson did impressive things with a pair of carving knives. At the end of the hallway, an arch on the left connected to the main foyer. Two huge staircases on either side led to the second story with a wide arch in the middle of the opposite wall leading deeper into the house. A chandelier the size of a car hung at the middle of the ceiling three stories over our heads. To our right, another archway connected to a smaller antechamber and the front door. 
 
    Six men ranging in apparent age from late twenties to fifty blocked off our path to the exit. Except... I was certain our quarry would be upstairs. Either way, six vamps presented enough of an obstacle to stop us in our tracks. 
 
    “So, the dog man thinks he’s just gonna run out of here,” said a blond guy, late thirties. “We should thank him for bringing two snacks.” 
 
    The other five vampires chuckled. 
 
    Wow, they still had no clue who I was. 
 
    Frowning, I pointed at the man at the right end of their line. Lightning leapt from my fingertips. It hit the vampire in the face, blasting him apart into a man-shaped suspension of dark ashes before leaping to the guy next to him, who collapsed to the floor twitching, on fire. 
 
    “A two-fer,” said Jackson. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Blondie’s overconfident smirk faded to a look of worry. 
 
    “That is quite enough,” said a commanding voice from the stairwell. “These ruffians shall soon be of no more concern.” 
 
    A mid-fifties man with salt-and-pepper hair casually descended into the foyer. He wore an immaculate, expensive suit. Another woman with dark hair, a little younger than him and four more men—all vampires—followed. 
 
    “Are you going for Old World nobility or Chicago crime boss?” I asked. “That look kinda doesn’t work for you.” 
 
    “I tire of this excessive nuisance,” said Remington, frowning. “Destroy them all.” 
 
    “Dammit,” muttered Crystal. “Guess I’m on crowd control.” 
 
    Before I could even ask what she meant, she threw her sword at the pack of vampires on the stairs. Remington flew-leapt in my direction, moving with startling speed. Bewildered at why Crystal would toss her weapon away, I made the mistake of watching it fly. Jackson dove to intercept Remington, grabbing him out of the air before he hit me and falling into a logroll embrace with him. 
 
    The sword, aimed too high to hit any of them, went largely ignored by the five vampires. 
 
    Crystal appeared in a brief flash of light behind them… as her clothes and bag dropped to the ground beside me. She caught her sword and slit the throat of the woman vamp, neatly beheading her. Her somewhat careless teleport made sense a few seconds later when the remaining vampires spun to stare at her—and went dumbfounded. 
 
    Admittedly, the sight of Crystal standing on the stairs in her birthday suit kept me gawking at her for a moment. When I snapped out of the entrancement—and only because she allowed me to—Remington had Jackson up in the air by one hand impaled into his guts. 
 
    Shrieking in agony, Jackson flailed and kicked, but couldn’t dislodge himself from the vampire’s grip on his innards. The three vampires in front of the door also stared at Crystal, except for the oldest. He appeared capable of fighting off her charm to a degree, the mental battle clear on his face. 
 
    Jackson threw his head back and roared. 
 
    Okay, this room had far too many damn vampires for my comfort. I channeled elemental earth up into my body, turning my skin stony—my best protection around vampires. 
 
    Meanwhile, Light brown fur erupted all over Jackson’s bare chest and back. His face extended into a wolf’s snout as his legs bent backward on themselves, elongating into canine limbs. Rippling muscles nearly doubled the size of his chest and the thickness of his arms. 
 
    Remington still held him up off the ground by a hand almost elbow-deep in his guts, the vampire’s eyes glowing red. Three-inch fangs gleamed from his mouth, the longest I’d ever seen on a vampire. Something told he didn’t bite to make neat little holes… he ripped whole throats out. 
 
    Hoping that nature energy wouldn’t hurt Jackson as much, I threw a lightning bolt into Remington. The shock blew them apart, though Remington only staggered back a few steps. He started to give me a ‘what the fuck?’ sort of look, but dove out of the way as Jackson—now a nine-foot-tall hairy beast man—tried to bite him. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Crystal screamed. The older vamp who’d resisted her power pointed a .45 at her. The bastard had shot my girlfriend. As she staggered and gasped, the remaining male vampires all started recovering from her intoxicating charm. Shit! As fast as I could move my arm, I projected rage lightning at him, no idea if she’d been killed or merely wounded. The vampire with the gun exploded into flaming chunks of gore. I kept screaming in anger and pumping lightning into the floor where he’d been standing for a few seconds more. Totally unnecessary, but I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    Jackson scrambled after Remington, who’d developed a bit of a stiff leg after my lightning bolt. The two vamps from the antechamber rushed at me. 
 
    Behind them, Crystal stumbled down the stairs, blood pouring down her pale white chest from a bullet hole above her heart. The two coming for me both grabbed on and bit me—and quickly discovered vampire fangs couldn’t penetrate stone. Okay, they might have been horribly evil fiends, but hearing them whimper after breaking their teeth by biting stone did kinda make me feel a little sorry for them. 
 
    While they staggered back grabbing their mouths, I fired a lightning bolt into the crowd swarming Crystal, blasting the left leg off one man. He hit the floor screaming, fiery disintegration crawling up over his hip into his torso as he tried to drag himself away. Jackson leapt over Remington, rushing to help Crystal. He grabbed vampires one after the next, ramming his huge claws into their chests and tossing them around like rag dolls. 
 
    Remington swooped in and seized my right arm, twisting it up and back with enough force that the stone armor cracked in three places. Holy crap that hurt. In fact, it hurt so damn much I stopped feeling it after a few seconds. Reacting on pure instinct, I shoved my left hand in his face and covered him in flamethrower. For a few seconds, he set his jaw in determination, continuing to crush my arm as if hoping the pain would make the fire stop before he lost his battle to resist it. 
 
    And how he resisted it, I hadn’t a clue. I suspect it had to with his age, or his strength. Or maybe some other vile form of dark magic. 
 
    Crystal nearly being killed had already pushed my emotions into a state somewhere between fury and panic. The pain in my arm ceased mattering. I had to think about Tracy, about all the innocent people in Shadow Pines this son of a bitch had hurt over the almost two centuries he’d been here. 
 
    Growling, I pulled my arm down, easing the pressure on my shoulder. The constant billow of flames blasting him in the face from my left hand took a lot out of him; his formerly bulldozer-like physical strength faded to seem far more human. 
 
    Crystal raced up on my right side, swinging her sword in a two-handed downward chop that severed Remington’s arm at the bicep, freeing me. The two vampires who tried to bite me both grabbed her. She cringed, bracing for it… and screamed when they both bit her on the neck. Smoke poured out of their mouths. Blood rolled over their lips, what remained of their broken fangs having completely disintegrated upon contact with her fey-tainted blood. 
 
    Wow, those two were not having a good tooth night. 
 
    They clutched their throats, which melted open as though they’d swallowed some seriously potent acid. 
 
    Once again having the use of both hands, I poured a double fire stream into Remington. He resisted for a few seconds, then finally burst into a conflagration like a dried-out Christmas tree, turning into a pillar of flames. A wild, flailing swing, knocked me flat to my stone ass and sent me sliding across most of the foyer. Damn. Vampire elders were a royal pain in the ass. How is this guy not ashes yet? 
 
    Somehow, the burning man managed to run for the front door. 
 
    From the ground—while sliding—I threw a lightning bolt straight into his back, detonating the elder vampire in a dazzling pyrotechnic display. His upper torso hit the ground, arms flailing at the air for a few seconds before he finished disintegrating. 
 
    Ignoring the two vampires choking on their own blood, Crystal padded over to her clothes and hurriedly dressed. It eased my mind to see the bullet hole in her chest already reduced to a nasty bruise. I pushed myself upright and finished off those two with fire, then raised my hands before spinning to face the stairs. 
 
    Jackson crouched over the remains of the other vampires, still chewing on a torso that had neither head nor limb attached to it. Gradually disintegrating arms and legs lay all over the place. The destruction left me breathless. One had even been torn in half at the waist. Some werewolves are really expensive to keep buying new vampire toys for. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Crystal. 
 
    “Nothing a hot bath won’t cure.” I faced her. “You’re shot.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine in an hour or two. Bullet wasn’t made out of iron.” She rubbed her chest where she’d been shot, then shook her shirt; a deformed bullet fell out of the sleeve, striking the floor with a click. “Hurts like a bitch but it’s not dangerous to me.” 
 
    She did a really good job of hiding her pain. And wow, I was dating Supergirl. Who knew? 
 
    “Holy crap!” shouted a small childish voice. “You killed them all!” 
 
    I spun. 
 
    A little girl of maybe nine or so in a white nightgown stood at the bottom of the grand staircase on the right, her bare feet as pale as porcelain. Black hair and blue eyes made her look like a tiny version of the first vampire I’d destroyed in the kitchen, the woman who’d been pulling a bottle of blood from the fridge. Of course, that woman didn’t appear old enough to be this girl’s mother, but… vampire. Worse, this child’s expression radiated pure joy with a note of relief. Not a scrap of alarm, sadness, fear, or even confusion. 
 
    When we’d first met Jackson, he said everyone in this damn house is a vampire. 
 
    “Oh, no… Not a kid.” I started to raise my hand, but didn’t sense any inner need to destroy her. 
 
    “Are you alive?” I rasped. 
 
    “Yes.” She grinned. “You really killed them all.” 
 
    “Your entire family… I’m so sor—” 
 
    She bounced on her toes. “No, no. That was so awesome!” 
 
    Crystal, fully dressed, walked up beside me, staring at the kid. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Wait…” I said to the child. “You’re happy?” 
 
    “Yes!” She spun around a few times like someone who’d just won the lotto. “I’m not gonna die when I’m eighteen.” 
 
    “Um, say again?” I walked across the excessively large foyer and met the girl at the base of the stairs. She smelled like something fruity—probably her shampoo—not a trace of foulness. “Did you say you won’t die when you turn eighteen?” 
 
    Crystal ran up and took the girl’s hand. “You shouldn’t look at this mess.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ve seen worse.” She winced. “And yes. My mother was going to turn me into a vampire as soon as I became old enough. I’ve tried to run away like twenty times, but they always catch me.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead, unable to believe this kid. “You’re happy we just... killed your entire family?” 
 
    She stared up at me, her smile wavering, before finally failing. “You killed creatures that looked like them. My family all already died. They’ve been dead for years.” 
 
    “Aww, you poor child.” Crystal hugged her. 
 
    Snarling came from the left. 
 
