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For Beth. We'll do this yet.



Prologue
Hoyt Owens was trying to slip his Valentine into Shanna’s purse without her seeing when the monster scream echoed down the main hall of the hospital floor. The sound sent a static chill over his skin, and he jumped, making him lose his grip on the red envelope, which fumbled away from his fingertips and slapped to the tiled office floor right at the foot of Shanna’s chair.
She started as well, her hand going to her chest, planted flat between those healthy pair of mams Hoyt had imagined seeing in the flesh a thousand and one times, usually while he lay awake and alone in his apartment, the silence keeping him awake as much as any incessant sound would.
Like that screaming.
Shanna didn’t even notice the card or Hoyt’s awkward reach toward her purse hung on the arm of her swivel chair. She shot to her feet and, hand still over her heart as if ready to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, ran for the office door.
Hoyt, on the other hand, sat frozen a moment, his own heart ramping down to normal speed. Screams, shouts, cries, and whatever other harsh sounds a voice could make weren’t uncommon on the inpatient mental health floor at Alliance Hospital in Detroit. Sometimes they caught you off guard enough to startle you—especially if you’re doing some dumb thing like trying to sneak a Valentine into the purse of a gal didn’t even know ya—but Hoyt had worked as an orderly here long enough to get over any kind of startle pretty quick.
Before he followed after Shanna, though, he scooped up the envelope from the floor, gave her purse a longing look, then stood and jammed the envelope in his back pocket.
The screaming continued, getting more ragged and pained, as Hoyt made his way out of the Glass Box, as they called it, because the office had more windows than walls to keep an eye on things. Several patients stood outside their rooms, lining the halls like sleepy-eyed zombies, some made that way by the hour—3 AM—others always looking that way because of whatever the docs put them on.
The screams, no matter how common, never got old with the patients. Sometimes Hoyt thought they liked to see a fellow resident flip out simply because it made them feel better about their own conditions. Though probably it was no more than the same brand of human nature that made a man slow his car down to peer out at a wreck on the side of the road. Hoyt could get real philosophical about such things. He didn’t have much else to do when he returned to his empty apartment after dawn each morning, while the rest of the world got ready to go to work and he had to pull all the shades to make an imaginary night.
By the time Hoyt made it to the room where the screaming came from, he found Shanna already trying to hush the boy. His stomach twisted at the sight of the kid. Should have figured it would be Ryan.
Kid had been on the floor for what? Three years, off and on? No meds, except the kind that turned you into a drooling stump, could keep this kid level. Outbursts were common. And Hoyt had heard a lot of nonsense come out of patients in the six years he’d work on this floor, but the shit came out of that boy’s mouth? Seriously dark. Hoyt recalled one time, during lunch, the boy had pointed at the raspberry syrup on his cheesecake, said, That looks like the blood from a demon’s cunt, as deadpan as if he’d shared a baseball statistic.
Hoyt had laughed, that nervous, bubbling kind of laugh that could make you sound as cracked as the patients. Then he had promptly found himself another place to be.
Wasn’t just the things the kid said, though. You got near him, and this coldness came off him like the air from an open freezer. Hoyt wasn’t very religious, but he was damn sure if he ever got too close to that kid, the boy would suck his soul clean out of him. If not for Hoyt’s own sense of responsibility for the other kids in the hospital, he might have put in for a transfer from the adolescent to the adult floor, just because of this one patient.
Ryan sat on the edge of his bed, rocked from side to side like a boatman out to sea. His mouth hung open in a wide O, lips curled over his teeth, a foamy saliva goatee on his chin. But his eyes stared ahead with a wicked clarity and locked onto Hoyt when he came into the room.
Shanna had her hands on his shoulders, trying to hush him with no effect. He didn’t seem to notice she was there. Instead, all his attention had welded to Hoyt. The weight of the boy’s focus stopped Hoyt just inside the door, as if its intensity had turned it into a solid force.
“You,” the boy said, his voice a bullfrog croak.
Ryan’s roommate, a lean sack of bones, pulled his bedcovers over his head so that only his white knuckled fingers gripping the sheets remained visible.
Hoyt absently touched his chest. “Me?”
The boy shoved Shanna violently aside, the move so sudden, she never had a chance to brace for it. She tumbled off the bed with a surprised shriek. Her head knocked against the tile floor and made a hollow sound that echoed in Hoyt’s ears and made his vision tint red. He’d never felt rage against a patient before. Annoyance, discouragement, frustration, yes. Never rage. Yet now, he balled his hands into fists and seemed to glide across the room as if carried by a conveyor belt without any conscious effort.
Ryan stood to meet him.
“Hoyt, don’t,” Shanna shouted from the floor, though she sounded a hundred yards away. “I’m all right. Don’t.”
The conveyor belt stopped with Hoyt an inch outside of arm’s reach. He couldn’t pry his fists open, though. He would keep those, just in case.
The last shift team, due to budget cuts, made a typical skeleton crew look fat in comparison. Shanna was the nurse on duty. Then there was Hoyt. They had a rotating doc who worked both adolescent and adult floors. Normally, another orderly, though Shultz had called in sick for the fifth day in a row and Hoyt didn’t figure he’d be coming back to work—the new guy couldn’t take the stress. Finally, they had a security man, Burlowski, who stood about six-two, had to weigh three hundred pounds, and was shaped like a bowling pin. Burlowski spent a lot of time on the can due to his IBS, though Hoyt knew for a fact the sasquatch of a man often spent his potty time flipping through back issues of Guns and Ammo as if it were porn.
He must have pulled up his britches and set his magazine aside, though, when the screaming started. Hoyt could hear the rhythmic chink of Burlowski’s keys clipped to his belt as he marched down the hall. He couldn’t move too fast, but his size could overwhelm even the feistiest of patients in the middle of a fit.
Ryan gave Shanna a disdainful glance. “You’re far from all right. The Return will not save you. You’re just as much fodder for the darkness as the rest of these swine.”
None of those words, at least in that combination, made a speck of spit sense to Hoyt, but for some reason it ruffled his hackles. “Don’t talk to her like that.”
“Hoyt, stop it. What are you doing?” Shanna got up on her knees and rubbed her head. Her hand came away smeared red. She seemed to wince more at the sight of the blood than any pain she felt.
Seeing Shanna’s blood made Hoyt’s own blood simmer. His fists squeezed so hard, his fingernails cut into his palms. He tried to get a leash on his breathing and slow it down, but his temper proved too slick.
What’s wrong with me? I’ve never lost it with a patient. He’s just a sick kid. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.
But as Ryan’s eyes widened—
While Burlowski’s keys chink-chanked leisurely down the hall.
—and the boy peeled his lips off his teeth like a grinning dog, Hoyt had a second thought.
He’s making me feel this way. Somehow he’s driving me to it.
“What’s the matter, Hoyt?” Ryan asked. “Too scared to protect your woman?”
Hoyt’s fist lashed out all on its own. The vibration of the boy’s jawbone against Hoyt’s knuckles felt as satisfying as a kiss from Shanna might, like something he’d waited half his life to feel.
The boy’s head snapped to the side, but he didn’t stagger. The expression on his face didn’t even change, though blood dribbled from his lip and some of it smeared his grinning teeth.
“Hoyt,” Shanna cried. “Stop it.” She tried to get to her feet, but wobbled and dropped back to one knee.
The kid had hurt her worse than it looked. Maybe gave her a concussion. Hoyt would kill him for that.
Kill him?
Yes. His hand had already gone to work with the task. They wrapped around the boy’s skinny neck and squeezed, his thumbs pressing into the boy’s Adam’s apple. He would crush his windpipe. He’d never been in a fight in his life, if you didn’t count restraining violent patients, which was about keeping them from hurting themselves as much as others. Hoyt had never in his life actively tried to do another harm, though Lord knew the way his father and brother had treated him before he moved out had given Hoyt a full docket of reasons.
Never mind all that. Right now, his lack of brawling experience didn’t matter. He knew he could kill this boy. It would be so easy.
That frigid feel Ryan gave off intensified. Even while Hoyt sweat at the effort of strangling the kid, his skin turned to gooseflesh. He thought he smelled the old beef Pop would keep too long in the meat locker at his butchery, that whiff of cold rot that always made Hoyt queasy whenever he went to work with his dad.
The boy’s eyes bulged, lines of red all through the whites. His stupid grin remained.
What am I doing? My God, what is this kid making me do to him?
He was so caught up with the boy, Hoyt didn’t hear the jangle of keys behind him until a second before the fat arm wrapped around his neck and pinched closed at the elbow like a fleshy nutcracker.
Burlowski’s weight advantage allowed him to lean back and lift Hoyt off his feet. The choke hold Burlowski had on him cut the blood flow to his brain, and a dark gauze quickly ran across Hoyt’s vision.
Hoyt let go of Ryan.
Burlowski dragged Hoyt back as far as the door before releasing the choke hold, but he kept a grip on Hoyt’s arm. Shanna still tottered on one knee while trying to get herself back on her feet.
Ryan’s face changed all at once. His grin broke open to bellow another scream, the pitch so raw it didn’t sound human. He grabbed at his hair and ripped two fistfuls free. Dots of blood welled up on his scalp. “You could feel it.” His gaze speared through the center of Hoyt’s soul. “You could feel the darkness, couldn’t you?”
Hoyt nodded. He knew the kid was talking crazy—though Hoyt hated using that word, for all the baggage it unfairly foisted on sick folks. In this case, it was apt. Crazy. But the boy was also talking sense. Hoyt had felt it. He had thought it was coming from the kid, but maybe that was just because the kid was standing in the middle of it.
“It made me angry,” Hoyt said.
“What’s come over you, Hoyt?” Shanna had finally made it to her feet. She held her hands out at her sides as if balanced on a small pedestal, nothing like the big one Hoyt had put her on. But damn if she didn’t look as beautiful as ever, even with the color drained from her face and that frightened, weary look she gave him.
“I don’t know.” Hoyt pointed to Ryan. “Ask him.”
“Bill,” she said, looking past Hoyt, her expression going all business. “Can you call the doctor? And help Hoyt to a seat.”
“No.” Ryan’s voice wavered with panic. He opened his hands. The hair he tore from his scalp fluttered to the floor like small chaffed wheat. “He felt it. He knows. It’s strong. Getting stronger.”
Shanna reached a hand out to Ryan, but she didn’t look steady enough to approach him. “Easy, hon. We’ll get the doc up here, get you something to make you feel better.”
The boy began to tremble like an old car with a bad engine. The pupils in his eyes dilated so wide it made his irises look pure black. Hoyt wouldn’t swear to it, but he thought he saw a greenish glow in that blackness. Just a reflection from the fluorescent bars on the ceiling. Light playing tricks. Had to be.
“You have to stop her,” he said, voice as thin as the last string on an old violin.
“Stop who?” Hoyt asked, knowing that participating in a patent’s hallucinations did nobody any good. But he had felt the darkness the boy mentioned, had experienced it change him somehow. Now that Burlowski had dragged him out of its sphere, Hoyt felt like himself again. If he wanted, he could pretend he’d never touched the darkness. But denying it seemed wrong. Not just dishonest, but dangerous, like some folks who kept tigers as pets ignored the threat coiled in the beast’s very nature. Hoyt believed if he turned his back on this particular cat, he would definitely get eaten. “Stop who?” he repeated.
“The beast woman. The one who’s going to ruin everything.”
“All right,” Shanna snapped. “Enough. Bill, get Hoyt out of here. Get the ever-loving doctor for God’s sake.”
Burlowski tried to tug Hoyt along with him, but Hoyt planted his feet and stiffened the arm the security man held.
“I don’t understand,” Hoyt said. “What does it mean?”
The flat stare Ryan gave turned Hoyt’s gut into a cold sandbag. “It means you really should give Shanna that Valentine and tell her how you feel, ‘cause the world’s gonna end soon.”
How the hell did you know about—
Burlowski yanked hard, throwing his three hundred pounds out in the hall, his body the ball, his arm the chain clamped to Hoyt’s bicep. Gravity did the rest, pulling Hoyt off balance so that he had to scramble backward through the door in order to keep from falling over.
He thought about struggling to pull free and get back in there, ask the kid how in the world he knew about the Valentine, let alone his feelings for Shanna. Going back in the room also meant facing Shanna with his secret exposed by a crazy-talking kid diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia even though Hoyt had overheard one doc admit he didn’t really know what was wrong, as his symptoms were so erratic and standard treatments didn’t work.
Hoyt let Burlowski drag him down the hall a little further before he finally wrenched himself free. “I got it, Bill.”
“Then quit acting like one of the patients and call the damn doc.”
He did as he was told, then stayed planted in his seat in the Glass Box, thinking about putting in that transfer request after all. And if that didn’t work, maybe quitting altogether, though that would put a strain on Shanna what with them as understaffed as they already were.
Ryan went back to screaming. He kept saying, “We have to stop her. We have to stop her.”
Fucking nonsense, Hoyt thought while he stared at Shanna’s purse. Then he pulled the Valentine out of his back pocket and jammed it into her bag. What did he have to lose? According to Ryan, the world was about to end.
Damn if it didn’t feel true.



Chapter One
The whole house smelled like blood and shit.
While a few of the cops, and even one of the DEA agents had taken to stuffing handkerchiefs over their mouths and noses, Lockman forced himself to get used to the stench. He’d slopped through worse.
He stood in what was furnished like a study with bookshelves lining the walls, a massive desk at one end, behind which a set of French doors opened to a balcony overlooking an Olympic-sized swimming pool lighted this evening both under the water and by a series of ornate lampposts that were supposed to resemble old-fashioned gas lights. As far as studies went, though, this one could have swallowed an average homeowner’s entire floor plan. If not for the plush carpet and even plusher furniture, the mutters from the uniformed officers would have echoed in the massive space. Despite all the room, the study clung to a claustrophobic taint, probably caused by the stink, and worsened by the amount of body parts scattered throughout.
You had heads with eyes gaping into space, arteries dangling from the necks like streamers. Arms. Legs. Both with plenty of exposed and splintered bone. A veritable web work of guts strung the floor like wet extension cords backstage at a rock concert. All of it topped off with a congealing glaze of blood.
Among the flesh remains, lay chips of plaster from the ceiling, paper shreds from the books on the shelves, puffs of stuffing from the cushions on the furniture, and lots of shell casings scattered everywhere. There’s been a hell of a firefight in this room. But most of the dead had not got that way by gunfire—they’d been ripped and chewed apart.
The DEA agent whom Lockman had handed the fancy envelope with the White House seal moved his lips as he read the order he’d drawn from the envelope, which also included the White House seal and corresponding letterhead. Lockman was glad to have it out of his hands, though he could tell from the sour look on the agent’s face that he wanted to shove it right back at Lockman.
“What the hell is this?”
“Plain English, it means this crime scene is ours now.” Ours meant his and Mica’s, who stood a step behind Lockman, her hands folded behind her back, spine ramrod, but that white stripe down the middle of her black hair blowing any sense of seriousness she was trying to display. Pixie or not, the girl needed a new hairstyle if she wanted to play covert government agent.
“And who the fuck are you?”
“The answer’s above your pay grade.”
“This is total bullshit. That guy…” He swung out an arm and pointed to the body slumped facedown on the desk in front of the French doors. “…is behind one of the Big Easy’s biggest meth operations. I’ve been after his ass for four years. And this?” He did a full turn, taking in the carnage around him. “This is not how I saw this case breaking.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” though Lockman didn’t sound at all sorry, because he wasn’t. As much as he thought he did, this guy did not want to fit the pieces of this throwdown together. He couldn’t handle the picture it would make. “Think of it this way. You got your man. He’s out of the meth business.”
The agent waved the White House letter and envelope in Lockman’s face. “Oh, no. I didn’t get anything. This has the markings of a takeover. At least I had tabs on this guy. Whoever’s taking over, I don’t have anything.”
“It’s not a takeover.”
The agent’s eyes narrowed. “Then what? Vigilantes?”
That’s when Lockman tossed a phrase he hadn’t said in a long-ass time.
“It’s classified.”

Once they had all the cops cleared out, they could get to the real work. Lockman hit a button on his smart phone and put it to his ear. After only half a ring, she answered with, “‘Sup?”
“We’re free of pedestrians.”
The line broke without a follow up. A second later, Jessie dropped onto the balcony and came in through the French doors. She was dressed all in black, her black hair pulled back in a bun. Aside from her gray pallor and the black veins prominently running under her skin, she looked almost the same as she had when Lockman first met her on his doorstep in California.
Jessie’s jaw dropped, showing off her fangs, as she took in the sight of the room. “Ho-lee shnikies.” She sniffed. Made a face. “I bet that smell makes you guys sick.”
“I’m over it,” Lockman said.
Mica didn’t bother with an answer. She never said much to Lockman. He had the sense she blamed him for Kate’s death. Which was fine. He blamed himself. The only thing that kept it from overwhelming him was knowing that Kate had forgiven him.
“Yeah, well, it makes my mouth water. All that blood?” She scowled with a bitterness a hundred years beyond the age of her face. “The poop, however, is making me gag.”
Lockman wasn’t sure whether to marvel or worry at this return to her glib self. The last couple years had dried up that part of her personality. Getting turned into a vamp could do that. She had just lost her mother, too. If anything, she should have fallen into a deeper funk. It was hard to tell if she was faking.
A conversation for another time. They had work to do.
“Anybody here believe this was a scuffle between drug lords?”
Jessie raised her eyebrows. “I’m seeing vamp parts. And this guy…” she grabbed the body slumped over the desk by the hair and pulled him up. Half of his face had sloughed off like warm putty. The other half matched Jessie’s pallor with those same black veins. He wore a button-up shirt with about half those buttons undone, exposing the bony, pallid chest underneath, the collection of gold chains around his neck, and the wooden stake jammed in his heart. “I guess you could call him Scarface.”
She let go of his hair and the dead vamp flopped back onto the desk.
“Do vamps deal drugs?” Jessie asked.
“Vamps do whatever they want,” Mica said. “Least these days.”
Lockman did a quick scan of the room, mostly the floor, to confirm his initial thoughts when he’d first entered. “You see some of the torsos with Kevlar?”
Jessie and Mica both nodded.
“Mortals,” Lockman said. “Not one of them with any shots in the Kevlar.”
“Vamps like to use their hands,” Mica said.
“Not all vamps,” Jessie said, eyeing Mica hard.
Mica raised her hands in surrender. “I don’t count you in their company, love.”
Lockman pushed on with his observations. “How many whole bodies you see?”
“Two,” Mica and Jessie said in unison.
“And they are…”
“Vamps,” Jessie said first. “With lots of silver slugs in them.”
“So these are our guys.” Mica picked a path through the room, carefully keeping entrails off her boots. “Looks like they didn’t fare so well this time.”
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Jessie said and crossed her arms. “Why do you think this scene’s so much worse than the others?”
They had visited or studied the police casebooks of four crime scenes that featured vamp remains since arriving in New Orleans. A couple had mortal casualties, bystanders that had taken a stray bullet in both cases. As far as Lockman could tell, this was the first scene with claws-on vamp casualties. And the one with the highest amount of dead on either side. This little vigilante group they’d been tracking had slipped up, and good.
“They’re amateurs,” Lockman said. “And they bit off more than they could chew this time.” He walked over to a fat arm that lay on the floor as if pulled off from a mannequin, except for the stump of bone at the shoulder, and all the blood, of course. The arm had a tattoo of an American flag clenched in the claws of a soaring bald eagle. A thick banner curled underneath the tat with printed lettering that stated, These colors don’t run.
Lockman pointed at the tattoo. “No self-respecting soldier would get that shit put on his arm. These guys are wannabes.” He toed the AR-15 laying on the floor inches away from the severed arm’s fingertips. “Well armed wannabes. Worst kind.”
Mica lifted a thin shoulder. The tank top she wore showed off a collection of her own tattoos up and down only one arm, all sorts of pictures and symbols fitted together like an abstract puzzle. “What’s the big deal? Recreational vamp slayers ain’t such a fuss.”
“I said the same thing to your boss.”
She didn’t like his tone. He could tell by the way her jaw set and she pinched her eyes. You couldn’t say much about Kress without Mica getting touchy, Lockman had noticed. He wondered if their relationship was more than professional. Not that it mattered to him.
“This falls into our territory because of the mortal casualties. And because they don’t know how to clean up after their damn selves. Since Barrow, the prez has got a bug up his ass about keeping the supernatural on the down low.”
“So we’re the clean-up crew?” Jessie’s lip curled as she surveyed the floor as if calculating how much scrubbing it would take to clean the carpet.
“We’ll set a match to this place when we’re through. But we have to figure out who these jerk offs are before they do any worse. Shining on the local PD is one thing. Laying a gag order on the DEA…” Lockman let them fill in the rest.
“So we’re looking for clues,” Jessie said, “in a big pile of guts.”
“Suck it up.”
Jessie cocked her hip and gave Lockman her disgusted teen face. “Really?”
“What?”
“Suck it up? You think that’s funny?”
Mica actually snickered, yet somehow managed it without smiling.
Lockman caught up. He rolled his eyes. “When have you ever known me to make a pun? Give me a break. I meant, deal with it.”
Jessie cracked a smile. “Nice to see I can still get a rise out of you.”
“Yeah, right.” He turned his head down to start searching the remains, and to keep her from seeing his own smirk.
Twenty minutes later, Lockman found it.
He had moved to studying the vamp at the desk, the DEA’s apparent drug lord whom they had no idea was a vampire. What a shock that agent would have received if Lockman had let him stick around to investigate the scene.
The thing that caught Lockman’s attention was something grasped in the drug lord’s fist, a sprig of blonde held like a flower stem. Death had turned the vamp’s fist into stone. Lockman had to use a letter opener off the desk to pry the fingers open.
The lock of blonde hair floated from the vamp’s hand to the desktop. Several ends of the hair had bits of skin still attached as if he’d ripped the hair off a scalp. The lock, itself, measured about seven or eight inches.
The inside of Lockman’s belly prickled. His subconscious shot out a conclusion he couldn’t tuck away once it bounced around freely in his mind. He was certain a lab analysis—or the mojo equivalent, if that was Kress’s preference—would back up what his instincts told him.
Teresa.
He picked up the lock of hair in his latex-gloved hand and opened his mouth to call Mica and Jessie over, but his phone buzzed against his hip. He pulled it from the clip on his belt.
“Yeah?”
“I need you to bring your team in.”
Kress, his gravel train voice, immortalized by his films, unmistakable.
“We’re smack in the middle of a crime scene. And I’ve got—”
“Drop what you’re doing and bring the team in. Something’s come up.”
Lockman lifted the lock of hair as if Kress stood there in person and could see it. “Would you listen a second. I have something—”
“That’s an order, Lockman. Commander in Chief put me in charge and you as my second. Don’t forget that.”
“And this place? Do you have any idea of the mess here?”
“I’ll send a clean-up crew.”
Before Lockman could say any more, the line went dead.
“Son of a bitch.”
“What is it?” Jessie asked.
“The boss is calling us in. We’re done here.”
Mica snapped off her latex gloves and tossed them to the floor, brushed her hands together, and already started for the door, dutiful as ever.
Jessie came over to Lockman’s side and pointed at his raised hand that held onto the blonde lock. “You find something?”
“Damn right I did.” Lockman pulled a plastic baggie from his pocket and bagged the hair. He’d have some techy look at it back at HQ whether Kress wanted to follow up or not. If Teresa Stevenson was running her own vampire kill club in New Orleans—which made perfect sense, considering what happened to her sister here—she never would have let a mission like this go so sideways. Not unless she had gotten sloppy. And sloppy meant unstable. Slaughtering New Orleans vamps on some revenge kick. A dangerous path.
The boys in this room had learned that the hard way.