    I glanced over at Jackson. Still in the form of a canine-humanoid, he stood in a hunched posture, sniffing around. Claws longer than daggers dripped blood from both hands. He bared his fangs, growling deep in his throat. A killing gleam shone in his eyes. I had the distinct impression the beast within him had quite enjoyed shredding those vampires. I also had the feeling he hadn’t yet consumed his fill of violence yet for the night. 
 
    He definitely wanted to keep on killing… and he looked right at me. 
 
    “Hey, Jackson… time to calm down, buddy.” I held my hands up in a placating gesture. 
 
    Jackson roared. 
 
    The child shrieked and hauled ass back up the stairs. 
 
    Jackson stalked toward Crystal and me, a snarl rumbling low in his throat. 
 
    “Uh, oh,” I muttered. “This isn’t good.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    A Hairy Situation 
 
      
 
    Everything I knew about werewolves up to this point—admittedly not much at all—said they shouldn’t be prone to mindlessly attacking everything around them. The nine-foot-tall furry critter making its way toward me, however, implied otherwise. 
 
    Worse, that friendly little tingle I got when I made eye contact with him outside his dungeon cell didn’t happen. Something changed. Jackson didn’t exactly feel like a vampire, but whatever instinct Mom Nature gave me seemed to be elbowing me in the ribs and whispering, “Kill it!” 
 
    “I thought you told me werewolves weren’t crazy?” I said to Crystal without turning away from the wolfman coming toward me. 
 
    “They’re not,” she said, concern clear in her voice. 
 
    “Then why is he looking at us like he wants to eat us?” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be aggressive. It’s got to be related to the dark energy in the air here. If we get him away from this house, he should calm down.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s due to all the vampire guts he’s been slurping down.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    I raised my hands, stirring up a wind around us. When Jackson took another step closer, I let him have a category four. 
 
    The windblast shoved him backward off his feet and sent him tumbling into the left staircase amid a whirl of grey ash from all the dead vampires. Whoever had to dust the upstairs hallway is really going to hate me. 
 
    Jackson leapt to his feet and came barreling at us. 
 
    I nailed him with wind again. This time, he hunkered down on all fours, sliding back, claws screeching over the marble tile floor. Crystal tried to yell something over the howling gale. When I pushed Jackson all the way across the room into the wall and let the wind die down, she pointed at the door. 
 
    “Toss him outside!” 
 
    “Better idea. Why don’t we just go outside so he chases us?” 
 
    “What if he goes after the kid?” 
 
    “Dammit. Good point.” 
 
    She ran to the door, whistling as if trying to call a dog. 
 
    This appeared to annoy him. I rushed to my right, heading for the wide hallway that led into the center of the house between the two stairways directly opposite the front door. Jackson eyed me, still snarling, but some part of him remained smart enough to hesitate, expecting more wind. He swiveled his massive head around to glare at Crystal. 
 
    She’d put her sword away, back in her bag. That worried me, but if she got into a bad spot, she could hopefully teleport away from him. If this guy had gone out of his mind due to some negative force in here, we really shouldn’t kill him. Hell, I’d been hired to find him. 
 
    Jackson scrambled up to a run, charging at me. 
 
    I called forth a windstorm, filling the hallway in a punishing tempest that tore paintings from the walls and knocked a whole mess of stuff over in front of me. One arm up to shield his face, Jackson power-walked closer, inches at a time. A small statue bonked him on the head, but didn’t faze him in the slightest. He powered forward. Unless I zapped him with lightning or covered him in fire... he was gonna be on me in a few seconds. 
 
    Seeing a small statue bonk him in the head gave me an idea. A crazy idea. 
 
    I adjusted the flow of wind and instead commanded it to blow from behind me. Within seconds, the gale lifted me off my feet and sent me hurling forward. Being smashed face first into Jackson’s furry chest by a tornado-force wind may not have been the world’s best plan... but it did the trick. 
 
    We flew across the foyer and crashed into the corner by the antechamber. I bounced off him and landed on my side. Jackson slid down to a seated position, bits of plaster falling on him from the crushed faux column. 
 
    From the ground, I threw a hard blast of air at him, launching him out the front door like a giant furry cannonball. Jackson landed in the paved courtyard among an embarrassment of expensive cars. He tumbled over himself a few times and came to rest near a plain fountain depicting eight cherubs pouring water from tiny wine jugs. 
 
    With a grunt, I pushed myself up to my feet and jogged-limped outside as Crystal ran to the disoriented wolfman. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Jackson,” said Crystal. 
 
    He sat up and started to growl at her, but she stared him down until he collapsed unconscious. Good enough. 
 
    “You knocked him out?” I asked, holding my side, certain I cracked a rib or two. 
 
    “No. I merely calmed him down. Once the abnormal rage left him, he passed out. Whatever got him that furious didn’t come from inside him. I swear this house has bad energy.” 
 
    Jackson shrank back into his human form before our very eyes. Wow, okay. Crystal wasn’t the only person around here whose supernatural nature had a real hatred for clothing. Considering how much larger than human he’d become, no surprise his clothing was long gone. I removed my jacket and tossed it over his nether regions. As we stood there, his bruises began to fade, though the cuts didn’t. 
 
    “He looks like he got into a fight with a lion and lost,” I said. 
 
    “Vampire claws sting, but they’re not made of silver. His wounds will heal okay, just takes a little longer.” 
 
    I took her hand. “Longer than a bullet?” 
 
    She touched her upper chest, shook her head. “Werewolves heal a ton faster than me. Remember, I’m only half succubus. My real father would’ve laughed at a bullet… but a deep enough stab from an iron dagger could kill him, so I’m kinda happy being in between.” 
 
    “Are you in pain?” 
 
    “A little yeah. But it should be gone by morning.” 
 
    “You’re sure this guy isn’t going to be contagious? I’d hate to save the town from vampires, only to have a werewolf outbreak.” 
 
    “I’m positive it isn’t contagious.” She smiled. “You remember a couple weeks ago when I said vampires gave werewolves bad PR? Yeah. That contagious thing is a lie. Their bite won’t turn someone into a werewolf. It’s not a curse. It’s a gift from mother nature.” 
 
    “All right. I trust you.” 
 
    “We need to get him away from this house and property. The whole family being vampires has to have caused this place to collect a crapload of negative energy. I really don’t like the idea of an innocent child being here at all either.” 
 
    I glanced at the place. “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Be right back. Going to go get the truck.” 
 
    “Not going to teleport to it?” 
 
    She pulled her shirt off. “No. That magic only works on living things. I could get to the truck, but I’d have to hotwire it since the keys would be on the ground here.” 
 
    I admired her black lacy bra. “Living things? Can you teleport another person with you?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’d both jump straight out of our clothes and drop anything we carried.” 
 
    “That’s kinda weird.” 
 
    She pulled off her shirt, revealing her already-healing wound, and sprouted a pair of demonic wings, though maybe they looked more like dragon wings. Then again, what the hell did I know? 
 
    “Do you want the pseudo-scientific explanation or the legend?” 
 
    “Which one’s shorter?” I asked. 
 
    “About the same. Legend says ten thousand years ago, a fey used the ability to teleport to steal a great treasure from the goddess Mahla, creator of the fey. She was angry and decreed that no fey could ever use their magic to steal from her again. That’s why no objects teleport with us.” 
 
    “What’s the pseudo-science explanation?” I raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “Fey, especially succubi, traditionally don’t wear clothing, so the ones who created the magic never bothered making it affect anything but our bodies.” 
 
    “That’s not the least bit scientific.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m happy to be able to teleport at all. I’m not a thief, so I couldn’t care less how it works as long as it works. A fighter jet pilot doesn’t complain that the ejection seat doesn’t have a coffee maker in it. Let me go get the truck already.” 
 
    She flapped skyward. I stared up at her until she disappeared into the indigo cloak of night. 
 
    Jackson remained obligingly unconscious for the few minutes it took Crystal to reach where we’d stashed the truck and drive back to the estate. She stopped outside the gate, hopped out to use whatever magic she had to open the gate, and drove in to park beside Jackson. 
 
    Between the two of us, we stuffed him in the back seat. Time to go—oh, crap. Wait. I glanced at the house. There’s a child in there alone. 
 
    “What about the kid? We can’t leave her here all alone.” 
 
    Crystal glanced at the house, biting her lip. “We should call the police, but I don’t trust them. And even if we could trust them not to be under vampire influence, they can’t handle this stuff.” 
 
    “You want to go get her?” I asked. “We can’t just leave her there.” 
 
    “Yeah, be right back.” 
 
    She jumped up onto her wings again, flapped hard, and aimed for the mansion. I had just settled in behind the wheel, when the thrumming whoosh signaled Crystal’s return. I saw her bare feet first, then the rest of her as she settled down outside the truck, the young girl in her arms, still wearing a nightgown. 
 
    “Oh, my God that was amazing,” said the girl, clapping, her high-pitched squeal echoing in my ears. 
 
    Crystal’s wings disappeared as she opened the truck door. The girl crawled in, grinning. I tossed Crystal her shirt through the door, which she pulled on over her bra. 
 
    “Thank you,” said the girl, rubbing her left shoulder as if sore. 
 
    “Were you alone in there?” I asked. 
 
    “The only human, yes.” 
 
    I blinked. “Not even a living nanny?” 
 
    She shook her head, tears in her eyes. “Holy cow, I’m actually free! They’re not gonna kill me.” 
 
    The emotions of the moment caught up to her, and she doubled over in sobs. Crystal pulled her in close and patted the girl’s head while giving me a sad smile. Being comforted only seemed to make the child cry harder. We sat there for a while trying our best to comfort her. This kid appeared to be in dire need of love. I couldn’t even imagine what it had been like for her to be surrounded by vampires. 
 
    Eventually, she gathered her composure and looked up at us with a big smile. 
 
    “What did you do during the day when all the vampires slept, sweetie?” asked Crystal. 
 
    “Usually, I spent most of my time trying to escape from my bedroom. They locked me inside.” The girl exhaled in relief. “Yeah. Everyone in my family was a vampire except for me. I’d say I’m an orphan now, but, technically, I became an orphan eight years ago when my mom turned into a vampire.” 
 
    “You’re eight?” Crystal asked. 
 
    “No, ten.” She offered a hand. “Blair Wakefield.” 
 
    Crystal shook her hand, smiling. “A pleasure to meet you. I’m Crystal Bradbury.” 
 
    Blair gasped. “Is it true?” 
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “Did you really get caught kissing your father?” 
 
    “You’re only ten. You shouldn’t even know about that.” Crystal blushed. Okay, that’s a first. “And no. I didn’t. He got caught with someone else who looked like me.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s good. So what are you going to do with me? Drop me off at the police?” 
 
    “That’s probably not a great idea at the moment.” I scratched the side of my head. “We still don’t know how much control the vampires have over the cops. Something doesn’t seem right about them wanting to kill her when she turns eighteen.” 
 
    Blair made a ‘well duh’ face at me. “I agree it’s not right. That’s why I kept trying to run away.” 
 
    “Heh. No, I mean, those fiends aren’t exactly merciful. They didn’t hold off on hurting you out of any sense of ‘right’ or being nice. If they had some specific reason in mind, other vampires might still be a threat to you.” 
 
    “Oh. I dunno.” Blair scrunched up her nose. “They wanted to make me into a vampire like the rest of the family, but I wouldn’t be able to do much if I was stuck as a kid forever. They had to let me grow up before they killed me.” 
 
    “Aha!” Crystal perked up. “I know. My family will take her in. Having an adopted daughter will be really good for Mom. She’s been depressed ever since Dana’s death.” Dana was, of course, her older sister who’d been killed by vampires. Finding out what had really happened there had been the reason she came to hire me in the first place. “I dunno what kind of relationship you had with your real mother, but mine would adore having a kid to take care of again.” 
 
    Blair peered up at her with a neutral-to-interested expression. 
 
    “Adopted?” I blinked. “That’s a bit fast. What about the whole family court thing?” 
 
    The child looked at me like I spoke German or something. 
 
    Crystal laughed. “Once a family has a certain amount of money, laws work a little differently.” 
 
    Blair glanced back at her. “She speaks truth.” 
 
    “What do you know, you’re only a kid,” I said. 
 
    “A rich kid.” 
 
    I gazed at the truck’s roof. “Oh, brother.” 
 
    “Not like that.” Blair shook her head. “I’m not like conceited or anything. I just know how things work.” 
 
    “Assuming you want to go live there.” Crystal smiled at her. “I don’t want to force you.” 
 
    “Anything’s better than being in this house alone.” Blair shivered. “It’s so creepy in there. Like, seriously creepy. If you wanted to just take me right now in my nightdress, I’d go. I’d rather have to get all new clothes than go back in there long enough to pack… or even change.” 
 
    “Well, the place has been filled with vampires for decades.” Crystal rubbed her chin. “Are you being dramatic or do you seriously want to just leave right now?” 
 
    Blair cringed. “Kinda serious. Being outside makes that house feel super scary. Like, there’s a major amount of bad energy in the air. I have nightmares all the time, and they’re not just from knowing I was going to die on my eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    “That’s so messed up,” I muttered. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Blair shivered. “Thank you.” 
 
    “We can get her new clothes.” Crystal grinned. “I’m sure my mother would adore the shopping trip.” 
 
    Blair hugged Crystal, then looked over her shoulder at the house. “No, it’s okay. I can deal with it long enough to change and pack some stuff… just don’t leave me alone in there, okay?” 
 
    “We’ll all go inside,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    I pulled a U-turn in the driveway and parked next to the veranda. As we headed toward the front door, Blair paused to look up at Crystal. “Wait, hold on. Is your family full of freaks?” 
 
    “No, just me.” 
 
    “You’re a vampire?” 
 
    “No, sweetie. I’m a half... um, never mind. I’ll tell you later when you’re older.” 
 
    Blair furrowed her brows. “What…?” 
 
    “Half-fey.” Crystal smiled, satisfied. “Basically, an anti-vampire.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Blair appeared contented with that answer. 
 
    I grinned as we made our way up to the third floor, into a long corridor lined with blue carpeting. Any minute now, I expected to see strange faces warping out of the walls or see blood dripping from the ceiling. Making a child go back into this house had to count as cruelty. 
 
    Blair’s bedroom door hung open, the doorjamb around the knob splintered outward suggesting the kid had to break it open from the inside. Guess that explained her sore shoulder. Seeing that made me furious all over again at the vampires. I poked my head into the room to make sure nothing dangerous lurked there. The window had a set of bars bolted to the outside, still sporting multiple fabric knots from where she’d tied ‘escape ropes’ like something out of a prison break movie. The kid looked pretty damn skinny… maybe she could fit between them. 
 
    “Is every Founding Family insane?” I whistled. 
 
    “Pretty much,” said Crystal. “My family is one of the saner ones.” 
 
    “Hooray for that.” I smiled. 
 
    Blair went into her room, but when Crystal didn’t follow, stopped and looked back. “Please don’t leave me alone in there.” She pointed at me. “You wait outside.” 
 
    Chuckling, I turned my back. 
 
    Crystal slipped into the room and pulled the door shut. 
 
    Standing by myself in the corridor, I became acutely aware of a serious negative vibe in the air. The kid had a point. Even as a grown man of twenty-eight, I didn’t want to be alone in this house. Five minutes standing by myself in this hallway and I’d probably be running the hell out the front door as fast as possible. The way my gift gave me an instinctual need to destroy vampires, it reacted to this house with the urge to race outside. 
 
    I swiped my foot across the rug, kicking at the wooden splinters on the floor. I imagined Blair hurling her body against the door, desperate to escape her bedroom while we fought the vampires downstairs. It’s damn astounding that a child that small managed to break down the door. Either she took one heck of a running start or had some serious adrenaline. Did she hope someone had come to help her or merely thought the noise of the fight would conceal the noise of her breaking out? 
 
    Damn, the energy in here was creepy as hell. It felt like I had an army of pissed-off ghosts glaring at me and the instant I looked away from them, they’d slit my throat. That poor kid. I couldn’t imagine how it felt to be so young and trapped alone in a room in the scariest house imaginable, surrounded by vampires… How she’d not gone completely insane, I had no idea. Either that kid possessed an iron will, or she’s going to be the reason a therapist buys a new yacht. 
 
    “Oh, you have to be kidding,” muttered Crystal from inside the room. 
 
    “I’m not. They took away my normal clothes and shoes because I kept trying to escape. All I’ve got left is stupid princess dresses and fancy shoes. And okay, I do kinda like nice dresses, but they’re lame for climbing out windows and running through the forest.” 
 
    “There’s so much wrong with this place I don’t even have words.” Crystal sighed from the other side of the door. 
 
    Hangers rattled. A few minutes later, the door bumped into me from behind. Blair emerged in a shimmery blue dress with puffy shoulders that made her look like she should be playing a character at a Disney theme park. 
 
    “Okay. I’m ready. Can we go somewhere less scary now?” asked Blair. 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Blind Squirrel 
 
      
 
    Crystal spent the ride holding Blair in her lap. In the backseat, now covered by a blanket I’d fetched from the house, Jackson lay unmoving, still out cold. 
 
    “I’m going to just take her straight home,” said Crystal. “It’s kind of late, but I think my mother will still be awake. Even if she isn’t, I’ll set Blair up in a guest room.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” Blair yawned. “You know what’s sad?” 
 
    “A kid stuck in that house?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded at me. “That, too. But, I was going to say… a couple times when I escaped the house, I ended up sleeping in alleys. Better than my bed. No nightmares.” 
 
    “Yeah, that is sad.” 
 
    “An actual bed and no nightmares. I don’t even know what that would feel like.” Blair yawned again. “I hope it isn’t so exciting that I can’t sleep.” 
 
    I parked the truck on the street in front of my office-slash-home. Crystal and I got out and, at my office door, spent a too-short moment kissing. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    “Careful as I can be. That goes for you, too.” I squeezed her hand. “You were amazing tonight. I definitely would have been overwhelmed alone.” 
 
    “Jackson did a lot of damage, too. Hell, he carried us.” She flashed a playful grin. “Okay, gotta get home. I’ll call you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I stood there watching the two of them walk over to Crystal’s little sporty car. It did not sit right with me that a ten-year-old child was so blasé about the complete annihilation of her entire family. And she had to have watched at least some of our fight from the top of the stairs. Maybe considering that vampires tended to explode into dust rather than die like humans, it hadn’t traumatized her too much. Could a little kid process that she’d been a prisoner of literal monsters impersonating her family? 
 
    That girl seemed far too calm. 
 
    I turned to keep staring at the little car driving by, inches from running after it and telling them to wait. What sort of creature did Crystal drive off with? Could Blair Wakefield actually be a genuine little girl? Thus far, I knew about vampires, werewolves, succubi, and elementals. All four of those, up until not long ago, I’d considered to be pure myth. It stood to reason other creatures that shouldn’t really exist probably did. What’s that one… changeling? Could the innocent little girl in a Disney princess gown really be some horrific monster that would devour Crystal whole when the moment presented itself? 
 
    “I’ve been up too damn long,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No. I’d have smelled a monster, right?” 
 
    After heaving a sigh, I dragged Jackson out of my truck, kicked the door closed, and carried him to the entrance. Hopefully, no one noticed me with a semi-nude man over my shoulder while fumbling for the office keys. Certain things really didn’t have an easy way to explain. Though, in this case, I could always blame a wild party and call him drunk. He was, after all, still alive. 
 
    I accidentally whacked his head into the doorjamb while pivoting to pull the door shut, but he didn’t notice. The bonk hadn’t sounded loud enough to worsen his already unconscious state. 
 
    “Sorry, fella.” 
 
    Once I’d secured the deadbolt, I lugged him down to the basement and eased him to lay on the floor near the stone cube cell before peering in the slot. Tracy lay flat on her back in the middle of the chamber. The air still had a note of staleness—which had been the scent she had been giving off in her semi-dead state—but I had trapped her in a stone box with only one small slot. Not like much air moved around. Her chest appeared to be rising and falling with breaths. 
 
    Rising and falling. Breaths. 
 
    As in... breathing. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    “Son of a bitch… it worked.” I gazed upward, not really sure who or what to credit with this bit of good luck. “About damn time we got some good news. Guess even a blind squirrel finds the occasional acorn.” 
 
    I widened my stance, concentrated on the wall before me, and liquefied the stone to open a doorway. Tracy didn’t react to me entering the cell, kneeling beside her, and checking her pulse. Upon feeling a heartbeat, I practically cheered. To be extra sure, I leaned down and sniffed her. Not a trace of staleness. Yeah, it felt a little awkward to do, but I checked her teeth. No pointy fangs. Even retracted, a vampire’s canines had obvious sharp points. 
 