Chapter Two
Her dad was keyed up. Jessie could feel the buzz coming off of him the whole flight back to headquarters. Mica rode with her eyes closed, though Jessie could tell she wasn’t sleeping. Did pixies sleep? Who knew?
Dad, though, couldn’t keep from fidgeting, and his hand kept going to his shirt pocket where he’d tucked that baggie with the hair in it. When she’d asked him about it, he gave her one of his I Ain’t Talking About it grunts. She knew him well enough by now to recognize any further questioning would win her nothing but more grunts.
It bugged him, though. Which meant it bugged her, too.
When the three of them filed into Kress’s office for a debrief, Dad started right in.
“I don’t know what the hell you’re doing, but I’ve got something you need to see.” He put his hand to his pocket, but Kress raised his own hand.
“I’ll look at it later. Right now, I need to speak with Jessie.”
Her dad’s face grew all sorts of lines. He looked older than Jessie had ever noticed before. “About what?”
“That’s between the two of us.” He nodded once each to Lockman and Mica. “If you don’t mind stepping out for a minute.”
The lines in her father’s face deepened. The burning in his eyes made Jessie’s cold vampire skin a little colder. He looked about ready to throat punch Kress, and then maybe eat his face.
“It’s okay, Dad.” She rested a hand on his arm. “He’s gotta know I’ll tell you whatever he says afterward. No secrets between us.”
Kress lifted one eyebrow. “You’re a part of a government organization now. I could order you to keep our conversation private.”
“Yeah, and the teen girl with the fangs is just gonna roll over and do whatever you say.” Jessie snorted. “Besides, what are you gonna do? Put the Chosen One in prison?”
Kress’s mouth curled down. He smoldered much like his famous movie villain characters would after a glib rebuke from the starring hero. Then he sighed, steepled his fingers, and said, “I’d only like a moment alone to discuss a situation that directly relates to you. I’m not asking you to keep any secrets.”
“Good enough for me.” She looked at her dad. “It’s totally cool.”
His cool gray eyes studied Jessie for a moment, the deepest lines around them softening. “You are so much like your mother.”
Something sharp pinched Jessie in the side, like a runner’s stitch, only deeper. She didn’t want to talk about Mom. Didn’t want to think about her. Not yet. Better to get caught up in the supernatural superhero stuff, go out and kick monster butt.
“Whatev. Go do what you gotta do while I have my special meeting.” She tried to point with her gaze at his shirt pocket, but couldn’t tell if he got the hint. He just gave Kress one last glare, then grunted and stormed out of the office.
Mica tilted her head to Kress. “Let me know you need anything, love.” Then she turned and followed Lockman out, leaving Jessie and Kress alone in the office.
“Have a seat,” he said and gestured to a chair across from his desk.
Jessie had flashbacks to those days in school getting sent to the principal’s office, or worse, the school counselor. She folded her arms. “Cool if I stand?”
“Suit yourself.” He leaned back in his chair, mouth open to say something, but winced instead.
“Something wrong?”
He took a deep breath, let it out slowly through his nose, and shook his head. “Just some minor back pain. In Battle Cry 2, I had the brilliant idea of doing my own stunts. Never again.”
“Battle Cry 2, huh? Not one of your best flicks.”
His eyebrows went up and a light smile touched his face. “You’ve seen it?”
“I’ve seen just about every movie ever made…” Her shoulders sagged. She noticed that iron smell that seemed to follow her everywhere. “Before I went vamp, anyway.”
Kress cleared his throat. “I’m sorry for that. But you do realize how special you are? This turn in your fate, becoming a vampire who retained her soul, having access to the power of millions of souls—”
“Like the one responsible for wiping out over eight hundred people, and who made me kill my own mother?” She curled her lip. A muddy taste filled her mouth. “Yeah. Real special.”
“You have to understand, the tragedies you’ve suffered have all served a greater purpose. Those events brought you here, to me, to this facility, to a point where you can fulfill the prophecy so many have heard about, but so few understand.”
Jessie’s jaw hung open. She could feel the recycled air of this underground level of Kress’s precious facility drying out her tongue. “You know what you sound like?”
He leaned forward, hands folded on his desk, all interested in what the little vamp girl had to say.
“A psycho religious zealot. All these bad things that have happened to you. All part of God’s plan.” She pointed a finger toward the ceiling. “It’s bullshit from them.” She pointed at him. “And it’s bullshit from you. In case you haven’t noticed, all I’ve managed to do is make things worse in the world, not save it.”
“You staunched the threat of a vampire army. The death of all those vamps gathered in Barrow has the rest of the population spreading thin for fear of something similar. These groups still holding together, our Agency is systematically obliterating with drone attacks and black-ops strikes.”
A feeling of having to burst filled Jessie’s chest. The only way to relieve it was a jagged, barky laugh that echoed back to her from the corners of the room and made her cringe. “You’re nuts. Barrow was a freaking bloodbath. Four-thousand people killed or turned into vamps.”
“Yet it could have been so much worse.”
“It would have been if my mom and dad weren’t such a fucking badasses. They stopped me from leading a bunch of sunwalking vampires on a cross-country feeding spree.”
Kress sucked in a long breath and let it sigh out like a leaking tire, his eyes slightly rolled back in his head. He drummed his fingers on his desk. “There’s no point in arguing about it. What’s done is done. And fate has brought us to a place where we can finish the rest.”
Even underground, Jessie could sense the sunrise outside, her vampiric circadian rhythm making her sleepy. She gave in and took Kress’s offered seat, rubbed her eyes, then stared him down. “You didn’t send my dad out so you could spend time telling me how special I am. What do you want?”
“Did Gabriel ever tell you about The Return?”
“All he ever said was that he didn’t believe in it.”
“Didn’t believe in its purpose, or didn’t believe it possible?”
She shrugged. “Just that he didn’t believe in it. He never elaborated. Wasn’t on his agenda, I guess.”
Kress leaned back in his chair. A large American flag hung on the wall behind his desk like a stage backdrop. On either side of the flag hung framed copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. Another, small flag sat on his desk next to a cup full of pens. Trappings of a government office that seemed so out of place considering what Jessie knew about their operation. The bulk of the core staff at the Agency weren’t exactly from America. They weren’t even from this plane of existence. Heck, the Agency’s headquarters had been built into a facility that belonged to Kress, as if he owned the Agency himself.
She didn’t know why it bothered her, but it did. There was something false about it all. Mere props to satisfy an ideal that no one here truly respected, or cared about.
As if to prove this point, Kress said, “Despite our official role as decreed by the president, the only real mission I care about is facilitating The Return.”
“Your hobby, funded by tax-payers’ dollars.”
“Don’t get glib. Your mother understood the importance of The Return. But no one has had a chance to explain it to you.”
“I’m not an idiot. I get it.”
“The Return means ridding the mortal plane of all the things that don’t belong here. Vampires, werewolves…perhaps even ghosts.”
She knew he was trying to bait her with that last one. Jessie’s friends and family hadn’t had the best of luck when it came to non-corporeal specters. But she didn’t bite. Kept quiet.
He waited a couple seconds, then changed tacks. “The reason I wanted to talk to you—”
“Now we get there.”
“—is because of an incident that occurred outside of Detroit. It involves a young man you once knew who’s been hospitalized—”
“Ryan?” The tempo of a vampire’s heart is naturally erratic. Jessie’s stopped beating for three seconds straight. She’d almost forgotten about Ryan and hated herself for it. He had stood up against a ghost to save Jessie’s life and become possessed by it. When the ghost left Ryan’s body, Ryan was left insane. It had happened to her mother, too, but Jessie had been able to cure her mother’s madness with magic. She’d never had the chance to do the same for Ryan.
Kress was saying something else, but Jessie hadn’t heard any of it.
“What’s happened? How did you find out about it?”
“I’m trying to tell you.”
“Then just tell me God damn it!”
The snarling sound of her voice rang familiar in her ears. It sounded an awful lot like Gabriel when he spoke angrily through her. Jessie pressed her fist against her mouth, pressing her lips against her fangs.
Kress sat very still, his eyes the only part of him moving as they traced a line from her face to the closest edge of his desk. His hands had slipped out of sight behind the desk, as well. Jessie wondered if he had a panic button—or a weapon—back there.
“I’m sorry,” she said. She rested her elbows on her chair’s arms, took a steadying breath. “It’s a sensitive issue.” Then, adding enough snark so that he knew she hadn’t let him completely off the hook, “But you already knew that.”
His hands came out from behind his desk. He laced his fingers together and propped his forearms against the desk’s edge. Jessie was struck again by the feeling of getting sent to the principal’s office.
“We’ve had some people watching Ryan. He’s a part of your path, and since you are the key to The Return, we make sure to observe all stops on that path. Earlier this evening…” He looked at his watch. “Technically yesterday now. During an outburst, Ryan used the specific phrase, The Return. There is no reason for him to know that term. We believe fate has again nudged us toward the prophecy’s fulfillment.”
You’d think she would get used to all that talk about fate and prophecy. It grated on her probably as much as the word magic drove her dad nuts. She would have to come up with a pet name for prophecy. Dad had mojo instead of magic. She could have something like forecast or Big Stupid Prediction About My Life Nobody Ever Bothered to Check With Me.
“What did he say exactly?”
Kress’s lips formed a line. His gaze skated away.
“Come on, boss, fess up.”
“I don’t want to upset you.”
“That’s cute.”
He glowered. “You’re as stubborn as your father, you know that?”
“He thinks I’m more like Mom. Others think I’m more like the Virgin Fucking Mary or something. How come I can’t just be me?” She waved a hand. “Forget it. Just get to the point.”
He looked relieved not to have to answer her question. “Ryan insisted that someone be stopped.”
“Who?”
“He never made it clear. The closest he came was calling her, quote, The beast woman. The one who’s going to ruin everything.“
Jessie squeezed her eyes shut. In the dark, she pictured Ryan way back, a zillion years ago, when they used to make out on his mom’s couch. The house had always smelled like her Virginia Slims and spearmint gum. If Ryan could see her now.
It sounded like he had.
“He’s talking about me.”
“Nonsense.”
She held her hands out at her sides. “I think I qualify as pretty beastly. And I have a reputation for ruining things. Why not everything?”
“Self-pity will get you nowhere with me, my dear.” His voice turned to chocolate syrup warm enough to start the ice cream melting. He’d done voiceovers for commercials using that voice. “To me you are a savior in waiting.” He leaned in as if he meant to tell her a secret. “You know The Return isn’t only about ridding the earth of paranormal threats. For many of us, it’s our chance to return home, to be where we belong, where we fit in.”
She’d never considered that. But, boy, could she understand it.
“Okay, so let’s assume Ryan wasn’t talking about me. Then who?”
“That’s what we’d like to find out. What we’d like you to find out.”



Chapter Three
The sound of Kress’s office door hitting the wall sounded like a shot from a small caliber pistol, much like the 9mm Lockman had in his shoulder holster and was itching to draw on the man so smugly parked behind that government desk.
He didn’t draw his weapon, but he did march across the office, circled the desk, and yank Kress up to his feet by his shirt collar.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?”
Kress used a standard martial arts maneuver to knock Lockman’s hands away, probably something he learned for one of his dumb movies. Lockman easily countered the move by grabbing both of Kress’s wrists, then shoved his fisted hands in so that Kress punched himself in the face. Not hard. Just enough to startle him, like a pair of brother’s horse playing in the backseat on a long trip. It caused Kress to stagger, trip against the casters on his office chair, and thump back down into his seat.
That’s when Mica came charging in. She did have her weapon drawn, a Sig Sauer P250 with a healthy barrel that stared Lockman right in the eye. “Ease off, duke, or I’ll retire ya right here.”
“Both of you stand down,” Kress shouted, cheeks flushed, eyes wide. “This is a damned federal agency for the love of God.”
Lockman almost choked. “I worked for a real federal shop, Kress. And while it wasn’t perfect by far, it wasn’t anything like this joke you’re running.”
“Joke or not, I’ve got the president and the Pentagon backing me up, and you just struck your commanding officer.”
Kress used all the right words, but Lockman would be damned if he could ever consider him a true CO. Especially after learning what he had tasked Jess with. This was him running his supernatural country club with government funding, all in the name of his obsession over a prophecy.
“I’ll let it pass,” Kress said, brushing absently at his crooked collar, “since I gather this is coming from a protective father. But I’d suggest you never lay hands on me again.”
“Got that right,” Mica popped in.
Lockman ignored her. He pulled the folded paper the lab guys had given him after looking at the hairs he’d found at the scene in New Orleans. He unfolded the paper and slapped it down on the desk.
Kress gave it a disgusted once over, as if Lockman had dropped a dead animal in front of him. “What’s this?”
“Lab report. You didn’t want to listen before, but this might get your attention. I found a lock of hair at that slaughter in New Orleans. They belong to Teresa Stevenson.”
Kress’s brow wrinkled. “Your old partner? So what?”
“I’ll give you the short version. Her sister was turned into a vamp. I had to kill her. It’s caused some friction. Now she’s out there, using amateurs to go on a slay-spree, and she’s gotten a fair amount of mortals killed in the process.”
The tiny, thoughtful nods Kress made gave him the look of a bobble head. Lockman would have loved to have smacked that bobble head clean off its spring.
“So she’s a liability,” Kress said. “But she isn’t a priority.”
“Why did you send us out there in the first place, if you didn’t plan on following up?”
“I’ll have some men look into it. Meantime, we have more pressing matters.”
“My daughter’s insane ex-boyfriend, locked safely in a hospital, is more pressing?”
Kress started to counter, but Lockman barreled on.
“Forcing my daughter into an emotionally volatile situation after all the shit she’s already been through is more pressing?”
The click of a pistol hammer going back came in answer. “You’ll want to dial it back, love,” Mica said, shoulders squared, her firing stance firm, her gun lined up with Lockman.
“Mica,” Kress said slowly. “I don’t think the gun’s the right choice for this situation.”
She glanced at him. He nodded. Some silent communication passed between them. A corner of her mouth quirked up just barely as she holstered her weapon. Lockman almost missed it, but he was trained to notice small things.
He tossed Mica a bored smirk. “Get any closer to try and sprinkle your dust on me, and I’ll send you off to Never Never Land.”
Like a six year-old brat, she poked her tongue out at Lockman.
“Stop it,” Kress said. “Craig, I appreciate your concern, but I’ve talked it over with Jessie and she’s fine with it.”
“You should have talked it over with me.”
Kress must have got tired of craning his neck back to look up at Lockman. He stood, slowly, as if expecting a move from Lockman. Lockman let him stand. Just made it easier to knock him over if it came to that.
“Before I sent you to New Orleans, you asked me to bring Jessie in as a participating operative. Hear that? You asked me. I agreed. That means she reports to me now. Just like you report to me. And I,” he tapped his chest with a thumb, “report to the man in the big white house in DC. Not to you.”
Lockman clenched his jaw and his fist. “Suppose I take Jess and move on. You can play general and chase after your prophecy without us.”
“Seeing as you are both agents of the US government, that would be considered treason. You’d spend the rest of your lives with every arm of law enforcement hunting you down on orders to execute without prejudice.”
“You make some dramatic threats, Mr. Kress.”
He hitched a shoulder, all casual. “It’s the performer in me.” Kress stood a few inches shorter than Lockman, but he had presence, and he knew how to work his posture so that presence expanded. Chin lifted. Chest puffed. Shoulders pulled back. “Let’s not forget what happened when you were in charge, Craig. More than eight hundred lives lost. I know you don’t care much for supernaturals, but those folks looked up to you as their leader, and you led them straight into a slaughter.”
His fist shot out and struck Kress in the chin so quickly, Lockman had to depend on the sting across his knuckles to know he’d even done it.
Kress stumbled sideways, leaned against the flag-draped wall to keep his feet. A thin line of blood curled down from the corner of his mouth to his chin.
Mica had her gun out, the barrel a few inches from Lockman’s temple. The knuckle on her trigger finger bulged. Lockman turned to face the barrel, and saw the hate in the pixie’s eyes. She was definitely no Tinker Bell, even if she’d had wings. He showed her a stone face to make sure she knew he wasn’t a bit afraid. Then he turned back to Kress.
“Real easy to preach about leadership from behind a desk. You like being boss so much, you wait until you have to face the real consequences of that role.”
“Fair enough,” Kress said, dabbing at the blood on his chin with the back of his wrist. “In the meantime, you have a mission. Escort Jessie to Detroit. We’ll have you cleared to question the boy by the time you arrive.”
Lockman snapped off a salute. “Yes, sir.” Mica still had the gun in his face, but he stepped around her as if she were nothing more than a potted tree.
As Lockman stepped through the door, Kress called from behind him, “The doors are ready now. You can use those for travel. You head out first thing after sundown Eastern time.”
Lockman kept walking, without any acknowledgment that he’d heard Kress.