    It made absolutely zero sense considering I had no relationship or attachment to this woman whatsoever, but realizing that she had escaped the curse almost brought me to tears of joy. As gingerly as possible, I scooped her up into my arms, moved her out of the cell, and put Jackson in it before closing the wall. 
 
    Crystal sounded pretty sure the wolfman would be sane and okay once away from that house, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Better to apologize for being an asshole than wake up in six pieces. Again, I picked Tracy up and climbed out of the basement, across my office, then upstairs to my apartment. 
 
    I set her on the couch, pulled her shoes off, and fetched a blanket for her. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Crystal 
 
      
 
    Crystal squeezed the wheel of her BMW Z4, more nervous about how her family would react to this kid than she’d been about assaulting Wakefield Manor. 
 
    One look at the child and the girl’s overwhelming fear and loneliness had slammed into her heart like a sledgehammer. She’d attached herself to this child much the same way as she’d have done upon finding a stray kitten abandoned somewhere. 
 
    She could read the emotional state of anyone she looked at. This child had been terrified inside, as frightened as any ten-year-old locked up in a house full of monsters should have been. Watching them all die in clouds of ash set off an explosion of relief and happiness that, for the moment, held back all the other negative emotions. 
 
    With men—or women who liked women—she could forcibly change their emotional state, usually in only specific ways that made them like her or become compliant to do what she wanted. None of her supernatural skills offered anything that could help this little girl cope with the inevitable freakout that would eventually hit her once she finally convinced herself that she’d escaped that house and would be safe. Much the same way as a person who narrowly missed getting run over by a bus could be blasé about it for a while, eventually, they’d realize they escaped death by inches and have a meltdown. 
 
    Blair had an alarming amount of outward calm, but then again, this child had been forced to live in an impossible situation for so long, hiding her feelings had become instinctual. Crystal’s heart broke for the poor kid. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” asked Blair. 
 
    “Upset over what happened to you.” Crystal let out a long breath. “Remember how I told you I’m part fey?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, I can feel your real emotions. I know how scared and lonely you really are, and it’s making me sad that you had to live like that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Blair leaned against her. “It’s really nice of you bringing me home. It’s okay if they say no.” 
 
    Crystal glanced over at her. “Say no?” 
 
    “You didn’t call your family to ask if it was okay to bring me there. You guessed.” 
 
    “You’re right. I did assume. However, I’m certain my mother will be thrilled.” 
 
    “So why are you squeezing the steering wheel so hard?” 
 
    “Umm. You noticed?” 
 
    Blair yawned. “Yeah. I’ve been stuck in a house with a dozen vampires for most of my life. Noticing small things kinda kept me alive.” 
 
    “My grandmother is… special.” 
 
    “Trust me.” Blair rolled her eyes. “Your grandmother has nothing on mine.” 
 
    Crystal started to smile, but stopped, thinking back to the elderly woman who nearly ripped her head off in the kitchen. “Okay, that’s fair. It should be fine, but if for some reason Grandmother is a pain, you could stay with Max. If that happens, I might move in with you two.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s fine. I’d rather live in an alley than go anywhere near that house again.” 
 
    At the spike of fear wafting off Blair at the mention of her old house, Crystal put an arm around her in a comforting squeeze. 
 
    “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “We’re still in Shadow Pines. No one is safe. But… I’m much safer than I used to be.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Crystal stopped at the entrance to her family’s estate. Now that her grandmother had softened her resentment, they’d once again added Crystal’s fingerprint to the scanner, so she didn’t have to bother anyone to open the motorized gate for her. 
 
    Crystal had gone through a storm of emotions recently herself. Initially upon having to leave, she missed the place dearly and hated everyone involved for forcing her away from her childhood home to live in Ironside. Then, she’d slipped into a mindset of hating the manor itself and not wanting anything to do with it. That, of course, evaporated when she had the chance to go back and she realized she’d made herself hate it as a defense tactic. Even at twenty-six, she didn’t mind the idea of living at home. In fact, if things with Max kept going the way they had been, she might even suggest they live there as a couple. Founding Families did that all the time. Sometimes having three or four married siblings all sharing the enormous houses. 
 
    The soft-purring engine disturbed no one inside as she rounded the fountain and parked off to the right. Exhausted, Blair couldn’t keep her eyes open, so Crystal carried her inside and went straight to the third floor and Mother’s bedroom. A few minutes past midnight, her mother would certainly be in bed. Perhaps not asleep, but definitely in bed. 
 
    Crystal tapped the door with her toe. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Mother, fast enough that she couldn’t possibly have been sleeping. 
 
    “Mom? It’s Crystal. Can we talk?” 
 
    “Of course, dear. Come in.” 
 
    Her arms full of child—and a slit in her jeans already—Crystal extended her tail and depressed the handle-shaped knob with the black, spear-like barb at the end, opening the door. 
 
    Her mother lay in bed, still sitting up with a Kindle in her lap. 
 
    “What? Who is that child?” Mother put the e-reader on the night table. 
 
    “Mom….” Crystal carried Blair over to the bed and set her seated on the edge. “This is Blair Wakefield.” 
 
    Mother blinked in astonishment. “There’s a Blair?” 
 
    The child grinned in her sleep. 
 
    “Yes. Apparently, they’ve kept her locked up in her bedroom. Every last one of them was a vampire… except her. I had a not-so-nice conversation with Remington.” 
 
    Mother gasped. “The poor child. How bad was it?” 
 
    “Blair is the only remaining Wakefield.” 
 
    “You had a hand in that?” 
 
    “Yes. Along with some others. The house is empty now.” Crystal sat on the bed beside her mother and explained everything about Jackson, Tracy, and the attack on Wakefield Manor. “… and so I thought she could stay here. She’s had ten years without any real family, so I figured she deserved the best mother in the world.” 
 
    Mother pulled her into an embrace. “You know your persuasiveness doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “Not the magical kind, anyway. I think taking care of her would be good for both of you.” 
 
    “I didn’t say no.” Mother leaned forward and took Blair’s hand. “She’s so thin.” 
 
    “They weren’t exactly taking the best care of her.” 
 
    Mother shooed Crystal to get off the bed, then stood. “It’s far too late for her to be up. Is this dress all she has?” 
 
    “No, her bag’s in the car. We brought a few things, but she didn’t have much.” 
 
    “She can use one of your old nightdresses for now.” Mother picked Blair up, carried her one step to the door, then stopped, speaking in a whispery voice. “Do you think it would be improper to give her Dana’s old room?” 
 
    Crystal hugged her mother from behind, sniffling. “I think Dana would like that.” 
 
    After a momentary spell of grief tears, Mother smiled. “Yes. I think she would at that. Come on, dear. It’s time for bed.” 
 
    “Okay,” whispered Blair, half awake. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stared into the mirror over the bathroom sink, toothbrush hanging out of my mouth at an angle like some dweebish kid pretending to be a cigar-smoking private eye. We kicked the vamps in the balls tonight. Sooner or later, they’d try to kick back. I’d have to be ready for them. Until this war ended one way or the other, maybe I should sleep during the day. 
 
    My cell phone rang. I swiped it up from the sink edge, swiped it on. “Mmm?” 
 
    “Max? It’s me,” said Crystal. “You okay?” 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I removed the toothbrush from my mouth. “Nothing. Mouth full of toothpaste. What’s up?” 
 
    “Mother and—surprisingly—Grandmother are thrilled at the idea of taking Blair in. I haven’t seen my mother this happy in a long time. All good here. So what now?” 
 
    “Now? I’m going to sleep.” 
 
   


  
 



 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Morning, Sunshine 
 
      
 
    Somehow, despite being up late after a nerve-rattling fight with the undead, I woke at the butt crack of dawn. 
 
    When not working on a case that demanded me out of bed early, I never set an alarm. A job as a private investigator never guarantees a steady income, but not needing to wake up at any specific time made it totally worth it. Probably better for my health, too. Humans weren’t designed to be slaves to alarm clocks, or we would’ve been born with bells in our head, complete with snooze alarms. 
 
    A little bit of orange simmered on the horizon visible out my bedroom window. I tried to go back to sleep for a while, but couldn’t. So, in an overwhelming moment of ‘oh F it’, I got up, took a quick shower, and headed to the kitchen in sweat pants. 
 
    Tracy still lay on the couch where I’d put her the previous night. Her face had taken on a more natural color, which further reassured me that we managed to destroy Remington before the curse had set in permanently. No idea if Mom Nature, or whatever truly gave me this power, existed in any way that had a sentience. Maybe I should thank it/her for answering my need to spare Tracy the curse of undeath. Then again, I had no idea if an external, god-like influence played any part in saving her. 
 
    Assuming she would wake up soon, and being hungry myself, I set to the task of cooking two omelets. My freezer still contained a couple packages of vegetarian breakfast sausage—a leftover from when I’d dated Justine. Yeah, they’d been sitting a while, but I didn’t have any real sausage, so whatever. Might as well use it up. 
 
    While cooking, I debated with myself if vampirism had a time limit before it set in permanently. It sounded pretty clear that if a person in the initial stages of a vampiric change knowingly murdered someone, that would finalize their conversion. Tracy herself said the urge to kill had been becoming more and more difficult to resist. Could be, it had no definite time limit, but anyone in that position would eventually succumb to temptation and damn themselves. A more philosophical person than I might have argued that being compelled to kill by dark energies driving them insane didn’t carry the same karmic weight as willingly killing for pleasure. If a not-quite vampire accidentally ran someone over with a car and killed them, would that count, too? 
 
    “Bah,” I muttered. 
 
    Almost the exact instant I decided to abandon that train of thought, Tracy let out a scream worthy of the doomed blonde in a slasher movie. I rushed the egg pot to a cold burner and dashed to the living room. 
 
    She sat up on the couch, trying to cover her face with the blanket while screaming. 
 
    “Tracy!” I bellowed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The sun! It’s burning!” she wailed. 
 
    No smoke wafted up from her skin, so I folded my arms. “No, it isn’t. And besides, vampires don’t really go up in smoke like you see in the movies. Far as I know, it just makes them weak, groggy, and vulnerable, so they try to avoid it.” 
 
    Tracy whined. 
 
    “You never tried going outside during the day, did you?” 
 
    “No. Didn’t wanna die.” 
 
    I sighed. “You’re fine. C’mon out.” 
 
    She continued hiding under the blanket, whimpering. Maybe it made me a bit of a dick, but I had to laugh at her. I sat next to her on the couch and gently tugged on the blanket hiding her face. 
 
    “It’s okay. The vampire who turned you is dead. I think you made it.” 
 
    She shifted her gaze to me, then looked down at her hands. 
 
    “It’s okay, I promise.” 
 
    Slowly, her head emerged from the blanket, face and all. Soon, the morning sun hit her pale skin, lighting it up seemingly from the inside. Her face shone like a Renaissance painting. “I’m… I’m not burning. Wait. Is this a dream?” 
 
    “Nope.” I stood, verified again that no smoke wafted off her, and moved back to the stove. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Fortunately, no serious damage occurred to breakfast beyond the sausages being fake… but they went into the pot that way. 
 
    A moment later, Tracy let out a huge gasp. 
 
    “What now?” I asked, not looking. 
 
    “Whoa,” she whispered. “Umm.” She appeared in the kitchen doorway. “I tried holding my breath and got light headed. I need to breathe.” 
 
    “Most people do.” 
 
    “So, I really made it?” 
 
    “Let me ask you... do you have a need to tear open my neck and drink from me like a fountain?” 
 
    She laughed. “No.” 
 
    “Then I think you made it.” I sliced the giant omelet disk in half with the spatula and dropped each piece on a separate plate. 
 
    “That smells amazing. Wow... I’m getting hungry for actual food.” 
 
    “And not blood?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “The idea of blood...” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Repulses me.” 
 
    “Good girl. Now I don’t have to kill you.” 
 
    While we ate—more accurately, while Tracy inhaled food like a wood chipper—I filled her in on the events of last night, except for Blair, who she didn’t need to know about. The woman must have been seriously hungry since she didn’t even flinch at the veggie sausages. I might’ve guessed women had some strange superpower that let them eat fake meat more easily than me, but Crystal’s reaction to them had been ‘uhh, no’ before tossing them back in the freezer. 
 
    Once I finished explaining further how both Jackson and I felt her conversion hadn’t become permanent yet, and with Remington’s destruction she’d gotten her life back, she went off on a wild rollercoaster of emotion. One moment, she sobbed, the next, she laughed. And by ‘gotten her life back,’ I meant that in the sense of the life she knew, not coming back from the dead. Pretty sure actual death was a one-way trip. ‘Probationary’ vampires, or whatever they called the newly minted, hadn’t finished dying yet. 
 
    Yeah, I made that up out of my ass, but it sounded good. And, pretty sure if she had been undead, she’d have stunk like a corpse to me. 
 
    And... yeah. Off with her head, and all that. 
 
    So while she alternatively cried, laughed, or simply rocked in silence, I finished my breakfast. And even had seconds. Whoa, that fake veggie crap wasn’t half bad. 
 
    Maybe I was coming down with something. 
 
    “Okay, wow.” Tracy stared vacantly into her empty plate. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that hungry in my entire life.” 
 
    “You did basically go a month without eating.” 
 
    She picked up a spoon, using it as a mirror to examine her teeth while making odd faces. After a moment of that, she dropped the spoon, covered her face in both hands, and cried more… but the tears seemed happy. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, “checking for fangs?” 
 
    She nodded. I eased over and patted a shoulder. I needed to get Jackson in here to comfort this girl. 
 
    Exhausted, perhaps from all the food and all the crying, she slouched in her chair. “Holy shit. I can’t believe that actually worked. Jackson was so convinced he could do something to save me. Crap!” 
 
    “What?” I had just finished the last of the fake-o sausage. 
 
    “I probably lost my job.” She leaned her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands. “Of all the stupid things to worry about. Just a stupid waitress job. I can find another one or maybe they’ll hire me back.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    She looked up. “Wait. Where’s Jackson?” 
 
    “In your old room.” 
 
    Tracy stared at me for a long moment. “My old room—you mean the dungeon?” 
 
    “That would be the one. Remember that part about him trying to kill Crystal and me? Wasn’t sure how long whatever affected him would last.” 
 
    I explained some more about the house having some rather weird energy, and she seemed to accept that. She asked if she could see him, and soon we headed downstairs. Jackson shouting various things like, ‘Hey, is anyone there?’, ‘Max?’, and ‘where the hell am I?’ and various other less polite phrases grew louder and louder the deeper we descended the basement stairs. 
 
    “Max, what the shit is this?” he asked when he spotted me through the slit in the wall. 
 
    “A stone cell.” 
 
    “No shit,” said Jackson. “I meant why am I in it.” 
 
    “Sorry, you weren’t exactly yourself last night. How you feeling now? Normal?” 
 
    “Normal and naked. Hold on, let me wrap myself up in this blanket. Okay, ready.” 
 
    I raised my hands, concentrating on the earth, and commanded the extra ceiling and both cell walls I’d made to sink back into the ground, then repaired the smashed concrete where it broke, replacing it with stone. 
 
    Jackson swept Tracy into a hug. 
 
    “I’ll let you two have some privacy.” 
 
    They continued holding each other, kissing, and getting lovey-dovey as I hurried back upstairs. 
 
    I noted Jackson’s blanket had slipped off by the time I shut the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This moment felt like the little moment of happiness before all hell broke loose. 
 
    Remington Wakefield hadn’t been a small-time vampire. It wouldn’t take long for word to spread among the different undead around Shadow Pines what happened. With luck, they wouldn’t have any proof who raided the manor, but that didn’t prevent me from expecting retaliation, most likely as soon as the sun went down today. If the vampires here followed any kind of organization—which I’m certain they did—whatever political differences they had with each other probably wouldn’t stop them from ganging up on me, the elementalist activated to kill them all. 
 
    Offing Remington proved me a threat. Honestly, I should say proved us a threat. Couldn’t have done that without Crystal... and Jackson. The three of us had taken out an entire infestation. Despite these powers I’d been given, the odds of me surviving a frontal assault like that against a dozen vampires at once, alone, didn’t seem likely. Unless, I burned the whole damn place down. Of course, had I done so, Blair would have been killed. 
 
    Maybe nature had given me some killer allies in Crystal and Jackson. 
 
    Maybe the three of us really could eradicate the vampire problem in this town. 
 
    Running into an elder had proven problematic. Granted, I had no idea what counted as an elder. Remington sure seemed a lot more powerful than any other vampire I’d lit on fire over the past few weeks. But, he still died fairly quick. Then again, no other vampire I’d yet seen resisted open flames at all before. And he had... at least for a few minutes. Luckily, Mama Nature had given me enough firepower—literally—to deal with him. 
 
    I ran upstairs, grabbed an older shirt, jeans, sneakers, and socks I wouldn’t miss, and left them by the basement door for Jackson. Didn’t even bother going down there so as not to invade their privacy. 
 
    “Clothes at the top of the stairs,” I called down, then went to my desk in the office. 
 
    A little research online led me to conclude that Remington Wakefield had been approximately 184-188 years old in total. His appearance said early fifties, which put him at somewhat over a century as a vampire. My blogger friend Michael once mentioned that the story of Dracula might have been more than a simple story. If vampires could live multiple centuries, did that mean they kept getting more powerful the older they became? Or did they reach something of a ‘full strength’ point? Would a 1,000-year-old vampire be noticeably more powerful than a 300-year-old one? 
 
    Good grief, I hoped none of the ones around here were that old. 
 
    According to the all-seeing oracle—the internet—the Wakefield family had been a political force to be reckoned with since the founding of Shadow Pines. The elder brother, Manford Wakefield, settled here in 1824. Remington joined him in the mid-1840s, and together, they established their fortune. They once had the kind of power that would let them basically do whatever they wanted, including kill, with impunity. Around 1880 or so, a feud started with the Selfridge family. Over the course of a two-year period, fifty-three individuals, mostly employees or associates, died… some real Hatfield & McCoy type stuff. 
 
    It’s bizarre looking at old timey photographs—I think one’s a daguerreotype even—of Remington. The photo had to be taken before his turn to undeath. Manford supposedly died in 1865 at the age of sixty-nine. His remains would be at the center of the old Shadow Pines cemetery, a place high school kids still dared each other to go after dark in hopes of seeing one of the half-dozen ghosts rumored to be haunting the place. Even if Manford happened to be a vampire somewhere, he wouldn’t be much, if any, older than Remington as an undead. He didn’t worry me, plus my gut told me he’d died a normal death. That said, I suspected a vampire even older than Remington pulled the strings in Shadow Pines. 
 
    If so... would he be even stronger? A scary thought, for sure. 
 
    My gut had another message for me and I didn’t much like it: 
 
    I’d be meeting him or her real damn soon. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    An Obvious Trap 
 
      
 
    Tracy and Jackson emerged from the basement. 
 
    I swiveled around in my chair to face them. “You two are welcome to use the shower upstairs if you need.” 
 
    “I have been wearing the same clothes for a few days in a row.” Tracy brushed at her T-shirt. “But, I didn’t exactly sweat before. I sweat now! Yay!” 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve ever heard someone that happy about perspiration.” I winked. 
 
    “So, umm… how much do I owe you for finding Jackson?” She sat opposite me in the client chair. 
 
    “You’re a twenty-year-old former waitress and the job required destroying vampires, which I’d have done anyway.” I waved her off. “Don’t worry about it. This is something I have to do.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Tracy blinked. “You don’t want anything?” 
 
    “Nah. Seeing how happy it made you to realize you wouldn’t die made it worth it. But, if you want to give me something… get the heck out of Shadow Pines. At least for a week or two. It’s going to get real messy here real soon.” 
 
    Jackson leaned on the corner of my desk. “Tracy can stay with some friends of mine. I’m going to stay and help you get rid of this problem.” 
 
    I blinked, surprised. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I want to. It’s in my nature.” 
 
    “Is it also in your nature to protect Tracy?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then stay with her. Keep her safe. Tell ya what, if I need help, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t hear from you? I’ll worry.” 
 
    I pointed a finger gun at him. “Call me in a couple weeks. If I’ve disappeared, consider this town too dangerous to come back.” 
 
    “No. Then me and my brothers will finish the job you started.” 
 
    I smiled at the brave young man. Tracy didn’t, though. Her worried expression gave me even more incentive for me to finish this job on my own, and maybe with the help of Crystal. 
 
    “I think the vampires in this town are in trouble.” 
 
    He grinned and reached across the desk to shake my hand. “Never imagined I’d see anyone throwing fire out of their hands like that.” 
 
    “Never imagined I’d do that either… or meet a werewolf. Impressive how you shredded what, five of them?” 
 
    Jackson raked his fingers up through his hair. “It’s still freaking me out, but I don’t really remember most of that. Just flashes. Something in that house made me feel more powerful, unstoppable… angry.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to stick around and help? The bloodsuckers are definitely going to want revenge.” 
 