Chapter Four
Her scalp still stung where that motherfucking vamp ripped out her hair. Though she turned out lucky compared to the rest of her team. A bloody scalp, some lacerations and bruises, but otherwise all her body parts still attached. The only one to survive that clusterfuck. But that’s what she got for hiring a bunch of meatheads from a biker bar to slay demons with her.
The bells of St. Louis Cathedral chimed the tenth and final time, pushing over a silence in the night that felt oppressive. Teresa stood in the shadows of Pirate’s Alley in the French Quarter, the last place she saw her sister, Mandy, before the vamps took her, turned her. The smell of piss rose off a nearby puddle. The sounds of normal life drifted over from Bourbon Street, jazz music, a car alarm, a peel of drunken laughter. Pretty mild, though. Valentine’s Day didn’t warrant the same celebratory glee of Marti Gras. People apparently didn’t like to party so much in the cooler February air.
Teresa shuffled into the center of the alley, her boots chuffing against the concrete. She held her hands tucked in the pockets of her leather jacket, the jacket’s collar up to hide the finger-shaped bruises welling up from when the vamp had tried to strangle her. Dumbass hadn’t anticipated the old-fashioned wooden stake tucked in her boot. Sometimes the old ways were the best ways.
Gritting her teeth, she imagined slipping into a vamp nest and staking the sleeping monsters one after another. Watching their chests cave in, and their borrowed blood spew from their mouths. Of course, an attack like that would never work. The whole nest would wake up to the screaming of that first vamp. One thing vamps were good at besides sucking blood and tearing flesh—fuckers knew how to scream.
She had to admit, in the short time she’d spent in the Big Easy, she had slain a shit load of vamps, both on her own and with her civilian helpers. Not enough, though. Never enough. Because after New Orleans, there was the rest of Louisiana. And after Louisiana, the rest of the country. The world. Shit, maybe vamps lived in outer space, too.
Stop talking like a crazy bitch.
Her sister’s voice. Only, not really. After only a couple years, Teresa found it hard to really hear her sister’s real voice. Just the one she’d constructed in her mind. And Teresa didn’t have a home anymore. No archives of home movies. Not even a photo album. She’d joined the Agency straight out of college. Everything she owned still in boxes in her parents’ basement. A house fire had destroyed it all.
A woman screamed in the night.
Teresa’s hand instinctively drew from her pocket and reached behind her for the .45 tucked at the small of her back. Hesitated.
The scream came again, but tapered into laughter.
Another drunk girl with no idea of the dangers around her. No idea that the shadows could peel away from the walls, grab her, sink fangs into her, drain her, change her.
Teresa squeezed her eyes shut. A mild breeze felt cooler than it was against her hot face.
I’m sorry, Mandy. I’m so sorry I let them get to you.
She turned her back to the cathedral at the end of the alley and walked out the way she had come. She strolled out onto Bourbon Street, hands back in her pockets, mind grasping for a direction. She walked down lesser known streets. She dared the shadows to attack.
Tonight, the shadows were not hungry.
Either she and her crew had wasted enough of them to make them shy, or she was just lucky.
Damn shame. She wanted to kill. So badly. She had another stake in her boot going to waste.
When she came back to New Orleans, she thought she could sate her rage. Kill enough vamps, and eventually she would feel better. But there were more dangerous things out there than French Quarter vampire clichés. In fact, she knew personally the most dangerous vamp of them all. One that should have been put down a long time ago.
Going after her, however, would take more than a gang of fleshy bikers. It would take a group with real power. A group that knew what they were doing. And one she could convince to help her.
In other words, some friendly supernaturals.
But she had severed her ties with the friendlies. The ogres, the gnomes, the merefolk, and all the oddball in-between things that didn’t have names or mortal folklore to describe them, but who had gathered together to fight the threat of a vampire army. Lockman’s people. The ones, Teresa heard, he had led into battle and got killed.
No friendly supernaturals left.
Teresa stopped on the corner of an intersection. She had no idea of the street names. Instead of blues bars and Cajun restaurant, pawn shops and voodoo boutiques lined the sidewalks, most of them with metal grates or steel doors pulled over their storefronts. One of these solid storefront shields had the “A” for Anarchy symbol spray painted on it in deep red. The paint ran like blood from the A’s feet and the ring around the letter. Instead of anarchy, though, it made Teresa think of Alpha.
One of those subconscious clues that sometimes drops into the conscious mind and rattles like cast bones. All at once, it seemed, Teresa knew what she could do to recruit the muscle she needed and take out the world’s most dangerous vampire.



Chapter Five
As the van pulled through the gate leading to the hospital grounds, Jessie glanced at her reflection in the mirror on the visor again. She couldn’t help it. The team back at headquarters had done an amazing job. Guys Kress knew from the movie world, apparently, and they could work magic with makeup and effects as stunning as any display of her own real magic power—except maybe when she turned those werewolves inside-out.
Her dad sat behind the wheel, face illuminated by the lights from the dashboard, and glanced at her as she admired herself. He hadn’t said anything about the work they’d done, but she could tell it freaked him out. After all, she looked exactly the same as she had before getting turned into a vampire. No matter how hard she scrutinized herself in the mirror, she could almost convince herself all the vampire stuff had never happened. They’d even done a trick with her fangs, capping her teeth so that they all matched up and looked normal.
Jessie smiled at herself.
An electric ping shot up from her belly to her chest.
I’m me. I’m a normal teenage girl.
“You all right?” Craig asked, directing the question at her, but maybe she should have been asking him that.
“I’m great,” she said. “This is unbelievable.”
“It’s just makeup, Jess.”
She sighed from way back in her throat. “Do you have to poop on every parade? You’re like a freakin seagull sometimes.”
He pulled the van up in the circular drive in front of the hospital, a white building about a dozen stories tall, that looked like it was made out of stone Legos, all blocky and straight. Jessie had pictured something more like the haunted asylums from the movies. An old, sprawling mansion kind of deal. Maybe a pair of stone gargoyles standing sentry on either side of the entrance. Instead, the hospital had a trash bin and one of those old cement ashtrays with a sign on it declaring this a “Smoke Free Zone.”
In other words, this was just a plain old hospital.
Jessie peered up at the rows of windows in the building, wondering which might belong to Ryan’s room. A sparse sprinkling of snowflakes fluttered out of the dark sky, most of the flakes melting an instant after touching down. All of a sudden, as if switched when her dad put the car in park, the happy buzz over her appearance gave way to a nauseous pit in her gut.
“I don’t think I can do this.”
She felt her dad’s hand on her knee. “You don’t have to.”
She looked at him, could see in his eyes he believed it. If she asked him to, he would kick Mica out of the back of the van and drive the hell out of there to wherever she asked. But they wouldn’t get far. And she couldn’t run away from this. This was her chance to make things right.
Kress wanted her to question Ryan, find out what he meant about a beast woman and what he knew about The Return. Fine. Jessie, however, planned on doing more than that.
She was going to heal Ryan.
If you’ve got it in you, her niggling voice of self-doubt added. This voice sounded a lot like Craig, but meaner. Just always so dang negative.
“Let’s make prints, peaches,” Mica said, poking her head between the front seats. That woman was such a freak.
Craig gave Jessie’s knee a pat.
Jessie nodded. “I’m good.”
The three of them climbed out of the van and almost made it to the front door before a man in a blue uniform with a Taser and a radio on his belt came out to intercept them. He looked grandpa old, with a round belly on an otherwise bony body. His white beard had nicotine stains in the mustache and around his chin. The glasses he wore had Buddy Holly frames with lenses that magnified his eyes so that he looked permanently frightened.
“You can’t park that here,” he said in a wheezy grandpa voice.
Craig pulled the special wallet he’d been given with the special badge inside and the special ID that said FBI. Jessie almost snickered when he fumbled to flip open the wallet and flash the badge.
The security grandpa squinted through his Hubble lenses, moving his lips silently as he read the ID. He really studied the thing, as if he could tell a fake FBI ID from a real one. In this case, the fake ID was issued from the same place that made the real ones, so it was a waste of the old man’s effort.
He snorted in a satisfied, Barney Fife sort of way. “Dr. Hasjef’s been expecting you.” He looked at Jessie. “This bring your kid to work day?”
“Something like that,” Craig said and moved past the guard as if he didn’t exist.
Old Grandpa Rent-A-Cop hooked his thumbs in his belt under his belly bulge and let the three of them go inside, though he looked like he desperately wanted to argue about it.
The rode the elevator to the eighth floor and stepped out into a short hall with a door on either end. Both doors were made of thick steel with small square windows reinforced with what looked like chicken wire. The hall itself smelled funky, a layer of disinfectant covering up some more sinister stink underneath. Even Jessie’s vampire senses couldn’t pick it out. Maybe her imagination, more than anything else.
The door to the left had no signage to indicate where it led. In fact, it didn’t have a handle either, just a metal plate where the handle would normally be and a round lock. The right door had a blue plastic sign fastened to the wall beside it that read: Adult Inpatient Mental Health. About a foot below this sign was a button that looked like a doorbell with its own accompanying sign: Ring Buzzer for Access.
Craig leaned his thumb on the buzzer. They waited no more than thirty seconds before a face peered through the window—Grandpa must have radioed up that they had arrived. Next came the sound of a bolt snapping, and the person behind the door pulled it open.
A pretty woman with ebony skin, her hair in braids, and wearing a flower-print nurse’s smock, greeted them with narrow eyes. “My name is Shanna. Are you the federal agents?”
Craig showed her the badge and ID, flipping the wallet open more smoothly this time.
She only gave it a cursory glance, her attention roving to Jessie, who stood to Craig’s left and a step behind. “She’s with you?”
“Yes,” Craig said.
Shanna pursed her lips, eyes never leaving Jessie. “Seems strange having a little girl along with you, don’t it?”
“Only if you don’t know what we’re here for.”
“That’s just the thing. Dr. Hasjef doesn’t know. I don’t know. Seems nobody does, but you.”
“That’s right.”
She hung in the doorway a moment longer, as if hoping Craig would offer more, but clearly not holding her breath. Then she shrugged. “You’re the one with the warrant.” She stepped aside to let them through, had a quick change of heart, and stopped Craig by putting a hand on his chest. “That boy is very ill. Last thing he needs is some cops frightening him.”
“We’ll be delicate.”
“You better be.” She took her hand off his chest.
As they filed in, a short man in a pair of khaki slacks and a light blue button-up shirt hurried out of an office area enclosed mostly with windows. He carried a thick manila folder under one arm. He had light brown skin and spoke with a Middle Eastern accent. “I am Dr. Hasjef,” he said, sounding out of breath. He held out his free hand to Craig while simultaneously taking in Jessie and Mica. His gaze hitched on Mica and her skunk-striped hair. He lifted his eyebrows. “You are the FBI?”
“That’s right, love,” Mica said.
“Is the boy ready for questioning?” Craig asked.
“We have him in a private conference room. He is very agitated at the moment. I must admit, we are all a little concerned about this situation. It is highly unusual. Especially at such a late hour.”
“I appreciate that, but I assure you…” Craig’s voice caught. “I assure you this is an important and necessary part of our investigation.”
“But what are you investigating?”
“Can we see the boy now?”
The doctor’s lips pressed together. He stared at Craig for a couple seconds, nodded. “Right this way.”
Hasjef led them down a hall off of the main corridor and around a corner. Jessie noticed a similar smell as the one just off the elevator, but not as strong in here. Still, she couldn’t imagine working—or living—here, facing that insidious and nameless scent every day. Maybe the staff and patients got used to it.
They came to another metal door, this one without a window. Hasjef used a set of keys on a retractable chain clipped to his belt to unlock the door. Then he stepped out of the way. “This room is typically used for one-on-one sessions. I’m afraid it will be a little cramped for the three of you.”
“That’s not an issue,” Craig said. He placed a hand between Jessie’s shoulder blades. His touch felt hot even through her jacket. “She’ll be going in alone.”
A cold jolt struck Jessie through the heart. Her mouth went dry. What the hell was he talking about? She couldn’t go in there alone. Face Ryan alone.
He must have felt her tense, gave her back a reassuring pat.
The doctor looked as surprised as Jessie felt. He tucked his chin down and looked at Craig from under his eyebrows. “This young lady?”
“Doctor, you already know this situation is unusual. You’ll save us all some time if you get over it and let us move ahead without asking questions you won’t get answers to.”
The doctor’s mouth curled down. Deep lines etched his forehead. “Very well then.” He offered the thick manila folder. “This is Mr. Whitaker’s file.”
“We won’t need it, thank you.”
Standing there with the folder held out, the doctor looked as if he had stumbled onto a stage performance without his lines. His mouth opened, closed, opened. Then he clapped it shut, stiffened his spine, and said, “I’ll be in the central office if you need me. Please don’t wander the floor if you can help it.” After that, he scurried down the hall and out of sight around the corner.
“Awkward,” Jessie said.
Mica waved a hand toward the door. “Shall we take our own advice and move it along?”
Jessie’s nerves jittered. Her stomach flip-flopped. What the hell? She’d been taken captive by vampires. Turned into one by a vampire king. Possessed by a malevolent soul. Witness to slaughter. Yesterday morning, she stood in a room with guts smeared all over the floor. Yet here she stood, scared to walk through a door and face her old boyfriend.
This is what she’d wanted all along. The chance to save him.
But what if she couldn’t?
Since Mom had taken Gabriel’s soul out of Jessie, she had lost so much power. All that magic she thought was her own had really been his.
You didn’t need Gabriel to bring Mom back to sanity. Why would this be any different? Get in there, shed some blood, and do your fucking mojo like a big girl.
If she wanted to get drop dead honest with herself, though, it wasn’t only a fear of failure that made her hesitate. The real issue? What would he do, after all this time, when he saw her? Would he even recognize her through his insanity? Would he know enough to blame her for his suffering these past years?
“Jess,” Craig prodded.
“I know,” she said. “I’m going.”
Then she opened the door and went inside.

“You don’t understand,” Ryan said through his clenched teeth, spittle spraying Jessie’s face. He gripped the collar of her jacket, his nose a few inches from hers, his eyes wide, redlined, and puffy around the edges as if he’d been crying all day. “The beast woman will ruin everything.”
He had one thing right for sure. Jessie did not understand. The moment she stepped into the small room, Ryan began his rant. He’d shown no sign of recognizing her, of ever knowing her at all. From a short sofa tucked against one of the room’s narrow walls, he had leaped up with the sort of happy to see anyone desperation a person had after spending too many hours alone. Jessie had the feeling she could have come in without the makeup job, fangs bared, and dressed in a chicken suit, and Ryan still would have clutched at her with frantic gladness.
She had wasted a good five minutes trying to hush him, calm him down, get him to sit, asking if he knew who she was. He had rebuked all of that, going on and on about the world’s end and the failure of The Return.
And this craziness about the beast woman.
She wanted to shake him by the shoulders and tell him she was the beast woman, and she didn’t plan on ruining anything. Especially now that she was back in control of herself. But she knew he wouldn’t hear her. The only good thing out of the exchange was that it looked like his prescience—or postscience in this case?—was about old news. Somehow he had had a vision about what happened to her with Gabriel and was convinced it had yet to pass.
At least, that was Jessie’s best interpretation of his nonsense.
It was good enough to put in a report for Kress anyway.
Now she could focus on what she had really come here for.
Jessie placed her hands flat against Ryan’s cheeks and looked him in the eye. He had aged since she last saw him. Duh. But not just normal aging. More than the deepening of his voice and the first sprigs of facial hair on his cheeks. Some of his hairs had turned gray. He had crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes more appropriate to a man twice his age. His face had a sunken, shadowed look.
She hushed him. “I’m going to make you better, Ryan. You have to trust me.”
He batted her hands away. “Aren’t you listening? I thought you came here to listen.”
“I’m listening. I understand.”
“Then get her. Stop her.”
She tried to touch his face again. “We already have.”
He flinched away, face crushed up like a stomped soda can. “Liar!”
“Let me help you.” It was hard speaking through the stone in her throat. She couldn’t take seeing him like this for much longer. With a fingernail, she cut a line across her wrist. The blood flowed quickly and looked especially bright against her gray skin.
Ryan gasped. His lips quivered. Eyes darted back and forth as if he stood wide-eyed in the middle of REM sleep. “What are you doing?” His voice cracked.
An electric hum filled the room as Jessie concentrated on drawing power from her blood. She had cut deep and wide enough so that her skin split open like a mouth, yet she barely felt any pain. Pain—the physical kind, at least—seldom bothered her anymore.
“I’m going to help you,” she said.
“I don’t need your help,” he shrieked. He skirted around her as if he meant to go for the door, but the close space gave him little room to maneuver. He bumped against the desk tucked in the corner opposite the sofa. A cup full of pens tipped over and spilled red and black ballpoints across the top of the desk.
Jessie dipped her fingertips into the blood like a painter dabs a brush at her palette. Then she reached her red-tipped fingers toward Ryan. “Let me touch you. All those voices in your head will stop. All those mixed up emotions will clear. I promise. I can bring you back.”
He froze. His eyes opened wide with realization. For a hair of a second, Jessie could see a clarity come over him that brought goose bumps out on her arms.
“Jessie?”
Had her magic already reached him without her having to touch him?
“Yeah, Ryan. It’s me.”
Snap. The clarity broke. A red-faced rage dropped in its place like a mask. He let loose a primal growl and launched himself at Jessie, hands out in front of him, fingers curled into claws.
She had vampire reflexes. She could have easily dodged him. But shock planted her in place. He raked his hands across her face—one, two, one—three swipes before she finally scrambled backward. She could feel the rents in her makeup where Ryan’s fingers had scraped through. Flesh colored clumps of goop stuck to his fingertips. If his eyes managed to go any wider or more horrified, they might have popped from their sockets.
On top of the damage from Ryan’s clawing, Jessie’s tears further melted the makeup, turning it into sticky paste around her eyes and down her cheeks. She felt as if her face had broken, and someone had tried to glue it back together.
A strangled hiccup popped from Ryan’s gaping mouth. He looked from the gobs of makeup on his fingers to Jessie’s face and back again. “She will ruin everything.”
Jessie reached out to him. “Ryan, wait—”
He screamed, an ear-stabbing shriek that buzzed in the small room like the cry of a jet engine. He backed away until he had flattened himself against the wall beside the desk, pushing up on his toes, hands splayed against the wall and smearing the makeup over the industrial gray paint.
So now he saw the truth.
She was the beast woman.
He had suffered enough. He didn’t need to look at her like this. Time to heal him and get the hell out of there. She closed in, ignoring the whimpers this brought from him. She pressed the bloody tips of her fingers to his forehead, closed her eyes, and willed the madness out of his mind.
The air crackled. The smell of ozone filled the room. She felt the magic lifting toward a climax like a culminating orgasm—something she had experienced only once in her life by the hand of the boy she was now trying to save.
Then a dark chill grew in her gut and spread like an ink cloud. Her whole body filled with the cold. The electric prickle of her magic sputtered.
Went out.
Like a shorted circuit.
Just like that.
Gone.
Nothing left but the cold that stuffed her as if she were a scarecrow made with frozen straw.
Ryan screamed again.
Jessie’s eyes fluttered open. She pulled her hand away, leaving crooked streaks of her blood across his forehead like botched warpaint. Ryan’s mouth opened wide enough that Jessie could see his tonsils quiver as he screamed and screamed.
The sound of the door banging open behind her. A pair of strong hands gripping her by the arms, pulling her back out of the room.
Ryan’s wild gaze locked on a point over Jessie’s shoulder. His screaming stopped at once. “You know,” he said.
“What do I know?” Craig asked slowly. Jessie could feel his breath against her neck.
“She has to be stopped.”
“Who?”
“The lady with the light hair.”
“Do you mean—”
Ryan slapped his hands over his ears. “No more questions. No more. Nononononono…” His words broke apart into a fresh barrage of shrieking.
The next moments did not imprint themselves on Jessie’s memory. She went from watching Ryan scream as Craig dragged her out of the room to finding herself back in the van, speeding out through the front gate.
“That went sweet,” Mica said from the back.
Craig said something, but Jessie didn’t hear it. The sun visor still hung down, exposing the mirror. Jessie caught a glimpse of herself. Her makeup had turned to a gooey mess, but enough had cleared so that she could see her real skin underneath. Her ugly, gray and black-veined skin.
Gabriel was gone.
He had taken the bulk of her power with him.
But one thing had not changed.
She was still a monster.