    Tracy pulled on his arm. “What if they come after me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Until I know for sure how they affected your mind, I’d feel better if you kept yourself at a safe distance. If something here can corrupt even a werewolf, I need to deal with that first. Besides, you’re still head to toe in claw wounds. How long will they take to heal?” 
 
    He cringed. “Couple weeks. Vampire claws are almost as bad as silver.” 
 
    “The help would be appreciated, but you’re hurt. And Tracy needs you to stay alive. They might go after you… or her. Better you take her back to Ironside before dark and use what strength you have left to keep her safe.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to clean up!” said Tracy. “Think it’s too dangerous to go back to my old place?” 
 
    “Kelli already let someone else move into your room.” Jackson smirked. “Be kinda weird to go in there for a shower. Let’s go to my trailer.” 
 
    “Okay. Oh, if anyone asks, the public story will be that I fell down a hill while hiking, hit my head, and had amnesia.” 
 
    “Um, I think we can do better than that. What if you were abducted by aliens?” 
 
    “That’s not better, you dork.” She shook my hand. “Thank you, Max.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Take care of yourselves. Feel free to keep those clothes, by the way.” 
 
    Jackson shook my hand again and they headed outside. Since they didn’t ask for a ride, I assumed one of those cars parked on the street outside belonged to Tracy. Once they left, I called Crystal. She planned to spend the day at home helping Blair settle in, taking her shopping, and getting the family used to having a kid around. Crystal dropped a few less-than-subtle comments that her mother wouldn’t mind another kid rattling around the hallowed halls someday. 
 
    Whoa. Yeah, we’ll see about that. Before I could even think about taking things to the next level with Crystal, I had to stay alive for more than the next few days. Shadow Pines still had an infestation of undead that needed to be dealt with. 
 
    After not quite an hour of chatting with Crystal, my office door opened. A tall, muscular man in his early thirties walked in, wearing the uniform of a Shadow Pines sheriff’s deputy. I knew the man, Aaron Wilson. Justine always called him ‘book,’ the nickname the others at the office gave him due to his wanting to do everything ‘by the book.’ Generally a nice guy, but he had a glint in his eye that said I’d been scheduled for an ass-kicking. 
 
    “Uhh, let me call you back, babe. Sheriff’s deputy just walked in and this looks important.” 
 
    “Okay. Call me when you can.” 
 
    Aaron paused in front of my desk as I hung up the phone. 
 
    “Nice of you to let me get off the phone before you start throwing me around,” I said to the big deputy. 
 
    “What the hell did you do to Sheriff Waters?” 
 
    “Allowed a crush to turn into an infatuation, then a months-long whirlwind romance, which ended badly mostly due to me being an asshole. Other than that, I didn’t do anything.” It hit me that he wouldn’t be asking the question unless something had happened to her. “What happened to Justine?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Aaron folded his arms. “Forgive me if I doubt you.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her since the other night out on Minepath Road where the tour bus burned.” 
 
    “Tour bus? What happened on Minepath Road?” asked Aaron. 
 
    “Wow. She’s keeping that close to her vest, I suppose. You don’t know?” 
 
    Aaron shook his head. “I’ve been away on vacation. Just flew back in last night, so… no. I don’t know much. Got to the station this morning and it’s a ghost town. I tried to call Sheriff Waters, but she didn’t answer. Went to her house. Obvious signs of a break in and struggle. She wasn’t there.” 
 
    I controlled myself and didn’t leap to my feet. Bad idea spooking an agitated deputy. What the hell had happened to Justine? 
 
    “We all know you had a rocky breakup with her.” 
 
    “Our breakup wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “Except you look like you know something.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I doubt you’d believe me.” 
 
    “Try me,” said Aaron. 
 
    I shrugged. Truth was, I didn’t much care what Deputy Aaron thought. I had to find Justine. “The town is full of vampires who are afraid of me. I suspect they grabbed her to bait me into a trap.” 
 
    Aaron almost laughed. “You’re right. I don’t believe you. Sheriff Waters said you’d lost your grip on reality. I’m inclined to believe her. Look, Max. If you’re having mental issues and something happened… it’s best if you just be straight with me.” 
 
    I held up my right hand and summoned a three-inch fireball. The flaming orb sat in my palm, fluttering, waves of brighter orange rippling over the core. 
 
    “Shit!” Aaron jumped back, hand on his sidearm. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Do you see this?” 
 
    “Your hand’s on fire.” 
 
    “No, I’m holding a fireball.” I tossed it up and caught it, then let it go out and made a thin lightning bolt crackle between my hands. “Did you see that?” 
 
    Aaron let his hand slide off his weapon. “Uhh, yeah…” 
 
    “Then I guess you’re crazy too.” I dispelled the lightning. 
 
    “You really just did that?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Aaron sniffed. “I smell ozone.” 
 
    “From the lightning.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Max?” 
 
    “Have a seat…” 
 
    He did so, in the chair facing my desk. I flopped back in my chair and filled him in on the senior bus attack and the events of Minepath Road. “Shadow Pines is overrun with vampires. Justine, and possibly other deputies, have either been threatened or subject to mental influence. Think back over the past couple years. All those ‘animal attack’ cases that she closed out real quick, barely investigating. You had to have seen quite a few strange things going on.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it… some of those crime scenes did feel a bit off. So what does that have to do with vampires?” 
 
    I explain the attack on Crystal’s sister Dana, the whole situation at the boarding house, plus our destroying Derek and Piper. For now, I didn’t mention anything about succubi. “… so, it seems they think Justine and I are still romantically involved. Or, they believe I’m going to feel a need to go find her, and they plan to ambush me.” 
 
    Aaron raised both eyebrows. “You’re happy she’s missing?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” I let a long sigh leak out my nose. “The vamps are right. I am gonna find her.” 
 
    “You know where she is?” asked Aaron. 
 
    “Not yet.” I glanced at the clock, which read 9:22 a.m. “But, we’ve got a whole day to look before they wake up.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Then I’m going to kill a crap ton of vampires.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
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    Finally, if you enjoyed The Black Rose, please help us spread the word by leaving a review. Thank you! 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Different Paths 
 
      
 
    Comfortable can mean many things. 
 
    In the sense that I’m crouching in the weeds with a rock jabbing me in the ass, I’m not comfortable in a physical sense. On a metaphysical level, I am, but it’s taken over a century for me to get here. 
 
    Pine trees filled with the steady susurrus of insects and the chirp of birds surround me. A chorus of cheers and howls goes up from the group of nineteen-to-twentysomethings in the campground I’ve been watching for the past few hours. Despite the ratio of girls to boys basically one-to-one, the predominant activities going on so far have been drinking, pot-smoking, sleeping, and the occasional pill or three. 
 
    My camera sits against my chest on a strap, half-hidden behind my long, black hair. Normally, I prefer skirts or dresses, but neither are good choices for deep woods hiking. Since my objective has turned out to be rather boring, I lose a few minutes observing a caterpillar inching across my right shoe. I’m wearing one of those ‘not-quite-a-boot-but-not-quite-a-sneaker’ hiking deals. 
 
    The one in the green shirt looks delicious, says Licinia, her voice in my mind still tinted with a Latin accent. Not Latin as in Hispanic, Latin as in Ancient Rome. She pronounces her name like ‘Lee cheen-ia.’ Licinia Neratius took her last breath in 52 A.D. I tried coming up with a short nickname, but ‘leech’ wouldn’t work, and ‘Lee’ sounds wrong too. ‘Chinny’ made her growl. So much for nicknames. 
 
    Delicious? Do you mean that sexually or literally? I grin. The man in question is about twenty-two, short black hair and clean-shaven. He has the look of an Italian bodybuilder who’s recently decided to give up and go live the slacker lifestyle. 
 
    Licinia laughs in the back of my thoughts. Oh, either, I suppose. But I am fond of his looks. If we ate him, we couldn’t enjoy him again. 
 
    Too bad the poor guy’s taken so much of whatever he’s on that he’s tasting color. Probably LSD. The whole campsite before me is full-on 1960s chic. Their attempt is admirable if not a bit off. Some of the decorations are from the early-mid 70s. Still, points for trying to bring back hippie culture. We’re in the woods a couple miles southeast of Monroe, Washington. I figure it’s an old, abandoned campground these kids found and made their own. Aside from a mixture of barely-functioning vans and a pickup truck, they’ve got a few trailers and an RV. They even built an outhouse from plywood. 
 
    The reason for my being here sits on a green and white folding chair, his bare feet up on a tree stump while he lazily tends a tiny, rectangular grill where a colony of turkey hotdogs progresses from completely inedible to merely repulsive. Worse than the rock jabbing me in the ass, the smell of that ‘food’ is making me regret taking this job. Of course, when a panicked father shows up at my office rambling on about his missing boy, it gets my attention. Licinia’s as well. 
 
    Kyle Brennan, age nineteen, missing for two weeks. Though, to hear his father tell the story, it sounded more like a seven-year-old gone missing from his bed in the middle of the night. Overbearing dad, I get that. No wonder the kid wound up toking his brains out in the woods. I wish one of them would light up again. That smelled better than those atrocious fake hotdogs. 
 
    Licinia chuckles. After all, she, better than anyone, knows that I had long since lost my taste for conventional food. I mean, I can eat it all right, but those particular wieners don’t even rate as food. 
 
    A girl somewhere between eighteen and twenty-four is curled up beside him, her head in his lap, her straight brown hair long enough to touch the ground. I could take their photo, and someone would mistake it as a still from a documentary on the sixties. Hell, given the scenery, the photo would make a decent album cover for 60s music. Except for the smartphones a few of them have out. In fact, I do take pictures―several dozen. Mr. Brennan hired me to find his ‘missing little boy.’ I have to show him proof I did something. 
 
    Amazing how small those things have become, says Licinia. I remember the first ones filled entire rooms. 
 
    Those were computers, not phones, but I suppose the difference is minimal these days. I mentally agree with her while picking at some beef jerky unearthed from the pocket of my green Army jacket. I don’t remember the name of the man who gave the coat to me, but I do recall it had been worn by a soldier in Korea during the war. It’s in good shape as it doesn’t leave my closet often. I don’t get cold, but I’m quite pale. The jacket helps me blend into the woods. 
 
    So much for daddy’s little boy. Licinia laughs. That man was obnoxious. Talks about this kid like he’s still small enough to require someone to wipe his ass for him. No wonder the boy’s out here. He’s old enough to make his own choices. 
 
    Yeah. A hobbledehoy out of his father’s shadow. 
 
    You’re showing your age again, dear. 
 
    I roll my eyes. She’s one to talk. 
 
    A gossamer sigh slides across the back of my brain, giving me a momentary shiver. I do regret the effect my presence has had on you. 
 
    I know. It’s all right. 
 
    At first, I hadn’t expected to care, but you’re a lot like I was. Licinia again, speaking inside my head. My Dark Mistress, as I think of her. 
 
    Dark soul sister? 
 
    I smile. Something like that. We’ve been together long enough; in fact, she’s more family than anyone else has ever been to me except my mother, but she’s long dead. People who are aware of the world beyond the understanding of society refer to Licinia’s kind as Dark Masters, but if you overlook her meddling with black magic thousands of years ago, she’s not a bad person. 
 
    Why thank you, dear. Her need to smile manifests on my face. 
 
    You know I might’ve been a little rattled early on, but I’ve come to think of you like the sister I never had. Besides. I’d have been dead otherwise. 
 
    Yes. Our combined smiles fade to a somber downcast gaze. But your soul’s path is different now. And that’s my doing. 
 
    I nod. A hawk soaring overhead catches my eye. He’s mesmerizing in his slow, effortless glide against the deep blue, cloudless sky. Crunching intrudes from the camp as the guy in the green shirt walks over to the grill and takes one of the atrocity-dogs. I can’t bear to watch him eat it, and that’s saying something. 
 
    Because of me, you’re cut off from the cycle of reincarnation. Your soul has come to reside wholly within your body, severed from the universe. 
 
    We’ve talked about this already, of course. It’s not as if I remember any of my past lives, nor would any of my future selves have any memory of my current incarnation as Alexis Silver. Why should I be upset about lives I don’t remember or future selves that won’t remember me? Becoming part of The Creator doesn’t seem like such a bad thing, right? Does any trace of my personality remain, or is it like oblivion? 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    Of course not. Your existence is based on your not wanting to find out. 
 
    I grin, and she laughs. Whatever magic she enacted back when Tiberius ruled Rome has sent her soul into the Void. Lucky me, I get to be her vessel. 
 
    You know I’ve come to regret that. 
 
    I wasn’t being sarcastic. I do consider myself lucky I didn’t die. 
 
    Pragmatic. 
 
    Her guilt is weak but palpable. I suppose I should feel honored that an entity others call a ‘Dark Master’ actually feels remorse on my behalf. 
 
    You should. 
 
    I take a deep breath of forest air, trying not to cough on pot smoke. Green Shirt scarfs down his third turkey-dog. He stands motionless, his expression suggesting he’s lost in a deep, philosophical wandering, pondering some esoteric truth. Two seconds later, he opens his mouth and lets off a belch so loud that birds scatter out of the trees. It echoes over the campsite, which falls silent. 
 
    Kyle starts a slow clap. One by one, the other kids join in. Green Shirt bows like a grateful gold-medal winner. Ugh. Those hot dogs smell much worse on a belch. The trace, though minute from this distance, makes me cringe. Being able to detect human scents well enough to identify individual people is damn handy. Gagging on hot dog burps from fifty yards, not so much. 
 
    The girl by Kyle’s side yawns, stands, and stretches before stooping to kiss him on the lips. I snap a few more photos, getting two nice, clean shots of her face. We almost make eye contact; I’m sure the girl feels something watching her. In that second, I plunge into the deep, cerulean ocean of her thoughts. At this distance, I get mostly outward feelings and emotions. My abilities don’t work as well on women, unless they’re attracted to me. But this girl loves Kyle. A pure kind of love, like the one I had for my first husband that made me do something stupid and get married young. 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    Why are you apologizing? You know he died before I, umm… met you. 
 
    Kyle’s girlfriend takes the giant fork from him and pokes the turkey dogs. Bleh! Those things don’t even smell like real meat. I’m going to need a fresh octopus to purge the disgust out of my senses. Maybe a squid, instead; octopi are a bit slimy. 
 
    I’m confident these kids are a bunch of harmless slackers. Kyle’s nineteen. If he wants to waste his time out here in the woods, it’s his time to waste. I back away from the campground until enough trees block me from sight. None of them notice me. Not that it would make a difference if I’m seen, but old habits die hard, and I’d prefer to remain anonymous. If Kyle’s father wants to tell him he hired a private investigator to find him, that’s his business. Leave me out of it. I figure in a couple weeks, Kyle will be as poor as Job’s turkey and go home. Or maybe he’ll venture out of the campsite and look for gainful employment. 
 
    They might take up farming. 
 
    I laugh aloud, startling a squirrel so bad, the poor thing runs headfirst into a tree and knocks itself senseless. Fortunately, I’d parked my Jeep Rubicon far enough from the campsite that I don’t think any of the kids heard me. Then again, I could pass for one of their group. I’ve been twenty-five for over a century, and people tell me I look more like twenty. 
 
    With that thought stuck in my head, I hop in my Rubi and start the drive home, grinning at my nickname for the Jeep. It’s a lustrous dark red, which makes the name a pun, too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’ve got a nice place in Medina right on the water. 
 
    I suppose most people would consider the property expensive, but after so many years, I’ve gathered a comfortable nest egg. I wasn’t born into wealth―far from it. I grew up poor to the point of not having shoes until around the time I hit fourteen. As a small girl, most of my dresses had been flour sacks in a former life. Fortunately, I’d been an only child, so my mother didn’t need to break her back too much to support us. I never knew my father. Mom never talked about him much, though around my mid-teens, she admitted he’d left as soon as she’d told him I was on the way. She’d been afraid I’d internalize it as a child and think something had been wrong with me, but I didn’t take it personally. He couldn’t have abandoned me because he had no idea who I was, merely ‘a baby coming.’ 
 
    Anyway, if a person sticks around long enough, eventually money finds them. I had a knack for marrying up, though only my first husband had been a marriage in any legal sense, and my only one while still a mortal. The last two had both deemed it fair to set me up for ‘life’ when we parted ways. Immortal businessmen have more money than God, and both had been surprisingly happy to give me a nice chunk of it. Patrick Foster had been my first supernatural husband, a werewolf. I think he loved me at one point, but whether due to his canine nature or something more human, he couldn’t keep it in his pants. 
 
    For most of the 80s, I considered myself ‘married’ to a vampire by the name of Manfred Worley. I’d met him in London in 1930 or so, but I didn’t know it at the time. He remembered me when we bumped into each other in Southern California when I’d been living in San Diego. I think he’s still there. Unlike Patrick, Manfred turned out to view me as a curiosity, no actual love involved―but the sex wasn’t bad. After the magic ran out of our relationship, he remained friendly, and added to my fortune when we decided to part ways. 
 
    I have dozens of bank accounts around the world, enough that my money makes money. I don’t have to work, but I enjoy it. Sitting around all day staring at paintings would drive me insane, so the private investigator thing keeps me from winding up in a padded fish tank. 
 
    My house is still somewhat modest for the area. Even in this part of the city, I could’ve afforded more, but I only need so much room, being alone. I like nice things, specifically art. Much of my wall space goes toward displaying a veritable showcase of modern, postmodern, and classic paintings―heavy on the avant garde. Some of them are pretty weird and dark, and many bloody. That’s got to be Licinia’s influence. I’d always been on the squeamish side. As a child, I’d been the first girl standing on a chair to get away from the giant bug, and I think I did faint once at the sight of blood when I’d been around nine. Mom had nicked herself with a kitchen knife. 
 
    With a beautiful home, a beautiful view, a collection of beautiful art that would rival any museum ―art that I most certainly didn’t donate to the local thrift shops―one might think I would be content. But isn’t that the thing about life? Who is ever content? I’ll tell you who, people who are six feet under. Contentment equals death, of that I have no doubt. Want a long and rewarding life? Never let the life force stop flowing, never stop creating, never stop giving back, never stop living. 
 
    Unless, of course, a person happens to be immortal. 
 
    Then it doesn’t matter what the hell one does. Except, even in my immortality, I have things I need to do. For instance, I can’t stray far from salt water. Yes, the ocean. Why, I don’t know, but Licinia’s nature demands it. That, as well as darker, bloodier requirements. Fresh meat, preferably of the male type. Though, I am fortunate in that my Dark Mistress is able to set the craving for human flesh aside. Fish, sea life, and sometimes beef scratch that itch. My human side never accepted the idea of eating people, so I’m grateful she lets me slide there. That, and tearing a guy open to eat his heart and internal organs tends to get on the nerves of the local cops. 
 
    Anyway, I decided to buy this house even though it was on the low end of my budget. Mind you, they don’t build ‘basic’ homes with an oceanfront location around here, so I settled on something the locals call ‘midrange.’ 
 
    One good thing about the property is thick trees on both sides. My neighbors can’t see much, which suits me fine. Since I’ve spent all day in the damn woods, that inner part of me craves the ocean. 
 
    After leaving my clothes on the back steps, I run faster than I have in quite a while for the shore. Fast enough that my hair whips behind me, my boobs bounce, and maybe some other parts as well. Licinia thinks my ass is small, but I guess beauty standards aren’t quite what they were two millennia ago. 
 
    I fly over my lawn and down the small private pier before leaping in a graceful dive. Lake Washington, silver to my eyes, shimmers before me. 
 
    Soon, I’ll feel alive again. I’ll be whole. 
 
    Complete. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Bad Choices 
 
      
 
    Wantanabe’s is my favorite place in the world. 
 
    Okay, back up a touch. Other than the ocean, it’s my favorite place in the world. It’s a sushi restaurant in downtown Medina on the upper end of casual. As far as I know, it’s not a chain, and the sixty-something guy behind the Hoshizaki case owns it. Whether or not his name is Wantanabe, I’m not sure, but the sushi here is superb. I stop by often enough that they give me random samples of things to try out. Today, it’s a flower of whitefish drenched in sriracha sauce and dusted with tobiko. There’s a decent crowd at a few minutes past noon, plus the owner’s standing right next to me awaiting my opinion, so I maintain decorum and use the chopsticks instead of my bare hands. 
 
    Divine. 
 
    I give him the thumbs up while chewing. He bows and returns to his place behind the long cooler case full of fish. After finishing off my freebie, I order a sushi appetizer as a distraction while I wait for Mr. Brennan. I could do without the rice, but it goes right through me. Not like I can get fat off it. Pretty much everything that isn’t meat has about as much effect on me as inconvenient facts on politicians. In one hole and out the, well, you get the idea. 
 