Chapter Six
“He was talking about Teresa,” Lockman growled, feeling his temper coiling in him like a strike-ready viper. It took a fair amount of will to keep from reaching across the desk and throttling Kress.
“The lady with the light hair?” Kress rubbed at the pepper-colored stubble on one cheek. “That tells you he meant Teresa Stevenson? Your old partner, one mortal woman, stands to foil The Return?” He made a face. “Seems far-fetched.”
“Then you’re an idiot. She has all the same training I do, the same skill set. She’s more dangerous than you think.”
“I’m not doubting she’s dangerous. I just don’t see how she could threaten the prophecy. She’s not one of the Dolans, after all.”
Since barging into the office immediately upon their return, Lockman had remained on his feet. A sudden weariness dropped over him. He gave one of the chairs in front of Kress’s desk a glance, but fought the urge to settled into it. In fact, he would refuse to relax at all until Kress got it in his head that they needed to focus their attention on reining Teresa in. Sometime after their falling out at the Texas compound, Teresa had suffered a breakdown or something. The weight of what had happened to her sister bore down on her harder than Lockman had realized.
Lockman made fists and leaned on his knuckles on Kress’s desk. “She could come after Jessie.”
“Assuming she could penetrate our facility, which is ludicrous and you know it, why would she do that?”
“It’s hard to explain. She sees Jessie as a threat.”
Kress spread his hands out to either side of him. “With Gabriel out of the picture, that threat’s been neutralized. Your friend’s connected. She must have heard about our victory on that front.”
Lockman couldn’t see how Kress could call it our victory, when it mostly belonged to Kate. But he wouldn’t quibble on that now. “Gabriel isn’t the issue. Teresa holds a personal grudge against Jessie. It clouds her judgment. And from what I saw in New Orleans, I’m worried she’s looking for an outlet for a lot of pent up rage over what happened to her sister.”
“You honestly believe she’s a credible threat to Jessie?”
“I think she’s smart, determined, and has become unpredictable. I think it’s better to know where she’s at, then to have a wildcard on the loose, distracting us from our real work.”
Kress nodded. “Fine.” He folded his hands and rested his elbows on the edge of the desk. “But I want to make something clear. Something you keep tending to forget.”
Here it came. Lockman rolled his eyes. “You’re in charge. I know.”
“You can’t come storming my office every time an operation doesn’t go your way.”
The coiled viper inside Lockman hissed. “That trip to the hospital was a clusterfuck and a half. And totally unnecessary. We already knew Teresa was a threat. We didn’t need to go ask a crazy kid about it and put my daughter through hell in the process.”
“We don’t know anything. I still haven’t bought into your assumption the boy meant Teresa. There are plenty of ladies with light hair in the world.”
“Are you playing dumb to prove a point?”
Kress’s eyes flared. He sat up straight. His lips formed a small O, as if he meant to whistle. Lockman could feel Kress’s gaze like a physical force pressing against his own eyes. “Mr. Lockman,” Kress said with a rasp. “You do not realize who you’re talking to.”
All at once, the viper uncoiled and slithered away like frightened prey. A tremor rippled through Lockman. Water filled his eyes. His stomach felt empty and loose. He felt…afraid. But he couldn’t pinpoint a source of this fear. He’d been on the receiving end of a lot harder stares than Kress’s. The man was in good shape, but he didn’t pose any real physical threat to Lockman. It was almost as if his emotions had been turned by a switch.
Before he could get a handle on the sudden change, Kress tilted his head slightly, and another emotional shift came over Lockman.
His head filled with image’s of Kate’s dead body, the knife in her chest, all the blood… Tears leaked from his eyes. His body felt like too much weight to carry. He almost dropped to his knees.
Kress lifted his chin.
Delirium rushed through Lockman’s blood. He burst into laughter. Gosh, what a goofy look Kress had on his face. Never mind that. What was really a laugh riot was Lockman’s whole life. He wasn’t even a real person, just a quilt of souls sewn together and forced into a terrorist’s body. And his daughter was a teenaged vampire, for Christ’s sake. That was the stuff of sitcoms.
His abs began to burn from all the laughing. He couldn’t stop. How ridiculous! Everything seemed so damned funny.
Kress relaxed his posture. As soon his shoulders drooped, Lockman stopped laughing. For a moment, he couldn’t feel anything, stood in an emotional void, a life-sized doll with a hollow in his plastic chest where his heart should be.
He didn’t need emotion in order for his intellect to work out what had just happened, though. And when it did, the viper returned to its nest in Lockman’s gut. Somehow, Kress had the ability to manipulate another’s emotions. “What the hell are you?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Kress said in a monotone, as if tinkering with others’ emotions disabled his own for a moment. Some verve quickly returned to his voice. “I won’t know what I am until I can go back to where I belong.” He smiled without a trace of sincerity. “I think you’ll agree I’m something special, though. You might want to consider that the next time you question my authority.”
Lockman felt the cool touch of genuine fear. The famous movie bad guy looked a whole lot different now. “What you just did to me,” Lockman said. “You can do it to yourself, too, right?”
 “Now you know the secret to my theatrical success.” Kress rubbed his temples. His face turned sour. “You have new orders, Mr. Lockman. Track down your friend and make sure she stays out of trouble. Detain her if you think it’s necessary. But if she truly is a major threat, I’d rather you take more permanent measures.”
The suggestion made Lockman stammer for a second. “She might have stepped off the rez, but she’s still one of our own. I’m not going to execute her.”
Kress sighed. “I’ll rephrase. If she truly poses a threat to the Chosen One, then I order you to kill her. We can’t have some rogue agent’s emotional baggage threatening the course of prophecy.”
Lockman clenched his jaw. He turned on his heel and marched out of the office before he said anything that might provoke Kress to start playing with his emotional dial again.
Mica sat at a desk in the main office space. She stared openly at Lockman, her eyes following him as he passed, that stupid skunk stripe of hers bright white under the harsh fluorescent lighting.
Nice crew you got yourself mixed up with, he chided himself.
But he didn’t let himself feel too superior for long. He had plenty of rotten decisions on his own roster, all in the name of keeping the darker things at bay. That’s why he’d always referred to them as darker things, instead of just dark things. A world like this, darkness was a matter of degrees, and you aligned yourself with anyone who could keep the whole miserable planet from falling too deep.
Lockman shook his head as he exited the command center.
The new Agency already had him thinking like his old self. He hoped to God this Return thing played out. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could handle all the bullshit.



Chapter Seven
Teresa felt like she had put herself on a tour of past tragedies. First New Orleans. Now Vegas.
Wasn’t that long ago they had tried to recruit the Vegas wolves to join the army against the vamps. Considering what had happened to that army, the wolves were probably glad they’d turned down the offer, even though Craig’s daughter had made sure none of the wolves present at that meeting had life enough to do anything, ever again.
As she pulled into the parking lot of Bane Hotel and Casino, Teresa pictured that quivering, guts-on-the-outside thing that used to be a werewolf before Jessie aimed her mojo at him. Teresa’s stomach turned. She got quickly out of the car and breathed in a dry desert breeze through her nose. It eased her churning stomach, but did nothing for her twanging nerves. The clear night had a full moon hanging in it like a giant fluorescent bulb. Most of the stars, however, barely shone through the constant city lights. The dry air sucked the moisture from her nostrils and left her tongue feeling like sandstone against her palate.
She pressed a hand against the bulge under her jacket for comfort.
This is the worst idea you’ve ever had.
But it was the only idea she had left.
She strode into the hotel lobby. The generic ping and jingle that overwhelmed every casino lobby in Vegas assaulted her ears. She winced. Cigarette smoke made her eyes water. Vegas casinos, the last bastion of indoor smoking in the US.
Behind the din of slot machines and video poker, a bass beat thrummed in rhythm to a Lady Gaga song Teresa recognized but couldn’t name. Despite the modern music, most of the casino’s current patrons ranged from middle-aged to downright elderly. February must have been off season for the younger crowd the Bane typically catered to, but apparently nothing deterred the diehard retirees from sinking their pensions into penny slots.
Teresa threaded her way through the slots, then around blackjack tables, and finally into the poker room. Only two tables had games running. The table closest to the lighted archway that led into the room held a variety pack of Vegas tourists around it, from an aged hippy with long gray hair in a braid down the middle of his back to a brown-skinned little guy that looked young enough to be dodging school in order to gamble. All of them around that table wore the worst poker faces Teresa had ever witnessed.
The other game looked right, though. Three men and a woman besides the bow-tied dealer, all of them as relaxed as if they’d sat down to a home cooked meal instead of a high stakes card game. The men had thick hair and lean, muscled bodies. The gal had cold eyes with a starved look to them. All of them looked up from their cards and at Teresa when she entered.
One of the men, light complected, face a collection of sharp angles, whispered something to the dealer. The dealer nodded, stood, and went over to the dealer at the other table. Dealer One whispered into Dealer Two’s ear, and then Dealer Two announced to his players that the game was over. After some muttered protest from the players, the pair of dealers escorted them from the poker room, leaving Teresa alone with the wolves.
The female with the hungry eyes sneered as Teresa came over. Every step felt like its own triumph to Teresa. She would have to talk fast and talk smart, or the smoky air in this casino would be the last she ever breathed.
The three men all stood like old-fashioned gentleman at a lady’s arrival. Hard to tell in the room’s diffused lighting, but it looked like the stubble on their faces grew a little thicker. Werewolves must have had a hell of a time shaving. Teresa had never seen one without at least a five o’ clock shadow. Even the girl, Teresa noticed when she got close enough, had a blonde fuzz on her cheeks and along her upper lip.
“Do you know who I am?” Teresa asked the crew around the table.
“The scent’s familiar,” the one with the light skin and angular face said. His facial hair stood out on that skin like black ink. “Smells like trouble.”
“I’m not here for any trouble.”
“Then what’s this for?” The girl, still seated, reached under Teresa’s jacket as if to cop a feel, but came out with Teresa’s pistol in hand. She dropped it on the table without any visible concern it might go off with that kind of treatment.
“Standard issue. But you’ve got it now. I’m not armed with anything else.”
“Can I frisk you?” another of the men asked. He had a thick neck with ropes for tendons and a red cast to his face that made him look permanently angry, despite the wide grin cracking his mouth.
“You can do whatever you want if you get me a meeting with your Alpha.”
All of them except for Angle Face broke into laughter. Hungry Eyes even slapped the table. Poker chips clinked together. The gun hopped on the felt.
“Sure thing, babe,” Rope Neck said.
Their facial hair thinned, except for Angle Face’s. His darkened a little more.
“Quiet,” he said, quick, but neither loud nor harsh.
Still, his companions quit laughing as quick as if nooses had cinched tight around their throats.
Rope Neck and the third man sat down and directed their eyes to the table in front of them, the look so dejected and pathetic, Teresa almost laughed herself. Poor little puppies.
She did dare a smile. “So I’m talking to you,” she said to Angle Face.
“We’re not talking.”
“Then why’d you clear the room?”
“Because tearing out your throat in front of patrons would be bad for business.”
Teresa’s heartbeat pounded hard. She tried to swallow, but between the desert air, the smoke, and her fear, she didn’t have a drop left to make it happen. “Look, you can see I’m no threat. Why don’t you fetch your boss? He’s gonna want to hear what I have to say.”
Angle’s eyes narrowed. He made a low, wet growl in the back of his throat. His sharp jawbone popped as he clenched his teeth.
Maybe fetch had been a poor choice of words.
“You know we can smell the death of one of our pack on a person forever? It never washes clean.”
“I’m not the wolf killer you want.”
“What do you know about what I want?”
Teresa shrugged, hoping it looked nonchalant rather than like a nervous tic. At this point, she felt close to shaking out of her skin. “I know your packs are ferociously loyal. You hate seeing anything happen to your own. Especially at the hand of a mortal.”
“Which is why I’m going to enjoy chewing on your bones.”
“Again,” Teresa said. “I’m not the wolf killer you want.”
“Just kill her,” Hungry Eyes whined.
“Shut up.” Angle Face cocked his head. He leered at Teresa as if picturing her with her clothes off. “She’s not going anywhere.”
Good. She’d set the hook, had his curiosity peaked. “How about that meet with your Alpha?”
“You’ll have to convince me first. What are you offering?”
Time to put it on the line. “The offer is for your leader, not you. You want to hear it, you listen when I tell him.”
Hungry Eyes shot off her chair and grabbed Teresa by the throat. She lifted Teresa off the floor until her toes dangled a foot above the checkered carpet. “You have a lot of nerve coming in here, smelling like you do, and making demands.”
She had Teresa’s windpipe pinched so that she couldn’t draw breath. Teresa’s face seemed to swell. Her pulse thumped in her ears.
“Hensha,” Angle Face snapped. “Down.”
The hunger in the female’s eyes flared for a second. The blonde fuzz on her face turned a darker shade. Then she let go.
Teresa dropped to her knees, gasping. The air tasted like stale cigarettes, but she gulped as much as she could without hyperventilating. Each breath felt like sand in her throat. While she knelt there, she heard the whisk of footsteps on the carpeted floor behind her. She looked over her shoulder and saw the two dealers, a thin man dressed in a black suit and tie like an undertaker or federal agent—take your pick—and a third gentleman with wide shoulders and a barrel chest that bulged against the buttons of his purple silk shirt and skewed the collar. The top two buttons undone exposed thick, dark curls on that impressive chest. His hands looked as big as shovels. His slick, black hair hung to his shoulders. And even from where he stood at the poker room entrance, Teresa could smell coconuts, as if he had slathered on a layer of tanning lotion mere seconds before showing up.
Nobody had to tell Teresa she was looking at the Alpha. The way the wolves around the table went stiff and quiet said enough.
Rubbing her throat, Teresa got to her feet and faced him. About half the room stood between them, but his presence crossed the distance and pressed against her. She didn’t know enough about wolf culture to determine if this forceful essence was earned or bestowed. Either way, even as a mortal, she couldn’t deny its impression. She nearly bowed to him like royalty.
“Thank you for seeing me.”
The Alpha looked through her, as if she weren’t even there. “What the fuck are you doing?”
The female, Hensha, started to speak, but the Alpha cut her off with an actual bark. “Cage, what is going on?”
Angle Face, or Cage, stepped around in front of Teresa, head down. “This mortal. She is part of—”
“I know who she is.” The Alpha drew a long breath through his nose. “I can smell her from here. Why isn’t she dead?”
“Yes, sir.” Cage turned to Teresa. His dead-eyed stare made him look bored, but the hair growing on the backs of his hands signaled his purpose.
Teresa backed up. “Wait a second. Hear me out.” Her ass bumped against the table. Hensha sidled up close and growled. God damn it, this wasn’t supposed to go down like this. An image of her sister, laughing, dancing at that stupid club the night she was taken, a purple drink in one hand, her other pumping a fist in rhythm to the music, flickered across Teresa’s internal eye. The picture worked like a kick to her instincts.
She twisted at the waist and snatched her pistol off the poker table and jammed the barrel up under Hensha’s chin. “Nobody fucking move.”
A green shine rose in Cage’s eyes while his pelt grew, covering most of his skin. The center of his face began to push out, forming what would become the wolf’s snout. But his transformation halted there, making it look like something had tried to punch its way out his head through his face.
Hensha grabbed the wrist of Teresa’s gun hand.
“Try it,” Teresa said. “You faster than a bullet?”
“Down, Hensha,” the Alpha said as he sauntered further into the room. Despite everything, his expression didn’t change much. He had thick lips on a wide face and he pursed them slightly. “Down, Cage.”
Cage’s face drew back to a normal shape. The hair covering his hands, forehead, and cheeks receded, though his beard remained full.
The Alpha approached alone. The dealers and the guy in the suit stayed at the entrance.
“Why you bringing drama to my place? I hate drama.”
Teresa’s arm started to ache from pushing the gun so hard under Hensha’s jaw, but she didn’t ease any of that pressure, though she doubted holding the wolf at gunpoint had much to do with the Alpha calling off his dogs. He hated drama. Probably meant he’d hate wolf brains all over the carpet, too.
“No drama intended. But I need to talk to you.”
“What’s a wolf killing government goon got to say to me?”
“I’m not government. Not anymore.”
One corner of his mouth twitched. “That makes me feel so much better.”
“I didn’t come here as an enemy. I came as an ally.”
“Bullshit.” The Alpha stepped up close. “Bullshit,” he repeated, sprinkling her face with spittle. “You want something from me, ask for it.”
“Craig Lockman.”
“What? You lose him? Last I checked, you two were as cuddly as a bitch and her pups.”
“He’s not what I want. He’s what you want. And I can get to him.”
He pointed a finger in her face. “Now, see? That’s the problem with you mortals. No loyalty to your leaders.”
“If another wolf took you down, what would happen?”
His eyes narrowed. “That a threat?”
“It’s a question. Forget it. I know the answer. An Alpha’s gotta earn his place. If he’s too weak, the role goes to someone stronger.”
He brushed at his face as if moving a lock of hair aside, but all his hair remained oiled back. “The mighty Lockman’s lost his touch, huh?”
“He’s got a severe blindspot.”
“So what? You think you can hire us or some shit? My pack doesn’t do dirty work for mortals.”
“Tell that to the dogs working for Otto Dolan.” The quip came out of her mouth before her self-preservation filter could catch it. If she backed off now, it would make her look not only weak, but stupid. She pushed on. “Oh, wait. Lockman killed both those puppies.”
The Alpha busted open a fat laugh so loud and sudden, Teresa’s heart seemed to stop beating for a second.
“You got teeth,” he said. “You’d make a good bitch.”
Despite the sound of it, Teresa was pretty sure that qualified as a compliment coming from him. She forced a smile. “So can we deal.”
He shook his head. “Told you. We don’t deal with mortals. You want to run with us, you got to be one of us.”
Hensha whimpered. “Scud, you can’t—”
His eyes snapped to her. “Can’t what? You talking back to me?”
Teresa could feel her gun move against Hensha’s jaw when the wolf swallowed. “No.”
“Scud?” Teresa asked, balling up every bit of swagger she had left before it poured out of her. “What kind of name is that?”
“Kind you’re gonna learn to respect when you’re one of my bitches.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You want to help me get to Lockman, you gotta join the pack, babe.” His thick lips parted into a toothy grin. “Yeah, you’ll make a good bitch.”
The mix of cigarette smoke and the smell of tropical suntan lotion suddenly felt oppressive. Made it hard to breathe. “I’m willing to deal,” she said, hating the tremor in her voice. “But that’s off the table. I got no desire to be a wolf.”
“As if your desire had anything to do with it.” He turned to Cage. “Use the honeymoon suite. Make sure you get as many of the boys as you can gather.”
Cage nodded and hurried out of the poker room, knocking against one of the dealers in his haste to obey his master.
The quiver in Teresa’s voice had spread through her body. She gave a reminder shove of her pistol under Hensha’s chin. “Hey. You lay a hand on me, I’ll scatter her brains.”
Scud lifted a shoulder. “Then what?” He raised a hand and twitched a pair of fingers. This signaled the guy in the suit to draw a Dirty Harry style of revolver and move forward. He trained the hand cannon’s barrel at the center of Teresa’s mass, taking a sturdy shooter’s stance.
“Let’s not waste lives here,” Scud said. “I like you. You should be honored to be one of my bitches.”
“Sounds like a real privilege.” She meant it to come out tough, but she sounded scared.
“It is, you cunt,” Hensha said. “You don’t deserve it.”
Scud sighed through his nose, making his nostrils quiver. “You speak out of turn one more time, I’ll let her kill you.”
“Sorry, Scud.”
He tilted his head and held out his hand, palm up. “Why don’t you hand that over?”
Teresa looked from Scud, to the giant O of the barrel staring at her, to Hensha. Sure, she could kill Hensha first, but the suit would waste Teresa a half-second later. For what? The Alpha had agreed to deal. He just had a…stipulation.
Did you think you could do this without having to give something up?
Actually, she had expected to die. She realized this plan had more suicide to it than sense. Only this way she could have gone down at least trying to do the right thing. But Scud here was offering a real chance. All she had to do was surrender her mortality. Become one of the beasts she’d spent most her life fighting.
In a way, it made a twisted sense.
She lowered her weapon and handed it over.
The man in the suit slipped his revolver under his jacket.
Scud’s grin widened as he tucked Teresa’s pistol into his waistband. “Good girl.”
“So how does this work? You gonna have Hensha here bite me?”
Scud scrunched up his face as if he’d puked a little in his mouth. “We ain’t fucking vamps. No. You need to get initiated. Learn to respect the pack. Cage is getting some boys together for that.”
She remembered him mention the honeymoon suite and her throat narrowed. Bile ran up the back of her tongue, leaving an acidic and sour taste in her mouth. Some of her horror must have shown on her face. Hensha giggled.
“Don’t worry,” Scud said. “Every member of the pack has to go through the same thing. Ain’t that right, Will and Freddy?”
One of the men still at the poker table cleared his throat. The other grunted.
“See? Everybody who comes in’s got to know how it feels to be a bitch.”



Chapter Eight
Lockman took another fist to the gut, then a right cross to the chin. He staggered backward against the brick wall in the alley behind Chopper Haven, which smelled of rotten trash and kudzu. Thick vines of the stuff covered the face of the wall he leaned on. He grabbed at the vines to steady himself, ripping some free in the process.
The four guys that took to beating him for asking the wrong questions closed in on him in a half-circle. Three of the four had meaty arms exposed by the leather vests they wore, more flab than muscle under their matching eagle and American flag tattoos. The fourth had real muscle coiled around his wiry frame. The smallest of the crew, his hits hurt the most.
He came up on Lockman’s left and tried to take a kidney shot.
Lockman deflected the blow with a forearm, but before he could follow up with a counter punch, the other three started hammering him with their fat knuckles, forcing Lockman to curl up, elbows tucked as low as possible while keeping his fists up to protect his face.
They started adding kicks with their heavy boots to the punching.
The wiry one threw in some precise jabs to Lockman’s softest parts in between the random pummeling from his buddies. The guy boxed like an Irishman, but Lockman knew from before they dragged him out into the alley that he had a Cajun accent.
The only light in the alley came from a buzzing fluorescent bulb under a cage mounted to the wall beside the bar’s back door. Lockman’s attackers’ shadows leaped and lurched across the pavement. From the corner of his eye, Lockman thought one of those shadows didn’t move the same as the others.
A second later, one of the beefy assailants flew off of his feet, crying out in surprise as he sailed through the air in a wide arc and landed on the closed lid of a Dumpster twenty yards down the alley. The plastic lid collapsed under his weight and he sank out of site into the bin.
Too caught up in their assault on Lockman, the others didn’t notice their missing friend until another of them went flying in the opposite direction down the alley. Only the shiny wet pavement was there to break his fall. He landed face first in a rain puddle with a moist slap.
The last of the flabs and the wiry one stopped hitting Lockman and spun around, looking for what happened to their companions. Their eyes went one way, then the other, then came to rest on the small, black-clad figure that seemed to have come out of nowhere.
Jessie grinned in a way that showed off her fangs.
“It’s one of those fuckin things,” the last flabby fella said. “I told you, Renee. I fucking told you.”
“It’s just a little girl, you stupid pig,” Renee replied and moved to take a swing at her.
Jessie caught his fist in her hand. “You want this one, Dad?”
Lockman spit out a gob of blood and ran his tongue over his teeth to make sure they were all there. “Yeah.”
Flabby had frozen. Jessie threw a side kick into his round gut and knocked him across the alley, into the wall. He bounced off like a deflated basketball and flopped to the ground where he stayed put.
Renee tried to strike with his free hand. Jessie caught that one, too. The wiry Cajun grunted as he struggled to pull free, but there was no chance of that.
“My dad has some questions for you,” Jessie said. She tilted her head to look around him at Lockman. “Take it things didn’t go so well inside?”
Lockman pressed at a tender spot on his side. Didn’t feel like he’d broken any ribs, thankfully. “They were a little reticent.”
“Nice word.” She turned her attention back to Renee. “Easy way or hard way.”
Renee gave one last hard yank to try and get free, then went limp, the fight drained out of him. “What the hell are you?”
“What do I look like?”
“But it ain’t possible.”
Lockman crossed the ally and clapped a hand on the Cajun’s shoulder. “You have no idea what’s possible.” Then he jabbed Renee in the kidney.
Renee dropped to his knees, coughing. Jessie kept her grip on his hands, making the two of them look like they were in the middle of an awkward marriage proposal.
Lockman leaned down so he could talk directly into Renee’s ear. “What’s with the matching tats?”
“Me and some guys,” Renee said, still wincing from the shot to his kidney. “We like to keep the Quarter tidy. Cops can only do so much, you know.”
Jessie wrinkled her face. “You’re vigilantes? A bunch of fat, biker Batmen?”
Renee’s lip curled. He looked like he wanted to say something nasty. Wisely, he kept it to himself.
“What happened at the mansion?” Lockman asked.
“Are you cops or something?”
“Or something. Answer the question.”
He looked down at his knees. “Don’t know anything about a mansion.”
Lockman slapped Renee on the back of the head. “Give me a break. Someone hired you to hit that place. A blonde woman, right?”
“This lady came around, yeah. Sexy. Tough, too. She wanted to pay me and my amis to do what we already do. Only, she wanted to pick the targets. She had info about a lot of bad men. Scary.” He looked up at Jessie. “Like you.”
Instead of the glib comeback Lockman expected from her, Jessie stared silently, eyes smoldering.
The trash stink turned Lockman’s tender stomach. Time to move this along and get out of there. “Eyes on me, Renee.”
Renee looked relieved to turn his attention away from Jessie. “I wasn’t at the mansion, okay? All I know is what I heard. Some big time drug lord. If you’re here for him, I didn’t have nothing to do with what happened.”
“I don’t care about any of that. I want the woman who hired you. Where is she?”
“I haven’t heard from her in a while. I figured she got killed with the rest of them at the mansion.”
“Listen, Renee, she got some of your boys killed. She took them up against something none of your guys were ready for. You don’t need to protect her.”
“I told you, I haven’t seen her.”
Some guys got so caught up in covering their asses, they told lies out of habit. Renee needed to kick that habit soon. “I believe you, Renee. But stop being so dense. You worked with her, you have to have some idea how to find her. A phone number, maybe even an address.”
His eyes drifted back and forth. He worked his lips together.
“If you’re worried about her coming after you, think about this.” Lockman pointed at Jessie. “She doesn’t have a vampire for a daughter.”
Renee barked in pain as Jessie squeezed his fists in her hands. His knuckles cracked. “Okay. Shit. I had a guy tail her after she made her first offer. She went to an apartment somewhere outside the Quarter. I can get you the exact address. I have it inside.”
Teresa had let one of these hacks tail her? Either she had gotten sloppier than he thought, or this guy had bad information.
“You don’t have anything else?”
“Better than her address?” His voice cracked.
Good info or bad, it was all they had at the moment. Lockman nodded to Jessie.
She let go of his hands and yanked him to his feet by the front of his pants. A strained exhale popped from his mouth on the way up. When she let go of him, he cupped his hands to his crotch and doubled over.
“I’ll give you scary,” Jessie muttered under her breath.
Lockman went into the bar with Renee and met Jessie out front five minutes later with an address written on a napkin. The address was within walking distance. Jessie wore a hoodie under her jacket and she pulled the hood over her head. They strolled through the Quarter in silence.
Lockman had yet to talk to her about what happened with Ryan. He tried to broach the subject in the “Door Room” while they waited for the techs to program a route through the interdimensional network they had recently tapped into at headquarters. Jessie had shrugged it off and their door had opened before he could push the issue.
“Are you okay?” he asked as they walked.
The hood and its accompanying shadow hid her face. “Peachy.”
“Kress stepped over the line—”
She stopped. “I wanted to do it. I thought I could help him.” By him, Lockman knew she meant Ryan, not Kress. “But I couldn’t. Can we not talk about this now, please?”
“I’m just trying—”
“Please?”
He dropped it. They walked the next six blocks in silence.
Lockman looked up at the building as if he could determine some significance from outside. It looked the same as many of the other buildings in this part of the Quarter—old, a little ornate, and ready for some repairs. It seemed too easy. Lockman would have bet Teresa let the tail follow her to this place as a ruse, but Renee claimed his man had actually followed her into the building and saw her enter an apartment on the fourth floor.
“What is it?” Jessie asked.
Lockman shook his head. “Probably nothing. Just stay alert.”



Chapter Nine
As he jimmied the lock to apartment 4C, Lockman felt a sense of déjà vu. It wasn’t that long ago that he broke into another of Teresa’s apartments in New Orleans, looking for clues. As he crossed the threshold into the one bedroom affair, he kept his hand low by his weapon, but didn’t draw. The door opened directly onto a spare living room. A couch that looked as old as the building sat in the center of the room with a pillow and quilt on it. The rest of the room was unfurnished except for the small television set on a wooden packing crate opposite the couch.
This sparse layout alone made the back of Lockman’s skin prickle. His gut told him at once that this place had belonged to Teresa. Whether she still used the place as another question. After the screw up with the vamp drug lord, she might have abandoned the apartment, maybe even New Orleans.
“Something smells funny,” Jessie said behind him.
He put his hand on the butt of his gun in its shoulder holster. “Funny how?”
“I don’t know. Familiar?”
“I don’t smell anything. Except a few days of dust maybe.”
Jessie shoved her way past him and into the center of the living room. She did a turn, not only taking the space in with her eyes but sniffing, as if trying to pinpoint the direction of whatever scent she’d caught. Her mouth curled down.
“I don’t like it.”
“I don’t like any of this,” Lockman said and drew his pistol. He came full into the apartment and shut the door behind him. He sucked a breath through his nose, trying to pull any hint of what Jessie was smelling. He got a musty stink from the couch and the dry dust on the hardwood floors that was thick enough for them to leave footprints in. Nothing else.
“She hasn’t been here in a while,” he said. “If she ever was.”
“Nobody has.”
A good point. Teresa’s apartment or not, there was something suspicious about the place. It occurred to Lockman she might have rented the space simply as a front, somewhere to lead curious tails sent by the likes of Renee for example. Spend a night on the couch if the tail decided to stick around for the long haul. Carry on the next day and lose the tail, then go back to her real dwelling.
If that were the case, odds of them finding many clues to her location dropped.
Jessie crept toward the bedroom door. The old floorboards creaked under her boots. “It’s coming from here.”
“Still don’t know what?”
“I’m a vampire, not a bloodhound, thank you much.”
“Sorry.”
She shook her head as if jangling something loose. “Never mind. I’m just feeling bitchy tonight.”
She reached the door and stopped, looked over her shoulder at Lockman. “You want first dibs on the bedroom?”
He knew she expected him to say yes, but he also heard the challenge in her voice that seemed to ask Do you think I can handle this? Of course she could. She had saved his ass in the alley a couple hours ago. If something dangerous was waiting for them in the bedroom, she might even be the better equipped one to deal with it.
A strange transition. Not one Lockman wanted to surrender to so easily.
“Let me take point.” He racked a round into the chamber and crossed to the door. “I know you’ve got my back.”
She stepped aside.
Lockman listened at the door. Was that a faint sound? Scratching? The building probably had rats in the walls. He also could have been hearing something from outside. He grabbed the knob, twisted, gave it a two count, then threw it open and leveled his pistol in front of him, scanning for a target, movement, any sign of attack.
The room was almost completely empty. A map of New Orleans on a corkboard hung on the wall. Red and blue pushpins marked several spots on the map, with the heaviest concentration of pins all around the Quarter. The only other item in the room sat square in the middle of the floor. A white plastic bucket, the outside edges spattered with dark, rusty stains. Dried blood.
“That what you smell?” Lockman asked.
Jessie squeezed into the room between him and the doorjamb. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. “Depends.”
“On what?”
“What’s in the bucket.”
She started forward. Lockman reached out and grabbed her jacket sleeve. “Wait.”
“For what? It’s a bucket.”
“Could be a booby trap.”
Her lips puckered into a tiny smirk. “Booby trap? Do people still use that term?”
“What else would you call it?” He waved a hand. “Forget it. Could be a bomb or something.”
“I don’t smell any C4, which is what Teresa would probably use, right?”
How long had Jessie been a vampire? He should have been used to these surprise insights. Still, he couldn’t hold back the tug at one corner of his mouth. “You know what C4 smells like?”
“Dude, I’ve spent enough time around you and your special ops friends to catch a whiff of C4. And vampire Jessie can smell all sorts of things. Like the fact that you are seriously sweaty right now.”
Lockman hadn’t noticed until she said something. Now he felt a drip of sweat roll down between his shoulder blades like the tip of a wet finger. His shirt collar stuck against his neck.
“I can also hear your heart rate. It’s elevated.”
“Thanks, Doc. Time for me to change my deodorant?”
“Won’t do you any good hiding your sweat smell from me. But if you ever plan on getting back onto the dating scene, it couldn’t hurt.”
She said it, and they both reacted the same way, as if she’d accidently cursed in the middle of Holy Communion. Her face pinched. Lockman felt his own pinch down in his chest. He knew Jessie was thinking about the same person he was.
Kate.
The best way to move past an emotionally awkward situation was to become the professional. “We’re wasting time. What’s in the bucket?”
Jessie crept over to it. “You know, it could just be paint. We—” Her lips peeled back as she peered into the bucket. Her fangs glistened with saliva. A faint hiss came from the back of her throat. A red glow flared in her eyes.
“What is it?”
“A head.”
“A what?” he asked, though he’d heard her fine.
“A fucking severed head.” She backed away. The expression playing over her face was hard to read. Disgust? Hunger? A little of both? She smacked a hand over her mouth and turned away. What she said next was muffled by her fingers, but Lockman understood anyway. “What is wrong with me?”
A severed head, with some blood, would naturally trigger the same reaction in a vampire as a slice of cheesecake on a plate would some mortals. But a vampire with a soul, still burdened with a mortal conscience, would see more than desert…she would still see the life that might have once belonged to the head.
Lockman crossed the room to Jessie and put a hand on her back. “You okay?”
“No, I’m not okay.” She shrugged away from his touch. “What the hell would Teresa be doing with a person’s head in a bucket?”
He glanced back at the bucket as if he could read some logic from the dried stains on the white sides. When that didn’t reveal anything, he forced himself over to take his own look inside. About three inches of congealing blood sat at the bottom of the bucket. The head itself was tipped, scalp down, against the bucket’s side, hair soaking in the blood, the clean-cut stump in full view like 3-D anatomy lesson. Hard to tell for sure, but it looked like a woman’s head.
Had Teresa done this?
He crouched for a closer look, hoping to find some sign that the head belonged to a vamp. Instead, he found a familiar tattoo, in miniature, stamped on the back of the neck. The eagle with the American flag clutched in its talons. None of the signs on the skin that this had been a vamp prior to beheading.
Why would Teresa go about chopping the head off one of her hired vigilantes and leaving it in a bucket in the middle of an empty room. This didn’t make any sense.
A noise drew his attention out of his thoughts. A scuffling, like bare feet against the dusty hardwood. He straightened and looked at Jessie.
She nodded that she had heard it too. “The closet.”
The closet door was set in one corner of the room on the opposite side of the bucket from where they stood, close to where the map hung. Lockman raised his weapon and approached.
The sound came again. Soft. Furtive even.
Somebody hiding in there?
If so, it wasn’t Teresa. She wasn’t the type to hide in closets. Not unless she meant to ambush them, which she would have done by now.
Lockman felt Jessie move up beside him before he reached the closet. She put a hand on one of his outstretched arms. “Let me.”
He started to protest on instinct. Jessie pressed a finger to her lips and shook her head. He conceded with a nod and held his position, barrel lined up with the closet door.
Jessie moved ahead. At the door, she pressed a hand against the surface as if she could feel the presence on the other side through the wood. As tricky as her mojo was, maybe she could. When she took another long breath into her nose, she visibly shuddered. “This is it. What I smelled when we came in.”
That surprised Lockman, that she could pick up something beyond the blood in the bucket. But if all she had smelled was blood, she probably would have recognized it sooner. “Still any idea what?”
She shook her head. “I feel like I should know. It’s so…familiar. But I can’t place it.”
“Not C4, though?”
That won him an eye roll and headshake. She took the knob. “Ready?”
In answer, Lockman thumbed back the hammer on his pistol.
Jessie swung the door open and it was like opening a lion cage. The sudden snarls and growling exploded into the room as if someone had flicked on a horror film on the TV with the volume already cranked to max. Lockman tried to take aim at whatever was inside making all that noise, but Jessie stood in the way, rigid, arms locked to her sides, gaze frozen to what she saw in the closet’s shadows.
“Jess, what is it?”
Gray, flaking hands came out of the dark and wrapped around his daughter’s throat. Jessie started to shout, but the hands’ grip cut her voice short. Her own hands went to the fish-belly flesh colored wrists connected to the hands that choked her, but either shock kept her too weak to pull them off or the thing that had her was too strong.
Along with the animalistic sounds coming from the closet, Lockman heard a metallic clinking and realized it was the sound of rattling chains. He hurried forward, never lowering his weapon, and sidled up to Jessie. Closer, and with the light from the single bulb on the ceiling, he could see the gray face with the black veins poking out of the shadows. He could also see the shirtless male vamp’s shrunken chest, the skin so taut against its ribs it looked ready to tear down the middle. A pair of dirty jeans hung around the vamp’s ankles as if they had fallen there after the vamp became so emaciated, but it had never bothered to step out of them. The silver band around its neck looked as loose as the belt that used to loop its waist, and if it tilted its head just right, might slip off as easily. The only thing keeping the vamp from flying out of the closest was the silver chain attached to the silver collar and locked to some exposed plumbing in the back wall. Each time the monster tried to jerk forward, the silver collar sizzled against its shriveled neck skin. Its obvious starvation, however, made it oblivious to this pain.
Add the smell of the bucket’s contents to the air, and this vamp was as likely to rip its own head loose to get at Jessie as it was to snap the chain. Never mind that once it actually sank fangs into Jessie, it would discover her inedible. While they all bled, vamps could not feed on other vamps. Then it would turn its attention to Lockman.
He never gave it the chance to do any of those things. Pushing around Jessie, Lockman fired four times into the vamp’s face. What the .45 rounds did not decimate, their silver jackets turned into bubbling slop. Only a jagged shell of skull and melting brains remained as the vamp released Jessie’s neck and dropped to the closet floor. The mangled leftovers of its head slipped clean through the collar on the way down.
In the closet’s confined space, the stink of cooking vamp flesh grew overpowering, forcing Lockman to cover his nose and mouth in the crook of an elbow and back away from the closet.
Jessie stood right where she had from the start.
From behind her, Lockman could see her whole body trembling as if she stood in blizzard without a coat—and didn’t have a vamp’s deadened sensitivity to temperature. He holstered his weapon. “Jess?”
She didn’t turn. Didn’t speak.
“Are you hurt?”
She slowly shook her head. When she finally turned around, tears glazed her gray cheeks. “That could be me.”
“No.”
She pointed to the bucket. “That makes me hungry.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the closet. “That was put out here to make him…voracious.” Her eyes flicked down to the bucket, then back to Lockman. “She set this up, didn’t she?”
Lockman nodded. “Probably meant for any other of Renee’s goons as a warning not to follow her around.” Smart, too. Vamps were strongest right after they fed. But a starving vamp made for a close second.
“Do you think she killed…” She tilted her head toward the bucket.
“I don’t know what to think about Teresa anymore. She’s not the same woman anymore.”
“Are any of us them same?”
The straight answer was no, but he didn’t give it. Jessie knew even better than he did that there was no going back for any of them. “We have to focus on who we are now. And who we want to be.”
“Is that fatherly advice?”
“It’s the best I’ve got.” He moved his head to make sure she looked him in the eyes. “That is not you. That vamp didn’t have a soul. You do.”
She smiled wanly. “Take it from me, Dad. Souls are fragile things.”

“She’s in the wind,” Lockman said into the phone as he and Jessie made their way back to the cafe with the interdimensional doorway that would take them back to headquarters. “The best lead we had was a dead end.”
No pun intended.
Kress didn’t come back for a couple seconds, just the sound of his breath like faint static through the phone. Then he groaned. “Pretty sick setup she left there.”
“You still doubt she’s a threat?”
“Bring Jessie back, ASAP. We’ll have to go into lockdown.”
“Meaning?”
“Just get her back here.” Kress disconnected.
Jessie raised her eyebrows as they both strode down Bourbon Street. St. Louis’s bells chimed, the sound echoing in the night, the sound somehow lonely to Lockman’s ears.
“He says we’re going into lockdown.”
“Sounds exciting.”
“Sounds reactive. I prefer proactive.”
She smirked. “Yes you do.”



Chapter Ten
Romeo Kress thumbed the OFF button on his phone and tossed it across his penthouse living room. The phone collided with a golden bust of some fat old actor—one of those lesser awards, like the People’s Choice, that meant little more than a temporary ego boost for the winner; certainly nothing like an Academy award, which he should have won a long time ago—and the phone exploded into pieces. The bits of plastic ticked and clicked onto the floor.
Kress felt his face swell with blood. His fingers curled into fists and he watched himself pound his thighs as if those fists belonged to someone else. They might as well have. He had no control.
His throat filled with bile and burned. His teeth felt ready to crack from grinding them so hard.
He tried to remember the techniques his counselor—at two hundred dollar per fifteen minutes—taught him. Deep breathing through the nose. Calming thoughts. Accept the emotion, don’t try to push it away. These things crumbled before he could initiate them. His breathing came out in heavy, frantic puffs, like a smoker after a couple flights of stairs. Calming thoughts? The only thing he could think of was some stupid rogue agent slaughtering vamps and mortals alike in a revenge fantasy gone wrong, become an unnecessary thorn in an already thorny endeavor.
On the heels of this though, his rage turned.
Tears filled his eyes.
No, no, no. I won’t do this.
He stood up from his couch and turned a circle, taking in his surrounds. His Grand piano. His shelves of collectibles—all the toys from his boyhood era that he could never afford to have at the time. His award statues. Even if none of them were from the Academy, some of them, like the three from the Actors Guild, were legitimate celebrations of his talent.
But my talent is a lie.
He wept. Tears and snot ran down his face in an uncontrollable torrent. The emptiness inside of him could consume the planet if it somehow broke loose. Even the view of the rolling plains and the purple mountained horizon out the glass wall of one whole side of his living room could not quell the depression coiling through him.
His thoughts skittered like roaches in the middle of a kitchen when the light flicks on. Often the thoughts brought up pictures of himself with a noose around his neck, or a gun to his head, or the toes of his Ferragamoes sticking out over the edge of the roof with ground twenty stories below framed between them.
He didn’t want to live. He didn’t have the right to live.
He even made a move toward his bedroom where he had left his .45 loaded on the nightstand. But his emotions turned again.
He dropped to his knees and laughed. What a fool to think he wanted to die. A man with so much. Rich, famous, and with a power no one else on this plane possessed as far as he knew.
There is no one else like me.
I am alone.
Alone.
An anomaly.
Tears streamed down his face and curled into his laughing mouth, depositing their salty taste.
When the episode finally passed, Kress found himself curled into a ball on the hard floor. Its cool surface pressed against his hot cheek. His body felt as though he’d been dropped from a great height, but he’d been made of rubber so he’d spent the last hour bouncing before finally coming to rest.
He thought of the trick he’d played with Lockman, jerking the gruff agent’s emotions around. Whatever Lockman felt then, Kress would have gladly suffered. That’s how these episodes had started, in fact. A short, though agonizing, tour of feeling. But they had grown so much worse. Eventually, one of these episodes would kill him. Either the suicidal depression would finally drive him to act on the urges, or the outrageous giddiness and overwhelming anger would send him into cardiac arrest.
Without any others of his kind to refer to, he had no idea how to interpret his condition, nor how to treat it. He needed help from his own people. And there was only one way to reach those people.
The Return.
An hour or two passed before Kress had the energy to get up off the floor. He took a scalding shower, sluicing away the tears and snot, and loosing the knots in his muscles. In his robe, he sat down in front of his massive plasma television and watched the news. Mortals suffering through their mortal problems—though a few stories might have had unseen paranormal influences. When the celebrity gossip came on, Kress tuned out. Most of the things they talked about he knew were outright lies, since he personally knew many of the celebs they nattered on about.
He let his mind drift to the problem at hand.
They had the Chosen One.
She had succeeded in staunching the vampire apocalypse—however round-about that result came. According to prophecy, all that remained was for her to bring about The Return.
But how?
More importantly, when?
Kress did not have much more time. He could not afford to wait for prophecy. Something, anything, had to be done to hurry it along.