    Thirteen minutes after twelve, a smallish guy in a brown sweater, bald, with silver-rimmed John Lennon glasses scurries in the door. If Wikipedia had a reference photo for ‘dweeby teacher,’ Mr. Brennan’s picture would be it. 
 
    He stands by the door, scanning the seating area over the dark-stained wood lattice framing the waiting section. When he looks my way, I wave. He smiles, nods, and hurries over. 
 
    Within a second of his ass hitting the chair, a man in a blue uniform arrives and gives him a hot, wet towel. 
 
    “Uhh, thanks,” says Mr. Brennan. 
 
    The waiter smiles before walking off. 
 
    “I don’t usually eat in these kinds of places. Do they have anything other than raw fish?” 
 
    I smile and flip the menu open to the ‘hot’ section. “A few things.” 
 
    “You have news about Kyle?” He tugs the menu closer but doesn’t break eye contact. 
 
    “Yes. He’s living at a campground with seventeen other people around the same age. There’s a map on this USB stick.” I pull it out of my bag and hand it to him. “I also took some photos of the area. Just a bunch of harmless kids. He seems happy enough.” 
 
    Mr. Brennan grumbles. He stares at the USB for a few seconds before pocketing it and flicking his nail at the menu. One need not be a mind reader to see he had plans for his son’s life. Probably insisted he go to a specific school, take a specific major, get a job with a specific company. Poor Kyle’s existence planned out diaper-to-coffin. I don’t bother digging deeper. 
 
    “What would you charge to bring him home?” 
 
    A blasé smile stretches my lips. “I’m not a bounty hunter, Mr. Brennan. Nor do I do kidnappings.” 
 
    The man mutters to himself while staring at the menu. I figure he’s more upset at the loss of control over his son than any fear for the boy’s safety. Other than the occasional bear, escaped convict, or crazy old woodsman, the worst thing those kids have to worry about out there is the weather. Or maybe boredom, but I doubt that will become an issue until the pot runs out. 
 
    “Sooner or later, the romance of living in the woods will fade. Kyle’s nineteen. He’s legally able to make bad choices.” 
 
    Mr. Brennan gripes something inaudible while reading the menu. After a moment, he sighs and looks up. “I suppose. Thank you for at least discovering he’s not injured or in danger.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    Speaking of bad choices, my thoughts drift back to twenty-five-year-old-me being hell bent on a cruise. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eighty-odd years ago, I’d been in a shipwreck off the coast of San Francisco. 
 
    The trip would’ve toured the shoreline from LA to Seattle. Unfortunately for all on board, our journey ended in a surprise storm twenty miles out from land. Back in those days, bilge pumps weren’t the greatest. The storm surge inundated the vessel, and it listed to starboard… too far. As best as I’ve come to figure out in the years since, someone hadn’t properly secured cargo below decks, and enough heavy things slid to one side that it capsized. All forty passengers, and most of the crew, went flying into the black midnight ocean, surrounded by flashing lightning and giant waves. 
 
    Watching the boat you were on minutes ago slip beneath the waves is a sight no person should have to witness. The hopelessness, the terror, the screams, they stay with you. Begging, gagging on salt water. The cold. Never had I felt so cold. 
 
    In the naiveté of youth, I had assumed the captain and crew would keep us safe, that being professionals of the sea, they knew what they were doing. When the ship began to list, I’d searched for a lifeboat. I’d seen them at some point before, but strolling the deck on a sunny day is nowhere near the same as in the midst of a driving thunderstorm when the ship is lurching and there’s dozens of people panicking. 
 
    I remember the frantic splashing and bodies floating around me. The captain had drifted by, with a massive, bleeding head wound. It didn’t take him long to sink, and to this day I wonder if the blow to the skull killed him or if he’d been merely knocked unconscious and drowned. He died without knowing what hit him. 
 
    The rest of us weren’t so lucky. One by one, screams ceased. Soon, my limbs grew numb from the freezing water, and tired from trying to keep my head up in the vicious waves and driving rain. A flash of lightning revealed something white bobbing on the waves far away, one of the lifeboats. Too far. They wouldn’t see me in the dark, a head of black hair adrift in the churning froth. 
 
    I had been holding on to something, a plank perhaps. Somewhere behind me, a woman gasped and gurgled. When I looked toward the sound, nothing remained. She’d already gone under. Taken by some primal need, I dove after her. In seconds, I spotted her blonde hair and swam in pursuit. She reached up for me, and I got a grip on her arms. We struggled to the surface, trying to cling together to my scrap of wood. The pair of us weighed too much for it and we sank together, pulling the debris down. I didn’t want to let her go. I couldn’t. How do you abandon another human being to die? I held on, strangely at peace with our fate. Better to die together than ignore her. 
 
    Before we’d gone under, I’d taken a good breath. That’d buy me a minute or so. I’d always been good at holding my breath, even as a child. Big lungs or something. Lucky me. The woman, my friend-in-death, didn’t have that fortune. A great burst of air escaped her mouth, trailing in bubbles toward the surface. She spasmed once, and again, and stared deep into my eyes. Her wide, desperate gaze became glassy. When her body stilled, I finally let her go and watched her sink. 
 
    Kicking my legs, I swam in a direction I believed to be upward. I had a little fight left in me still, if only I could get my head above water. Except, I couldn’t tell where the surface was; up or down lost meaning. Panic took me as I brushed a corpse, my cold-numbed hands barely registering the contact. 
 
    A flash of silver went past me on the left. I thought I’d seen a great white. I hadn’t. Little did I know I had been hunted that night, but not by a shark. 
 
    What hunted me was far darker. 
 
    I clawed at the inky blackness, trying to sense gravity and find my way up, desperate for air, but I never did get that last breath. Hands found me, gripping my shoulders from below. The hands dragged me deeper. 
 
    And deeper. 
 
    A pallid man’s face appeared directly in front of me. He pressed his lips to mine. Reflexively, I wrapped my arms around him, holding on for dear life. His breath filled my lungs with cold air. And as fast as he’d appeared, he vanished. Too exhausted to move, I drifted leaden in the water, spinning amid swirling bubbles. A powerful, shiny tail flashed off in the distance. 
 
    All thought left my mind as a spasm took me. My body gave up and the air burst out of me; involuntarily, I took on water, a biting sting that flooded my lungs. Total panic occupied the last moments of my mortal life. Drowning sucks. I can’t think of a worse way to die. The darkness, the feeling of being trapped and helpless, the battle between the thinking mind and the unthinking body desperate for air, so desperate it tries to breathe water. That point when rational thought crumbles under the weight of instinct, even if fatal. 
 
    I’d been dying. And dying. 
 
    Except, my death never came. I’d thought I’d felt my life force slipping away, especially when I saw my husband Albert as a white shimmer off in the distance of the ocean depths. As long as I exist, the joyful smile he gave me will haunt me, his one hand outstretched, beckoning me. I still choke up whenever I think about him, about our innocence. He died far too young; we’d only had a few days together before the war took him away. Before I could get to him, his expression turned sorrowful. Something had changed. Albert shook his fist, furious, and faded away before I could do anything. 
 
    Pain rippled over me. Muscles locked with renewed spasms. Flashing lights danced in my vision, and I became aware that my heartbeat ceased. Total silence enveloped me, and all the bizarre glows and blobs winked out, leaving me in complete blackness. A deep, resonant thump in the water accompanied crackling wood. The ship had settled on the bottom. 
 
    Yet, I remained in my body, seemingly alive, somehow… 
 
    I remember thinking death to be far stranger than I imagined it would be, when I realized I could still move my arms. I paddled around in circles, but in every direction, dark. No, wait, something silver streaked by. A lance of light pierced the darkness. The streak vanished far down below my feet, toward the seabed. Some strange compulsion pulled me toward it. I no longer felt the burning need for air, nor did any trace of panic remain. Even the bone-numbing cold had stopped bothering me, replaced by comfortable room temperature. Again, somehow. 
 
    Not since Albert had shipped off for World War I had I known such peace. Though, admittedly, I was… what’s the term they use these days? ‘Freaking out.’ 
 
    I kicked my legs, swimming downward. Could ghosts swim? Was I one? Whatever happened to me, I certainly didn’t feel ethereal or free from the effects of water. Currents pushed me back and forth, my body more solid than any spirit. Another streak of light shot by, followed by a second, third, and then they were everywhere. In sharp relief against the increasing glow, the bodies of the cruise passengers came into view. The captain, too, still with that vacant, almost surprised look on his face. 
 
    The instant I locked eyes with the dead man, my mind filled with a vision, of him flying across the bridge, headfirst into the wall―darkness. What? How did I see that? And how was I able to see anything so close to the ocean floor after midnight? There’s no light down here, or at least there shouldn’t be, yet I could perceive the seabed clearly. The blue-tinted world around me shimmered and pulsed with a living glow. The blurriness of seawater receded. My vision stretched as far here as it would have on land, over rocky crags, miles of silt, bizarre plants, and a few shipwrecks. 
 
    I spotted something else, something large, drifting among the bodies. A humanoid figure gazed at the dead, studying them with interest. That I could see him at all mystified me; that I could perceive his expression bewildered me. 
 
    Strangest of all, his mode of propulsion. 
 
    As soon as I realized what my eyes tried to tell me, I may have fainted. 
 
    Oh yes, that had been the strangest of all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I blink out of my daydream, once more at the table in Wantanabe’s. Mr. Brennan had evidently ordered beef negimaki. My platter of sashimi is about halfway gone. 
 
    I saved the salmon for you, says Licinia. I know that’s your favorite. 
 
    Thanks. I smile inwardly at Licinia. She must’ve taken over while I drifted into the past. 
 
    Mr. Brennan doesn’t seem in a conversational mood. I toss a hunk of salmon into my mouth and bite down on the succulent flesh. I may have moaned like naughty things were going on beneath the table, but not too loud. I don’t want an audience. Did I miss anything? 
 
    Nothing other than him asking you again to ‘convince’ his son to go home. I told him he can do that himself. Unless he dresses up like a bag of Funions, no one there will hurt him. 
 
    I almost choke on my food trying not to laugh. 
 
    He hands me a check for the amount we agreed upon, though he’s clearly disappointed. I wonder if he’s upset to learn his son has been avoiding him rather than finding out something unfortunate happened. 
 
    “Wow.” Mr. Brennan glances at the large, empty plate in front of me. Err, mostly empty. I don’t touch the ginger. “You really like sushi.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” I wink, and devour another piece of sashimi. 
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