Chapter Eleven
Four days of “lockdown.” Jessie had watched so many movies during that time, she lost track of which ones she had already seen. Some, she knew, she had rescreened three times. Her favorites, like Chinatown, North-by-Northwest, Rear Window, The Matrix, and Mary Poppins—which was the closest she came to fantasy and horror movies anymore—had lost their flavor. Used to be, she could hear those famous words, It’s Chinatown, Jake, a thousand times and still get a chill. Now, the images played across the screen, she aimed her eyes at them, and that about summed up the entire movie-going experience for her.
The credits to Toy Story 2 rolled. Jessie rubbed her eyes and groaned. “That’s the closest I’ve been to a Woody in a long time.” Her joke rang out to the empty apartment suite and fell flat. Dad was off working out his frustrations in the gym. He had tried to sit through the movie marathon with her, but only made it halfway through the first day of “lockdown” before mumbling something about fictional lives too stupid to live…grumble, grumble.
The clock on the wall said it was one PM, though it could have been the middle of the night for all Jessie knew thanks to the special blinds built into their windows that completely blocked out sunlight. She hadn’t slept since the start of this lockdown, or what felt like one of Mom’s old fashioned groundings. She found herself agreeing more and more with her dad’s assessment of Kress. It seemed a little paranoid and stupid to lock themselves up just because Teresa had rocked on down to crazy town.
“Let’s go out there, bag her, wrap her up all warm in a comfy straight jacket, and get on with things,” Jessie had suggested to her father on day two.
“It’s not my call,” was his lame ass reply. Who the hell had neutered her dad? That’s what Jessie wanted to know.
She didn’t give him grief, though. She could tell he wasn’t much happier about the strategy than her. Though she had to wonder what the president thought about Kress keeping his top assets out of the supernatural war games.
Why don’t you give the prez a call and ask him? Or you can get real and put on another movie.
When she stood up, a wooziness swooped over her. She leaned against the couch arm to steady herself. A rippling sensation rolled up her arms, her legs, and up through her throat. It was as if her arteries were shifting under her skin. She recognized the feelings for what they were right away and looked toward the kitchenette at her own special fridge.
She grunted.
Vampire hunger pangs.
She missed a plain old stomach growl.
Lightheaded, she shuffled into the kitchenette, pulled open her fridge, and stared at the rows of blood-filled vials inside. “What are you in the mood for, Jess? Blueberry? Cherry? Banana cream?” She sighed, grabbed the closest vial, popped the top, and guzzled.
Her arteries tingled.
She capped the vial, placed it on a rack on the counter where the empties could get reused, then grabbed two more from the fridge and headed back to the couch. She was halfway to the couch, and through the second vial, when the knock came.
Two quick raps.
Then Kress came in without waiting for an invitation.
“Dude,” Jessie said, glaring at him wide-eyed. “I could have been in here naked.”
His gaze flicked to the vials she had in hand and he grinned. “You usually dine in the nude?”
She didn’t like the way he looked at the vials, or at her. She pulled the vials close to her chest and turned to her side, all at once self-conscious. Her lips felt wet. When she wiped at them with the back of her hand, it came away with a smear of blood. The salty iron taste still coated her tongue.
“That’s not the point. You can’t just barge in here.”
He gave a stiff bow, like an English butler. “My apologies.”
“What do you want?”
As if he owned the place—which, technically, he did—he wandered on in, hands folded behind him, looking around like the Inspector General or something. He squinted at the TV screen, which showed a list of her recently watched films on the menu screen. “I don’t see any of mine.”
“Yeah, well, it’s kind of weird seeing you in movies now that I know you. By the way, and my bad if I already asked this, what…do…you…want?”
He turned from the TV, straightened his posture, and gave her a serious once over. “I have a mission for you.”
“No more lockdown?”
“This is a special circumstance.”
She tried to hide the relief and excitement from her voice. “I’ll grab my dad and meet you in the command center.”
Kress’s brought his hands out from behind him. Now he clasped them in front, which made him look like an undertaker at a gravesite. “This mission is strictly for you, and highly classified.”
Something brushed Jessie’s ear like a small breeze, or a silent whisper. The sensation sent a sick quiver through her. This didn’t feel right. “You’re going to send me on an operation without my dad? Without even telling him?”
“Your father specifically came to me to ask you to join our organization. He wants you to be one of us. That means you follow the command structure, with me at the top and your father second.”
“Yeah,” she said, drawing it out. “But he isn’t going to like it.”
“That’s the point. It doesn’t matter if he likes it. You both take orders from me. In this case, I need you on something and it’ll go much more…smoothly…if Mr. Lockman isn’t involved.”
“Which means whatever you want me to do would piss him off if he found out.”
He shrugged. “He isn’t going to find out.”
Definitely not right. Yet her curiosity was peaked. And anything sounded better than lockdown. If Kress wanted to believe she would actually keep secrets from Craig, let him believe it. If it turned out to be something she felt her dad needed to know, though, Kress couldn’t do a thing to stop her from telling him about it.
Jessie raised the pair of vials in her hand as if in a toast. “Let me finish my lunch and change. I’ve been wearing these sweatpants for three days.”

Kress took Jessie to a room she had never been in before, yet the moment she stepped inside she felt like she knew it well, like the most vivid déjà vu in history. The marble floor, the pentagram carved into the center, the ghastly mural on the ceiling, and the circular wall surrounding it all. The smell of ozone prickled the hairs in Jessie’s nostrils. That strange mute whisper feeling kissed her ear again. She swatted at the ear as if a fly had buzzed her.
The temperature in the room sat a good ten degrees or more cooler than the hallway they entered from. The door into the room made a metallic clang when Kress closed it behind them, like the door to a bank vault.
The mural above depicted a holy war above an Earth cracked nearly in half. Great pillars of fire and magma shot from the main chasm and several accompanying fissures on either side. Angelic and demonic winged beings swooped through the air, armed with golden swords and silver-tipped spears, some engaged in gory battle. Impalings. Beheadings. Guttings. The artist seemed to have a thing for dangling entrails, too.
Sick shit.
And painted so realistically, the mural gave the illusion of movement. Whenever Jessie’s gaze shifted to a different section of the painting, she swore it had changed when she then looked back.
“Who painted that?”
“That mural,” Kress said, his voice smooth and resonant in the round room, “is nearly as old as the Earth itself.”
“How did it end up here?”
“It was always here. I had my structure built around it.”
Jessie knew from the trip on the elevator that they were on one of the underground levels. She suddenly felt very small, young, and insignificant in the presence of this ancient place. “What is it?”
Kress craned his neck back to join Jessie in her marveling at the mural. He had a half smile on his face and a glaze in his eyes that made him look a little stoned. Jessie found herself starting at him now instead of the mural.
“What is it,” he said. “What…is…it.” He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know if I can explain. It’s a great place of power. It’s where your mother’s power was awakened.”
That dizzy déjà vu struck her again. She looked down at the pentagram inlaid into the marble floor. Her blood seemed to bubble, as if boiling. Her heart thumped. A feeling, like drowning, smothered her.
“Jessie?”
She looked up. Kress was watching her, that stoned glaze still in his eyes, but the small smile replaced with a deep frown.
“What’s the matter?”
She pointed at the pentagram, its nearest point about a foot from where she stood. “Something happened there. With Mom.”
His eyes widened. His gaze turned to where she pointed. “Do you…remember?”
“How could I remember? I wasn’t here.” She felt cranky. Actually wanted to go back to the apartment and watch another movie. Something light and ridiculous, like Spaceballs. “She never had a chance to tell me what you did to her.”
“You say that like we harmed her. We brought her great power. What happened to her in this room is what ultimately led to Gabriel’s defeat.”
“Then how come I get a little sick to my stomach looking down at that thing?”
For a handful of seconds he stared down at the pentagram without saying anything. Then he sniffed, brushed his hands together as if they were dusty, and faced Jessie. “I brought you here for a reason.”
Jessie looked from side to side, noticing for the first time that the golden walls reflected light, yet the room didn’t have any visible light source. She also noticed the temperature had risen since they first entered. The air even felt a touch on the humid side.
“This where my secret mission is?”
“You’ve heard a hundred times about your role as the Chosen One—”
“More like a thousand.”
“You take it lightly?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know how to take it. Three years ago I was just a kid who couldn’t stand her mom, hated her step-dad, and had dreams of running off to Hollywood to make it big as a filmmaker. Turned out, I didn’t know my mom as well as I thought, I had a damn good reason for hating my step-dad, seeing as he turned out to be a werewolf and all, and my big dreams will never happen because I’m a freaking vampire now.”
“You’ve had a difficult road.”
Jessie snorted. “No, dude. There ain’t no road. I’ve been off-roading it the last few years.”
Kress smiled, chuckled. “I think you would have made a fine filmmaker. But you are destined for greater things.”
“If you say so.”
 “Jessie, you are the key to bringing balance back to the mortal plane. You are the one meant to trigger The Return and send the supernaturals back to where they belong. That is a big deal.”
“What about people like me? Will I go back to wherever the vamps belong even though I started here?”
His hesitation sent a chill up Jessie’s spine.
“We don’t know the specifics. We’re talking about a prophecy pieced together from texts belonging to at least a hundred different paranormal races. Ogres, vampires, were-creatures of all kinds. The Return won’t eliminate the supernatural. Magic is as real on the mortal plane as it is anywhere. But many of the beings that now call this plane home defy the natural order.”
“At least according to a bunch of old books.”
Jessie turned and paced away, head tilted back to admire the mural. No, admire wasn’t the right word. Marvel was probably better. Despite its gruesome subject matter, the painting resonated a frightening beauty. Looking at it, she felt the same way she did watching a nature show about dangerous creatures like great whites or black mambas, both horrified and amazed.
“After all you have seen,” Kress said. His voice sounded thick and hungry. “You can still doubt your significance?”
Hard as it was, she pulled her eyes off the mural, and faced Kress. “What do you want from me?”
He pressed his lips together and focused on some point in space between them, as if concentrating on coming to a decision on how to proceed. After a moment, he blinked and his gaze returned to Jessie. “I had hoped, once we found you, the way to move forward with the prophecy would become apparent. I had assumed forming this new Agency and investigating paranormal anomalies would eventually lead us to the next step.”
A sheen of sweat made his forehead glisten. A tremor crept into his voice.
Jessie found herself taking an instinctive step backward.
“But we…I…do not have time to wait. I brought you here because I want to ask you a favor.”
Jessie took another step back. “A favor?”
“The power is in you, Jessie. So much power.”
Not lately, she thought with the incident at the hospital firmly in mind.
Kress took a couple steps toward Jessie, closing the space between them. “I know you’re doubting yourself. I know you suffered a terrible experience with Gabriel. But Gabriel is gone now, and time is short. You must step up to the plate.” And he stepped up closer still.
A half-dozen feet stretched between them, yet Jessie still felt crowded. She also felt watched. She imagined if she looked up she would find all the angels and demons had ceased their battle to stare down at her. She made a special effort not to check.
As creepy a vibe as Kress was putting off, Jessie was totally on board with helping speed along this whole Return thing. The sooner they got it out of the way, the sooner she could stop hearing about the fucking thing. The Chosen One. The Prophecy. The Return. The…The…The… Always something. It had grown tiresome. Thing was…
“I don’t know what more I can do.”
Kress took another step forward. “The answer is inside of you.”
For a second, she thought he was tossing off a lame, Hallmark style metaphor. But as he took yet one more forward step with that glazed look back in his eyes, Jessie realized he meant the phrase literally.
“Much of Gabriel’s strength came from consulting those much stronger than he,” Kress said. He had halved the distance between them by now. His cologne hadn’t bothered Jessie before, but now its pungent musk gagged her. “You have millions of ancient souls within you. More knowledge and power concentrated into one place than anywhere in existence. It occurred to me that those souls must be the answer. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
As locked up as her throat had become, Jessie forced herself to speak. It was very important he understood. “It makes no sense. None. It’s crazy. Those souls, unlike Gabe’s, leave me alone. I don’t know why, when I imagine any single one of them could do a thousand times the damage. So as long as they leave me alone, I’ll leave them alone.”
Kress had room enough for one more step before he invaded Jessie’s typical personal space. He took that step, then dared another. The stink of his cologne overwhelmed Jessie. She tried to take a step away, but the backs of her legs came against something that kept her from moving. When she twisted around to see what blocked her, she found Wertz, the gnome, standing there in one of his tailored three-piece suits. His head only came as high as her butt. He had his arms crossed over his tiny chest, and he looked up at her with as much confidence as if he stood six-foot-five. She had no idea when he had snuck in here.
“Jessie,” Kress said, his voice so close he had to be standing less than a foot away.
When she turned back, he was leaning forward, his face a few inches from hers.
“As your commanding officer, I must insist you consult with the souls. Find an answer for us. Fulfill your destiny and bring us The Return.”
Jessie lifted her chin and looked at Kress down the length of her nose. “You might have made bank playing bad guys, but you suck as Darth Vader. Fulfill my destiny? Really? Lame.”
“This isn’t a joke.”
“Then let me give you a serious answer to your,” she made quotes with her fingers, “order. Cram it up your ass. I might not have the mojo I used to, but I still got the vamp strength. Now back off or I’ll knock you into a wall and make a corner in this round room.”
Kress sighed. His eyebrows knit and his face sagged, making him look sad. “You’re right. You have a great deal of vampire strength. But you also have the same weaknesses.”
The skin on Jessie’s back felt like it was shriveling. A ghostly, painful pressure pushed at her like a hand of fire. She whirled around.
Wertz stood with his arm extended upward, a crucifix clenched in his baby-sized fist. The thing looked so harmless, just a metal cross, yet it pulsed with invisible energy, each wave striking Jessie with painful heat and making her skin feel like it meant to twist and tear itself loose from her body.
She scampered backward and bumped into Kress. The second she did, a chain swooped over the top of her like a jump rope and then was pulled tight across her chest. Even through her shirt, she could feel the chain’s silver links burn her skin.
She screamed, bucked, but another loop of chain wrapped around her ankles, and the burning sensation rode up her legs, turning them numb.
“What are you doing? Get off of me. Stop it.”
Rough hands jerked at her arms. Another chain looped around her wrists. She lost her balance and fell to the floor on her side. She felt like a rodeo calf, getting hog tied. Looking up, she saw Kress, Wertz, and now Mica crowding down on her, pulling the chains taut, locking them into place with padlocks. The chain around her wrists was the worse as it touched her bare skin, which sizzled like a greased skillet.
“Why are you doing this?” she cried.
But they wouldn’t talk to her. They carried out Jessie’s shackling with cold, professional eyes, like officers from animal control just here to tie up the beast and take it away.
Once all the chains had Jessie secured, the three backed off and looked down at her. She squirmed and pulled, but the silver wouldn’t break. Blood ran from her wrists down along her forearms.
“Craig is going to kick your ass for this.”
Mica sniffed and bobbled her head. “Think we can handle him, love. No worries there.”
“I’m not doing this to punish or hurt you,” Kress said.
“Well, it hurts,” Jessie pushed through her narrowing throat. Don’t cry. Don’t let them see you cry. She lifted her burning and bloody wrists. “A lot.”
“Those will come off soon.” He patted Mica on the shoulder. “Go get it.”
Mica nodded and trotted out the door, which now hung wide open.
“You think chaining me up and torturing me is going to make me ask the souls for help?” Tears filled her eyes. Her voice quivered. Damn it, do not cry!
“I’m not going to torture you. I’m going to convince you.”
A squeaking echoed from the hall outside. A moment later, Mica backed in through the door, pulling a wheeled cart. On the cart sat what looked like a large kennel cage, only the metal shined like…well…like polished silver.
Jessie’s stomach dropped. She couldn’t hold back any more. She openly sobbed. The smell of her own flesh cooking against the silver chains made her gag, bringing up the taste of the blood she drank from the vials earlier.
Mica brought the cart to the room’s center and Wertz helped her lift the cage off and set it down in the middle of the pentagram. Wertz then unlatched the cage door and swung it open.
Jessie thrashed and hitched as the gnome and the stunk-striped pixie came over to her. She made it as much of a struggle for them to pick her up and carry her to the cage, but she couldn’t stop them. Eventually, they shoved her inside.
The door made no noise when Wertz closed it except for a soft clink of silver against silver. The gnome latched the door, slipped a padlock that also appeared made of silver through a loop in the latch, and locked Jessie in like a feral cat.
Jessie had enough room to lay on her side as long as she curled her legs up some. She could also kneel without fear of touching the top. She got to a kneeling position and held out her chained wrists. “What about these?”
Kress crouched in front of the kennel and peered through the bars. “The locks are charmed. They will release in about twenty minutes. You should be able to shake loose, at which point Wertz will return to collect the chains.”
“Are you serious?”
“I’m not foolish enough to underestimate your strength.”
“You won’t get away with this. This isn’t right.”
“No. It isn’t. And I suspect I’ll suffer some consequence or another. But I’m desperate, Jessie.” He stood and walked away without another word.
Mica and Wertz followed him out. No one glanced backward.
The door to the circular room clanged shut.
The Chosen One curled into a fetal ball and wept.



Chapter Twelve
Lockman came back from probably the longest workout of his entire life to find the apartment empty. The TV was still on, a list on the screen of the last batch of movies watched off the digital device the suite came furnished with and that seemed to have every movie ever made loaded on it.
Three empty vials had joined the two on the rack from that morning. He checked Jessie’s room, found the sweatpants she’d been wearing the last three days in a pile on the floor. All sorts of clothes spilled out from her dresser drawers, which was pretty standard. The girl had a heck of a time folding her clothes and putting them back neatly after going through a frenzied excavation to find a matching shirt or pair of pants.
All part of living with a teenager, he supposed.
He didn’t go too far into her room, not wanting to invade her private space. This was something new he was working on with her, unlike the routine searches he used to perform when they first lived together with Kate in that Illinois cabin.
A million years ago.
He backed out and looked around the rest of the apartment for any clue to her whereabouts. By Kress’s order, she wasn’t to leave the suite unaccompanied. She must have finally gotten too stir crazy to care. Not that he could blame her.
He quickly washed up and changed clothes, then headed down to the command center. He found Kress in his office, the door closed, his voice muted by the glass as he spoke with his skunk-striped sidekick. He had a red tinge to his face and gestured a lot with his hands. But when Mica caught Lockman peering through the glass, she tapped Kress on the arm, pointed Lockman out, and the animated conversation quit just like that.
Mica came to the door and opened it. “Help you?”
“You seen Jessie?”
Kress stood behind his desk. He waved Lockman in. To Mica, he said, “Have Wertz check on that project and get back to me.”
“Sure thing,” Mica said with a complete lack of expression. She brushed against Lockman on her way out.
Lockman came in. “You know where Jessie is at?”
Kress eased into his chair and looked at Lockman, waiting for him to take a seat as well. Lockman stayed on his feet.
“Come on, Craig. You can’t lord over me every time you step into my office. I thought we’d come to an understanding.”
Lockman remembered the emotional tour Kress had taken him on. He sat.
“Jessie is on an operation at the moment.” Kress held up a hand. “Don’t ask me more, because I can’t tell you.”
“I thought she was on lockdown.”
“This took precedence.”
“I thought nothing took precedence over The Return.”
Kress gave Lockman a bored stare.
“She’s my daughter, Kress. You can’t just send her off and expect me not to worry.”
“I understand. I’m sorry. But as we’ve established, Jessie is part of this Agency as much as you are. She has her part to play.”
“Just tell me where you sent her.”
Kress leaned back in his chair. The frame creaked, in need of oil. The sound-proofed office felt stuffy, the ensuing silence oppressive. Lockman tried to wait him out. Sometimes the best way to get an answer was to stop asking questions and let the quiet pressure a response. Kress knew that trick, though, and he didn’t say a word, matching Lockman’s stare across the desk.
“I’m getting tired of this routine,” Lockman said.
“It’s your routine, not mine.”
The muscles in Lockman’s arms turned to hard cords. The edges of his vision turned red. This guy thinks he owns us.
In a way, he did. Kress held all the cards, and he knew how to play a hand.
“Before you get too bent out of shape, I have some good news if you’d like to hear it.”
Lockman took a long breath through his nose, then let his hiss out between his teeth. “What?”
“Your old friend made a blip on the supernatural map.”
“Teresa?”
“I had our mystics take that hair sample you found and put together a spell that would signal us if she engaged in any supernatural activity. We tried a straight up tracking spell, but—”
“She’d know how to dodge something like that. What kind of blip are we talking about?”
“I don’t have specifics. All we know is that she either cast some of her own mojo or someone put the mojo on her.”
“That’s a neat trick.”
“We have the best resources available. Our Agency makes your old organization look like a backyard militia in comparison.”
Lockman grabbed the arms of his chair and squeezed until his knuckles whitened. “We did good work.”
“But you were an all mortal shop, outside of the supernaturals you enslaved, of course. Like Martin.”
Did this man want to provoke him? “You leave Marty out of this. In fact, you never speak of him again.”
“You planted a microchip in his brain to suppress his natural ogre tendencies. You can hardly act surprised that this bothers me, seeing as your cronies would have done the same to me or my friends given the chance.”
“We did what we thought was right at the time. And I don’t have to defend the old Agency. There’s no point looking back.” He stood, not giving a damn what his “commanding officer” thought about it. “Tell me where Teresa is and I’ll take care of her.”
Kress folded his hands and rested them on the desk. “Vegas. Near as we can tell, when her signal, so to speak, spiked, she was at the Bane Motel and Casino.”
Lockman’s gut tightened. “Bane?” Lockman knew the place, and the joke behind the name. Bane, as in Wolfsbane. How the hell did Teresa end up in Vegas wolf territory? Or why? “If she’s mixed up with the Vegas wolves, she’s probably already dead.”
“Then lucky us. Why don’t you go make sure?”
“I could use backup. Jessie—”
“I’m sending Mica with you.”
Lockman clenched a fist. “Isn’t there anyone else?”
“There is nobody better. Don’t let her disposition fool you.”
It doesn’t fool me, he thought. Just annoys the hell out of me.



Chapter Thirteen
Teresa woke to her reflection staring down at her from the ceiling. She lay naked in one of the largest beds she’d ever seen in her life. Most of the sheets had been torn off the thick mattress. The tangled one remaining was rife with bloodstains, most of it hers, but not all.
Every part of her body ached. And while she was no stranger to pain by a long shot, she had never felt such hurt in some areas, the most sensitive areas.
Her mind kept slipping into the memories of the last several days—she’d lost count of how many. No matter how she tried to reel her thoughts back to the present moment, images of fur and shining eyes, whiffs of moist animal smells, and swatches of the sound of her own screams mixed with the grunting, panting, howling of her assailants—her masters—kept intruding.
If she closed her eyes, the memories grew more vivid. When she opened them, she had the sight of her bruised and bleeding body in the mirrored ceiling to remind her of what they’d done.
So many of them.
A hundred? At least.
Sometimes taking turns. Usually several on her at once. She couldn’t fight them. Knew it. Yet her instincts would still spark her into struggling now and again. Each time, they made sure she understood who was in control.
The temperature in the honeymoon suite was well controlled. Teresa felt neither too warm or the least bit cold. Still, she began to tremble. Chills rippled through her body. She reached a point where she shook so badly she thought she might cross the line into a grand mal seizure. The shaking made the pain worse. Her insides felt bruised.
Then there was the stink. A mix of her own putrid body odor, stale sex, and blood.
Quivering, she rolled onto her side and clawed her way to the edge of the bed so she could throw up over the side. Cramps locked around her ribcage as she heaved. The edges of her vision grew spotty and gray.
Please let me pass out.
But the relief of darkness didn’t come.
Time passed.
With the taste of bile stuck in her mouth, she stared at her reflection until daylight faded from behind the blinds, turned to a pink dusk, then gave way to night. A light in the bathroom had been left on. Through the bathroom door it cast a rectangle of light that stretched into a tangle of shadows further in the room. But it was enough so that Teresa could still see herself in the mirror above, now looking like a dark apparition, giving her the feeling of an out of body experience.
But she felt her body.
Felt every pain-filled inch.
Then the quality of light changed. Aside from the stripe of light out from the bathroom, a white glow cut through a gap in the blinds and spilled across the bed like an illuminated sheet.
Moonlight.
And where this moonlight touched Teresa’s bare skin, she tingled.
The tingling spread, slowly at first, then picked up speed like a rush of blood to the head. It filled her, crowding out the pain, nourishing her in a way she imagined plants drew nourishment from sunlight.
That’s when she started to feel the…bending. She didn’t know how else to describe it. The sensation of her bones curling, twisting, bending into new shape. The whole time, she watched in the mirror as her body changed. She watched the hair spread across her naked skin. Watched her limbs pop loose at the joints, then reforge themselves. Watched her fingers and toes grow razor-length nails. Watched her face expand and reform, her snout lengthening, her teeth sharpening, her eyes going dark, but shining in the moonlight.
When Teresa had achieved full wolf form, she sat in the center of the bed, threw her head back, and bayed so loudly the mirror above cracked.



Chapter Fourteen
Kress staggered into the ancient chamber, tears sticky against his face, and slammed the door shut behind him with such force it echoed like a sonic boom in the circular room. His ear drums pulsed. He hadn’t showered since yesterday and had thrown on the same shirt and slacks he wore that day as well. He could smell himself. What a disgusting waste of a life. What a sick and twisted being.
He clawed at his face, drawing his nails across his cheeks, smearing his palms with blood and tears. He leaned against the golden wall beside the chamber’s entrance and wept with his hands over his eyes.
You need to get a grip, get control.
But there, as Shakespeare would have said, was the rub. He had no control. Every day it seemed to slip further away. And even during those moments where his emotions did not rollick like Satan’s children, he noticed an underlying current of anger and dread. The medical cocktail he’d devised with the help of an unscrupulous pharmacist did nothing to staunch his flare ups. The mood stabilizers, anti-depressants, anti-psychotics… Nothing.
Not that he thought he could really treat his condition with mortal medicine. Desperation had driven him to try, though.
He lost track of the time he spent leaning against the wall with his face covered. The weepiness passed. A bulky discontentment remained, however, that made him feel stuffed and slow. But what finally reminded him of where he was was her voice.
“Is that guilt?” she asked, voice like jagged ice. “Or did your skunk girlfriend just dump you?”
Kress drew his hands down. The salt from his tears stung the scrapes he’d made with his nails. Jessie stared at him from her cage in the center of the room, kneeling, the chains gone now. Her vampiric eyes held a faint red glow. She had a sarcastic grin on her face, but her fangs turned it sinister. He had a feeling she wanted to sink those fangs into his neck.
The thought triggered a freight-train shiver to rattle through him. His emotions turned on him again. The depression broke to a cold fear. His body temperature dropped so low he was surprised when his quickened breaths didn’t puff in clouds from his mouth like they would on a winter day.
“Dude, you just turned fifty shades of pale.”
“Stop it,” Kress snapped. “Stop poking fun at me.”
She lifted one eyebrow. “Sure thing. Just let me out of the cage.”
He pressed his back against the wall. The gold felt like ice through his shirt. He wanted to run away from her. It took all he had to keep from retreating out the door. “I’ll let you out right after you talk to those damn souls.”
She leaned forward, peering through the silver bars of her cage with those red eyes. Those horrible eyes. “What’s wrong with you?”
Enough, damnit. Get a hold of yourself.
Fear pinched his throat so tightly it hurt for him to swallow. When he tried to speak, he only managed a breathy croak.
“Are you sick?” Jessie asked.
Whether it was the fear or desperation, something nudged him toward honesty. He nodded.
Her eyes narrowed. Her lips parted as if she wanted to ask another question. She stayed quiet instead. Watched him.
Finally, the episode broke. The fear dropped like a stage curtain. Equilibrium returned to his mood. Kress pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. Only a little blood came off on the silk, so the cuts mustn’t have gone too deep. Thanks for small favors.
He tucked the kerchief away and approached the cage.
Jessie’s eyes tracked him, but she still didn’t say anything.
“No more sarcastic remarks?”
“If there’s something wrong with you, why didn’t you just say so?”
“To what end? My condition isn’t your concern.”
Her lip curled. “It is when it drives you to lock me up in a cage?” Her emphasis on the last word made it echo in the chamber.
Kress cringed. Here he stood, staring down at a girl who looked no older than fourteen despite her vampiric features, was maybe a couple years older than that in reality. In a cage. That he had put her in.
Not just for your sake, Romeo. The whole world depends on this girl’s cooperation.
“I’m sorry.”
“If that’s true, let me out.”
“I can’t.”
She slapped the cage wall, rattling the silver frame, but otherwise accomplishing nothing more than branding her palm with lines from the bars. She winced, curling her burnt hand into a fist with wisps of smoke coming out either end.
Kress crouched beside the cage. “My condition is untreatable by mortal means. And since I am the only one of my kind on this plane, I have no reference for how to begin to cure it.”
“As long as I’m in this cage, you cannot make me feel sorry for you.”
Her words hit him like a splash of cold water.
Of course.
His ability to manipulate emotions did not work on vampires because they were feral things, their emotional range limited by their rabid instincts. This was why he’d never bothered to try with Jessie. But she wasn’t a normal vampire. She had retained her soul. She was no more feral than himself.
Kress reached out to her emotions. He didn’t have a lot of energy left after his flare-up, but he thought all Jessie really needed was a small bump. He could tell her sympathy was with him. The girl was legions more empathetic than her cold father. Even after all she’d been through. Youth could cling to innocence with such tenacity.
If he could boost that empathy just enough to get her to forget about the cage for a moment…
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“I can feel it. You’re trying to use magic on me or something.”
Incredible that she could sense his ability like that. She truly was special. “It isn’t magic.”
“What then?”
“I’m trying to help you see things through my eyes.” He pushed a little harder.
Jessie gasped. Her eyebrows came together. She tilted her head and looked upon him with watery eyes. “Tell me what’s the matter.”
“I have the power to manipulate emotion.” Admitting this even while he used that power to win her over was a risk. But he wanted to give her the full picture so she could understand his suffering. “Including my own. But something’s gone wrong. I’ve started to—”
“Lose control.”
“Yes.”
A tear ran free from one of her eyes. “I know how that feels.”
“Of course. It’s very painful.”
“Scary.”
“Jessie, all I want is to go back to wherever I belong. My people will know what to do for me, if there is anything that can be done.”
Jessie raised a hand as if she meant to reach out and touch him. She held it a couple inches from the cage bars. It was the hand she had burned, which had mostly healed already, but a pinkish hash mark still tattooed her palm.
“Are you doing it now? To me?”
He found he couldn’t lie to her. “I wanted you to look past the cage for a moment. That’s all.”
Her fingers curled down like shriveling leaves. She lowered her hand to her lap. “You treated me like an animal when you should have told me the truth. You and your friends.”
“Don’t blame Mica or Wertz. Their loyalty to me is the only thing that convinced them to go along with it. And they understand the importance.”
“Let me out.”
His heartbeat quickened. He felt light-headed. What was going on?
“Mr. Kress? Romeo?”
Kress’s face tingled. He touched his cheek, felt his unshaven stubble, but no sign of the cuts. He smirked. “So you haven’t lost your power after all.”
“Not all of it. But this is easy. I’m just reflecting your own ability back at you.”
Kress’s eyes watered. “I should have never treated you this way.”
“Let me out.”
When Kress stopped manipulating Jessie’s emotions, his own mood regulated. He still felt a tinge of shame for locking her up. Not exactly how one should treat the chosen savior of the world. But he had access to his pragmatism again. Afraid or not, she needed to access the power behind the ancient souls within her, and she needed to do it now.
“I’ll have to get the key from Wertz.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” The sarcastic edge had returned.
But Kress had one last tactic to try before he lost her sympathy.
“This isn’t just about me, you know.”
“Don’t start lecturing me about the fate of the world. If the prophecy is true, The Return will happen when it needs to happen, right?”
It needs to happen now, he wanted to shout. He swallowed. Nodded. “What about Ryan?”
The corners of her eyes pinched. The red glow in her irises flared. “What about him?”
“If you could return to your level of power before Gabriel interfered, exceed it even…”
She pressed her lips together. Her gaze drifted off of him and appeared to turn inward.
“If you don’t care about my own sickness,” Kress said, “think about his. Think about finally pulling him out of his madness.”
She harrumphed. “If the whole acting thing fell through for you, you would have made a good used car salesman.”
But she still held that look of inward reflection. Kress imagined he could walk out of the chamber and she’d never notice. He waited. While he waited, he chanced giving her emotions a delicate nudge.
She didn’t seem to notice. After a few more seconds she blinked out of her daze and turned her gaze back to him. “Keep the cage locked.”
He lifted his eyebrows.
“If this goes sideways, you’ll want me locked up.” She unfolded from her kneeling position and sat with her legs akimbo. She rested her hands on her knees and closed her eyes. “Of course, either way, you’re in for a good bitch slapping when I get out of here.”
He stood from his crouch and backed up. “If this works and you bring The Return, I’ll gladly take it.”
She laughed. “Yeah. We’ll see about that.”
Then she fell silent.
All Kress could do was wait.



Chapter Fifteen
The interdimensional doorway into Vegas led into a broom closet in the back of a karaoke bar only two blocks away from the Bane Hotel and Casino. Lockman and Mica entered the casino lobby around two in the afternoon Pacific Time, giving them some extra daylight hours to work. Not that daylight hours meant much in Las Vegas. But when dealing with the supernatural, daylight beat dark any day of the week.
In the middle of all the bling and ding, Lockman’s thoughts kept going back to Jessie. He didn’t like not having her along. He liked even less that Kress had sent her off on some other unnamed mission.
They made their way through the slots and to the hotel reception area. A woman with a Bluetooth device plugged into her ear stood behind a round counter with several computer stations on it. The counter formed a half-circle that separated the receptionist cubby from the lobby like a protective phalanx. At either end of the counter stood finely details statues of wolves sitting like guard dogs. The woman smiled with professional sincerity as Lockman and Mica approached, and took a position at one of the computers.
“Checking in?”
Lockman leaned on the counter, eyeing one of the wolf statues. Even out of the casino proper, the place still smelled like a tobacco factory. He pulled a photograph he’d had printed back at headquarters of Teresa out of his inside jacket pocket and placed it on the counter. The photo was a cropped close-up of Teresa from her sister’s long-since abandoned Facebook page. A sick kind of irony, but it was the best they could find.
Lockman tapped the photo. “She look familiar?”
The receptionist didn’t look at the photo. “I’m sorry, sir, but if you’d like to check in, I can help you. Otherwise, you’ll have to speak to my manager.”
“We’ll want to do that, too.” He pulled his phony FBI ID wallet, opened it, and set it beside the photo. “Have you seen her?”
The woman’s eyes dipped quickly to the counter. Her lips worked together. Some of the color drained from her face. “Is she in some kind of trouble?”
Mica crossed her arms, wearing smug like a designer jacket. “So you have seen her.”
The woman’s gaze bounced back and forth between Mica and Lockman. “Let me go get my manager.”
She started to turn. Mica reached across the counter and grabbed the receptionist’s wrist. “We need an answer, love.”
The receptionist stared at Mica’s hand on her the same way she would if a venomous spider had dropped onto her from the ceiling. Her throat clicked when she swallowed. He couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, but Lockman thought the woman’s blonde hair had gotten longer. Peach fuzz had risen on her cheeks, though he hadn’t noticed that before either.
“This is above my pay grade,” the woman muttered.
A brawny guy in a red blazer and striped tie waltzed out from a side door behind the counter, his hands floating in the air in front of him as if he was about to perform a magic trick. He waved those hands as he came to the counter, a smile on his face that looked store-bought and planted there. “Hello, folks. I’m the day manager. Something I can help you with?”
Lockman glanced toward the ceiling and spotted the dark tinted dome that probably housed the surveillance camera. So much for getting one of the little fish nervous enough to talk. He jerked his head to signal Mica to let the fishy go.
Mica released the receptionist’s wrist and went back to her arms crossed default position.
The manager fluttered one of his floating hands at the woman. “Go on, Peg. Take your lunch break now. I’ll handle this.”
“Yes sir.” The woman zipped out the way the manager had come in.
The manager surveyed the items on the counter, gave Lockman and Mica an appraisal, then lifted his eyebrows. “You’re FBI?” His tone said he didn’t believe it.
Lockman bent forward to read the name tag pinned to the manager’s blazer. It read “Able.” And probably willing, Lockman thought. Able didn’t give off a wolf vibe, but neither had the receptionist at first. Lockman had a feeling she’d been a special case. The Vegas wolves typically kept mortals in employ for the mundane tasks of working and running their business enterprise, saving upper management and security for themselves. They had collected a good deal of intel on this particular pack when they’d tried to recruit them for their army against the vamps. Lockman doubted they’d changed their operation much since then. No matter how it felt, it hadn’t been that long ago.
“We’re interested in finding this woman.” Lockman pushed the photograph toward Able’s side of the counter. “Your receptionist there seemed to recognize her. How about you?”
“Never seen her,” he said while looking straight at Lockman, not the pic.
“Why don’t you give it a closer look?”
“That won’t be necessary.” His hands had yet to rest anywhere. He pushed them out as if turning down seconds at the dinner table. “Unless you…agents…” He gave Mica’s hair a pointed look while he laid on the sarcasm. “…have a warrant of some kind, I’ll ask you to leave. We’d rather not worry our guests overmuch.”
Mica wrinkled her brow and made a show of looking around. “I think I spotted an old maid sucking air from an oxygen tank on my way in, but there ain’t such a much of a crowd here to upset.”
“Nevertheless.” Now his hands gestured toward the exit.
They could push the issue. Lockman felt convinced Able wasn’t a wolf. If they got aggressive, he might put his hands down and stop lying. Making a scene would probably work against them in the long run, though. Better not to raise the wolves’ proverbial hackles. He picked up his ID and the photo, tucked them away, and nodded his thanks to the manager.
On their way out, Mica said something, keeping her voice low, too low for Lockman to hear it over the electronic bleeps and trills that he could already feel branding his ears. He’d keep hearing that noise for the next twelve hours. He waited until they got outside—and sure enough, he could still hear the gambling machines in his head even out here—then asked Mica to repeat herself.
“The girl knew something. And looked a little furry.”
“Yeah.” The sun caught Lockman in the eye, forcing him to squint. “We need to catch her on the way home from work.”
“Lot of exits to sneak out of.”
He saw the dark shape come up behind Mica, but with the sun in his eyes, he didn’t recognize the threat until too late. Right as Mica started to say more, a leather-clad arm wrapped around her neck and yanked her back off her feet.
Lockman raised one arm to block the sun while he reached for his gun with his other hand. He had a second, with the light out of his eyes, to get a glimpse of the bearded hulk putting Mica out with a choke hold, but he never got to his gun.
A thick hand with a grip as hard as stone wrapped around Lockman’s forearm and tugged. Lockman’s fingers bruised the butt of his gun and then his hand was pulled helplessly away. A bare arm, rife with hair, swung around Lockman’s neck, catching his throat right in the crook of the elbow. The following squeeze cut the blood flow to Lockman’s brain instantly.
With the hand he had up to block the sun, Lockman reached behind him and felt for a face. His palm brushed against a coarse beard. He crawled his fingers over the face until they found an eye. Then he pressed his thumb into the socket.
The edges of his vision curled into darkness. His leverage sucked. And his head pounded in rhythm to his starving pulse. Still, he dug his thumb in as hard as he could.
His attacker grunted and tried to squeeze his eye shut. When that didn’t work, he yelped and his hold on Lockman loosened.
Lockman pulled his arm out of the attacker’s hold and drove his elbow back. His elbow struck hard abs with little effect. Under his thumb, though, he felt a small pop. His attacker screamed and jerked away from Lockman, letting him go completely.
Wasting no time, Lockman drew his weapon as he twirled around. He squeezed off two shots without aiming, but his assailant—a wide-shouldered, thick-bearded guy who wore a flannel shirt to complete his lumberjack look—ducked under the gun’s trajectory and drove at Lockman like a linebacker.
Lumberjack’s flannel-clad shoulder plowed into Lockman’s gut and kept moving, lifting Lockman off his feet. Momentum carried him a good six feet backward through the air. He fired blindly as he fell, but only chipped the white pavement that ran the length of the casino entrance. He cleared the curb and collapsed to the asphalt parking lot. The impact knocked his gun loose. He heard it scrape along the blacktop as he continued to roll awkwardly over his shoulder.
He no sooner came to rest, sprawled face-down on the ground, and Lumberjack grabbed him by the back of the neck and yanked him to his feet. Lockman took two jabs to the face, the second one crunching the cartilage in his nose.
He drew up his arms to block another strike. From between his fists, he saw Lumberjack step backward, teeth bared in a hairy grin, eyes as wild as an escaped psychopath from the local asylum.
Lockman had an instant to wonder why his attacker was backing off.
Then something hard collided with the back of his head and the whole world faded to black.



Chapter Sixteen
Jessie had never heard so many voices speaking at once. It felt like the entire population of a major metropolitan city, like Chicago, had all decided to take part in a massive conversation. The cacophony hurt her ears, even though those ears were only metaphysical ones.
The darkness was familiar, though.
She floated like a disembodied spirit through the black space of her psyche. She had never come this low before. Gabriel had always come up to meet her. She didn’t think they could have communicated among all the noise down here. She didn’t know how in hell she’d gain anything among what Gabriel had called the millions of ancient voices. Millions was god damned right. At least that.
She wanted to cover her ears to at least muffle the sound. The trick with metaphysical ears was that she did not have matching metaphysical hands with which to slap over them. Or if she did, she didn’t know how to use them.
There is a lot you don’t know about your own self, said the only voice she could hear above the others—her own.
Time didn’t mean much when she turned inward like this. Already, she sensed she’d been down here at least fifteen minutes. From experience she knew that sense could stretch either way, though. Could have been only a few minutes. Could have been an hour.
The question was, how long did she have to suffer through this chaos of voices before she could quit, come out of herself, and tell Kress she’d given it the old college try, but no dice.
Let me answer your own question with another question, she said to herself. How long has Ryan suffered being insane for saving you from that ghost? Few years? Hmm? Then stop being such a wuss and get one of these damn voices to listen to you.
After all, Gabriel had a way to communicate with them. That meant it was possible.
Hello? she called out.
The chatter continued around her without a hitch. She could occasionally pick out words, but never enough to make any sense. And a lot of those words were most definitely not English. Some she wondered if they belonged to the mortal world at all. Guttural and slithering sounds. High pitched squeaks and wavering trills. Scratchy coughs and throaty barks. These voices—if you could call them that—twined with the more familiar tones of mortal conversation. It made for a disturbing racket. Nails on a chalkboard would sound like music in comparison.
Hey! Can’t anyone shut up for a second and listen to me?
The voices carried on, oblivious to her pleas.
She had to focus. These voices belonged to souls. As much as they seemed disembodied to her in this dark, internal place, they each connected to a single spirit that had once existed on the outside. If should could zero in on one, find the source, address that single speaker…
The tidal noise made it hard to concentrate.
Come on, Jess. You can do this.
Jessie fell through a hole in time.
A blink and a year passed at the same speed.
She picked through the voices until she heard a kindly sounding one, the kind of voice you’d expect from a favorite uncle or teacher. The voice had a bit of a creak in it, suggesting he was older. But weren’t all these souls old? Some of them thousands of years. Maybe more.
Don’t get distracted.
Jessie felt something. Hard to explain at first. Then she realized it felt a lot like the attention from a pair of eyes. It felt like someone was looking at her.
The kindly voice she’d sifted through the noise fell silent.
No. You can’t shut up on me now.
In this place, Jessie had no body. Yet somehow she sensed something close. And then the voice whispered directly into her ear.
I haven’t shut up in seventy years. Why would I start now?
No body, yet Jessie felt her heartbeat quicken.
You can hear me? she asked.
You sound different than the others.
A jolt of pure joy struck Jessie unlike any she’d experienced since she was a kid on Christmas morning and had unwrapped that Easy Bake Oven Mom insisted they couldn’t afford.
You can hear me!
Oh, my… The voice took a psychic step back from her. You…you are the host.
Jessie contemplated the significance of his realization. It never occurred to her to wonder what all these souls thought about taking up residence inside of her. Did it feel any different to them than being trapped in the artifact? Did they even realize where they were?
Apparently, they did.
I must go and tell the others, the kindly voice said, laced with excitement.
Wait! I need…I need your help.
The voice didn’t say anything, but she sensed the presence still near.
Jessie thought hard about what to say next. She realized she had no idea what to ask. Here she finally had the attention of one of these souls, and she was choking. She was going to blow it.
Finally, she blurted, How do I bring about The Return?
The million-voice blather swelled around her. But she couldn’t hear the kindly voice at all, started to doubt the soul was with her anymore.
You truly do not know?
Whatever joy she’d felt before crumbled under the weight of her frustration. How am I supposed to know something like that? I’m just a girl. I’m nobody.
Oh.
Oh? Really? That was what this ancient and powerful soul was going with? Can you help me or not?
It isn’t my place.
If Jessie had a mouth, she would have screamed. You’ll give a guy like Gabriel all sorts of tips and tricks to help him take over the world, but you won’t help me save it? My dad is right. All this paranormal shit is straight up evil.
A tingling sensation, similar to a blush, came over Jessie. She thought the soul was somehow doing this to her, though she wasn’t sure what it meant.
I played no part in assisting the dark one.
So you stood…or floated…by and let it happen. Whatever, dude. Here’s your chance to make it right. Tell me how to bring The Return.
You mustn’t make such a fuss. Your anger will draw unsavory things.
Then do me a fucking solid and answer my question.
That prickly feeling happened again. She also tasted something on her metaphysical tongue. It tasted like ash.
I must go.
No! Tell me what to do. Give me my power back.
But… All the other voices grew to a deafening level. She couldn’t tell if the kindly soul said more or not.
She was on the verge of giving up when all of the voices, every last one, fell silent.
The silence hit so suddenly, it struck Jessie like a physical force. Her psyche dropped deeper within herself. The darkness, which she thought was as pitch as possible before, somehow thickened. As she fell, the kindly voice called out to her.
The chosen must choose.
Cryptic nonsense. She started to curse him for it, but the demonic scream echoing up from the depths cut her off.
Then she heard a new voice, one with a chilly lisp and a grating edge.
At last, it said. The host dares to address us.



Chapter Seventeen
Their situation was the stuff of mobster movie cliché. Lockman and Mica sat back to back in metal folding chairs, their hands and legs bound with rope, and more rope tying them together like a matching set. A warehouse filled mostly with generic hotel furniture wrapped in plastic and set up on pallets formed a simplistic maze around them. A drain was inset in the floor nearby with rusty stains around the edges. The warehouse smelled like polyester and industrial cleaner.
A trickle of blood tickled Lockman’s upper lip. His nose throbbed. Probably broken. He blinked the sweat out of his eyes, admittedly surprised at the sight of Teresa standing in front of him.
Lumberjack and the brawny guy that had grabbed Mica outside the casino stood nearby, each cradling an Uzi 9mm. A fourth companion had also joined them, an emaciated looking woman with creepy eyes that seemed to size Lockman up like a side of beef.
“Wow,” Lockman said, voice croaking. “Thought you might have got into some trouble with the wolves, but I didn’t expect you’d joined them.”
The shine in Teresa’s eyes told Lockman just how far she had joined them.
“Don’t get righteous with me, Craig. You were always the champion of doing whatever it takes for the greater good.”
“Turning into a dog is not what I’d call the greater good.”
Teresa rushed him, grabbed him by the jaw and tilted his head back so she could look down into his eyes. Her fingers dug in with incredible strength. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”
“But all for the greater good, right?”
She let go of him, reared her hand back, and slapped him across the face.
Lockman and Mica both tipped sideways, their chair legs on one side coming off the floor before rocking back to thunk against the concrete. The side of Lockman’s face went numb. His ear rang, making him think of the cathedral bells in the French Quarter, back where Teresa had apparently left her soul.
He tasted blood at the corner of his mouth.
“Where is she, Craig?” Teresa had dark streaks in her hair she hadn’t had last time Lockman saw her. Now they seemed to darken as her hair grew a quarter inch longer. A gray fuzz rose around the edges of her ears.
“Who?” Lockman asked.
“You know who.”
The numbness crackled apart, replaced with a hot sting from his temple, down his cheek, and to his chin. He prodded at the cut in his mouth with his tongue, then worked up some red spit and shot it at the floor between her feet. The bloody saliva spattered one of her boots.
Teresa growled like the dog she’d become, closed her fist, and struck him again, this time against the side of his skull. The ringing in his ear tolled through his whole head. He and Mica rocked in their chairs once more, then back, the snap of the metal legs against the concrete echoing through the warehouse.
“Let’s just take his head to the Alpha,” the girl with the creepy eyes said, practically salivating at the idea. “It’s what he wants.”
“We need to find out where the girl is first,” Teresa snapped.
Lumberjack grunted. “We don’t take orders from the new bitch. You better learn your place.”
“The Alpha wants the same thing I want.”
“We want the wolf-killer. No one cares about some little vampire.”
Teresa spun to face Lumberjack and jabbed a finger at him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. That little vampire is the biggest threat this world has ever faced.”
“Really?” Lockman spoke up. “My teen daughter is the world’s greatest danger?”
Wacky Eyes and Lumberjack exchanged a look.
“That’s good, love,” Mica whispered. “Rile them up. I’ve almost got me ropes.”
He hadn’t noticed any movement from her at all, but he took her word for it. “That’s right,” he said. “She’s talking about a teenage girl. Scary, huh?”
Teresa snorted. “The same little girl who turned a couple wolves inside out, remember?”
“The Chosen One,” the woman said. “Right?”
These wolves must have sat low in the pack’s pecking order to be so ignorant. The wolves Lockman had dealt with all knew the prophecy jargon well enough. Lockman was a little disappointed their Alpha thought so little of him to send a crew like this after him.
“If you believe all that prophecy crap,” Lockman said.
The three wolves with Teresa threw glances back and forth, dubious and a little stupid. Lockman still had to tread lightly. Stupid wolves could spray bullets from an Uzi just as easily as smart ones.
“Let me tell you a little something about my friend here,” Lockman said. “She’s not exactly stable.”
This time, Teresa threw a sidekick, pounded her boot into his solar plexus, and knocking every last puff of air from his lungs. He jerked against his chair, knocking heads with Mica, who cried out, but otherwise held still.
Lockman tried to pull wind into his deflated chest, couldn’t manage it for three or four long seconds, then finally gasped in a breath.
Teresa glared at him, her eye-shine flickering under the light of the caged bulbs that hung from the warehouse rafters. “Not another word.”
“Or what? You’ll kill me?” He nodded to her companions. “Think that’s a foregone conclusion.”
“Let’s just do this,” Lumberjack said and racked the slide on his Uzi.
“Right,” Mica said. “Let’s.”
Lockman felt Mica vault out of her chair and the next thing he saw was a spray of golden sparkles shooting out over his head. He ducked his chin down as far as he could go to avoid contact.
The plume of pixie dust reached Teresa first. The glinting dust swirled like a mad swarm of gnats, curling around Teresa’s head, causing her to cough and gag. From there, an airborne trail reached out like a tentacle and whipped around the other three wolves. Dust shot into their mouths and got sucked up their noses like golden cocaine.
By this time, Teresa collapsed to her hands and knees, coughing at the floor and spraying the concrete with speckles of blood.
Lumberjack managed to lift his weapon while he choked on the pixie dust.
Lockman threw all his weight forward. With Mica out of her chair, he was able to tip his and fall to the floor right as the Uzi chattered. The rounds whizzed above Lockman, Lumberjack’s aim high as he staggered backward while he coughed and wheezed. Eventually, the effects of the dust overwhelmed him. The Uzi fell from his hands, and he fell to his knees.
A second later, Mica dropped to her knees by Lockman’s side and started tugging at his ropes. They came loose as if they’d never been tied. When Mica tossed the ropes aside, Lockman saw frayed ends that looked as if they’d been burnt.
“You hit?” Lockman asked while she freed him.
She tugged the ropes off his wrists. “Think a round grazed my hair, the lump.”
He smiled up at her. “Yeah, looks like it went straight down the middle.”
“Funny boy.” She shook a hand over the ropes around his ankles and a sprinkling of dust with a green glow rained down and ate straight through them.
“Pixie dust comes in all sorts of brands, huh?”
She looked up at the wolves. The dust in the air around them had dissipated. They weren’t coughing as much. Teresa, red-faced and eyes watery, crawled toward one of the dropped Uzis.
“And a trick like that means I’m plumb out for a bit,” Mica said.
Lockman got to his feet and sprinted for the Uzi Teresa was after. He snatched it up and aimed it at her forehead. She glared up at him with naked hate. Hair grew along her jaw line, giving her a blonde beard. Her facial features popped and bulged.
The other wolves began to change as well while they recovered from the effects of the dust. But Mica was a step ahead. She picked up the other Uzi and emptied its magazine in three measured bursts, one for each wolf.
The smell of cordite hung thick in the air. The echo effect in the warehouse had intensified the sound of the full-auto weapon fire. A ghost of that noise lingered in Lockman’s ears, taking the place of the bling and ding from the casino.
“Come on, love,” Mica said, tossing her Uzi aside. “Finish this and let’s take a jog. More wolves are bound to be on the way.”
By now, Teresa looked more wolf than woman. She growled low in her throat as her clothes split and fell off her hairy body like shed skin. Her lips peeled back from her wet teeth, showing off the vicious canines and their sharp sisters.
“Teresa,” Lockman shouted.
In full wolf form, she crouched low, wound like a spring about to jump. Lockman could see the intelligence in her eyes. She might have looked like an oversized wild animal, but she retained full awareness. Which meant she knew better than to pounce when he had an Uzi pointed at her face.
“Damn it. What were you thinking?”
Mica gave him a nudge with her elbow. “She ain’t your friend no more. Do what needs doing.”
He couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger.
Teresa could probably smell his hesitation. She leaped at him, snarling. Her front paws struck Lockman’s chest, knocking him back, the impact also shaking the Uzi loose from his grip. As he landed on his back and felt his weapon slip away, he also felt Teresa land on his chest, and her hot breath on his throat from her widening jaw.



Chapter Eighteen
Eight hours.
Kress blinked at his Rolex, unable to believe what it told him.
He had watched over the cage in the chamber for eight hours while Jessie sat, unmoving, inside. The young girl could have rivaled the best of the sculptures in the Hollywood Wax Museum with such pure stillness. During all that time, Kress had sat, paced, jogged in place, sat again, once even lay on his back and stared at the magnificent mural above him, nearly drifting off to sleep.
It was when he slipped in and out of a dream about drowning in a pool of his own tears that he’d decided not to lie down anymore.
Still, for all his restlessness, he couldn’t believe eight hours had gone by already.
The chamber door opened and Wertz came in carrying a tray. The smell of roast duck preceded the gnome as he approached.
Kress’s stomach gurgled when the scent hit him. His mouth watered.
“You are a prince,” he said as Wertz handed the tray over.
Kress set the tray on top of the cage for lack of any better place to put it. He lifted the cover off the plate in the tray’s center and inhaled the steam that wafted free. Beside the duck sat several sprigs of asparagus wrapped with bacon. The tray also held a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. Nary a carb in sight. Wertz had remembered Kress’s new diet.
“Thank you, my friend.”
Wertz jerked his chin toward Jessie. “She been like that this whole time?”
“Indeed.”
“You think she’s okay?”
As if the question alone had summoned bad fortune, Jessie began to hitch and suck in sharp breaths. Her hands, once gently resting on her knees, jerked, her fingers bending into claws.
Kress and Wertz exchanged quick glances.
Jessie bucked. She kicked out her legs, striking the cage walls and shaking it hard enough to knock the tray off the top. Roast duck and asparagus flung through the air. The metal tray clanged against the marble floor. The plate shattered, as did the coffee cup. Kress and Wertz flinched away.
Meanwhile, Jessie continued to twist and kick in the cage as if doing battle with some invisible presence in there with her.
“What should we do?” Wertz asked as he wiped his cheek with a small handkerchief to clean off something that had spattered him from the dinner tray.
“I doubt we can do anything.” Kress felt a pinch in his chest. He had pushed her too hard. She hadn’t been ready. Damn you, why did you think you could rush providence?
As quickly as her struggles started, they ended. Jessie fell limp on her side, going from a girl who had looked possessed to one who appeared to be sleeping peacefully. She even tucked her hands under her cheek.
Kress and Wertz exchanged another glance.
Kress stepped toward the cage, knelt beside it, his knee pressing into some droplets of grease or butter. “Jessie?”
Nothing.
Now what? Another eight hours of waiting? That wouldn’t do. After this outburst, he had to make sure she was safe. He reached a hand out to Wertz. “The key.”
“You sure, boss?”
Kress flicked his fingers. “Yes.”
Wertz pulled the key out from his suit pocket and handed it over.
As he worked the key into the padlock, Kress noticed his hands trembling. He paused to take a deep breath and steady himself before turning the key and pulling the lock free. The cage door swung open silently. Kress reached through the opening and rested a hand on Jessie’s ankle.
“Jessie, dear?”
She lay as still as a corpse, and looked like one with her gray skin.
He squeezed her ankle, shook her gently. “Are you with us?”
The speed with which she moved turned her into a blur. Kress’s eyes simply could not process something that quick. He felt her full weight pound him in the chest like a shockwave from a nuclear explosion. He crashed onto his back and skated across the slick floor a good ten yards while Jessie rode him like a sled.
He had time enough to cry out.
Then her hands wrapped around his throat, staunching his voice. Her eyes glowed a deep red and glared into his as if trying to see through to his soul.
Kress’s insides turned to frost.
The sound of Wertz’s designer soles clapping against the marble echoed through the chamber. He made a run for the door. Jessie twisted toward the sound. Her lips split apart in an angry grin, but she didn’t move off of Kress, and let Wertz go. Once the gnome was out the door, she returned her attention to Kress.
A string of saliva dripped off her bottom lip and tapped Kress’s cheek. It felt as hot as the coffee that had spilled off the tray. Desperately, Kress fumbled for concentration, hoping he might manipulate her emotions, though she looked devoid of a soul.
You did it. You sent her into hell and she came back exactly as she predicted she would.
Jessie stroked his jaw line with the backs of her fingers. “Foolish man. You think your little tricks will work on me?”
He felt his efforts reflected back on him, dialing up his fear. He trembled, but set his jaw. If he had to die today, he would do his best to gather the last pieces of his dignity beforehand. What did he fear, anyway? If he couldn’t find his way back to his own people, death was the only other cure for his condition.
For in that sleep of death, what dreams may come…
He had always wanted to play Hamlet in a film adaptation of the play. He might not match the artistry of Olivier’s portrayal, but he was certain to do a hell of a lot better than Mel Gibson.
Kress laughed.
“Something funny?” Jessie, or whatever wicked thing now possessed her, asked. She squeezed his throat too hard to allow him to answer. He stared her square in the eye and tried to communicate his message with a look alone.
I am not afraid.
But lying with a voice was a lot easier than lying with your eyes. She saw the truth. She saw his fear. And she seemed to relish it.
“How should I kill you? Slowly, of course. Painfully. Should I tear off your balls? Ram a fist up your asshole? Or maybe I could go get that gnome back and ram him up your asshole.”
Something didn’t sound right about her tone or choice of words.
She’s possessed by some malevolent soul. Of course she doesn’t sound right.
But that wasn’t it. She sounded…too much like herself.
She must have seen this thought dawn in his expression. The mad rage washed from her face. She let go of his throat—which she had never squeezed hard enough to cut off his air supply—and, grinning now, gave him a playful smack on the cheek. “Had you going there, didn’t I?”
Kress closed his eyes a moment and let loose a long breath. “Dear Christ.”
Jessie got off of him and stood. “And the academy award goes to…” She waved a hand in a grand gesture, then patted her chest. “Moi.”
“You think this is a joke? Wertz is going to rush in here any moment with a team armed to the teeth, a thousand silver rounds with your name on each.”
She waggled her eyebrows. “Then I should skedaddle, huh?”
Kress sat up, started to get to his feet.
Jesse planted a foot on his chest and drove him back to the floor. “Uh, nope. You stay. I got to go pull my dad out of the shit-storm you sent him into.”
“What do you mean?”
“Seems my trip downstairs perked my mojo up a little bit. I’ve got a spider sense now. And it’s telling me my dad is in trouble.”
“Then it worked.” Kress couldn’t help the childish crack in his voice.
“Don’t get cocky. There’s some seriously nasty stuff in me. Your master plan almost let some of it devour my soul. And I don’t know anything more about The Return than I did before.” She shoved him with her foot again. “Now tell me where you sent my dad.”



Chapter Nineteen
“Teresa, don’t!”
Her teeth grazed his throat. Her saliva dripped onto his skin. The growl in the back of her throat hitched, went quiet.
Was she listening?
“After all we’ve been through together,” he said. “This isn’t how you want to end this.”
She drew back, closed her jaw. The weight of her on his chest made it hard for him to breath. She didn’t get off, though. But her intelligent wolf eyes stared down at him. Her ears turned in his direction.
“Do you think I wanted to kill your sister? You know better than that. You told me to do it. You—”
The Uzi Lockman had dropped came into his line of sight, the barrel pressing against Teresa’s wolf head. Mica had picked up the weapon. Her finger tightened on the trigger. “Reunion’s over, loves.”
But before Mica could fire, Teresa whipped her head around and chomped down on Mica’s arm. Mica squeezed off a reactive burst as she screamed in pain. The bullets sparked against the concrete. Teresa’s teeth sunk deep, and blood laced with multi-colored sparkles oozed around her lips. Then came the sound of Mica’s bones snapping under the pressure of Teresa’s jaw.
The pixie screamed again and dropped the Uzi.
With a back paw, Teresa kicked the Uzi and sent it under one of the furniture pallets. Then she jerked and thrashed like a dog swinging a plush toy until the force of her tugging ripped Mica’s arm off at the shoulder.
Glittering blood spewed from the stump as Mica staggered away, thrown off balance by the sudden detachment. She took three sideways steps before gravity got the best of her and she flopped to the floor. A smell like burnt sugar filled the air. Lockman’s stomach lurched as he realized it came from the pixie’s blood.
Teresa dropped Mica’s arm and leaped off of Lockman to finish the kill. She pounced on the pixie and tore into her throat before Mica had a chance to scream again. The wet gasps from the open wound were a thousand times worse than any scream.
But Mica had one last trick in her arsenal before she bled to death. The sparkles in her blood began to glow a uniform color, a phosphorescent purple like one of those black lights that made those old Grateful Dead posters glow in the dark. The smell of sugar grew so thick the warehouse could have passed as a candy factory. The glowing, purplish blood began to shed droplets into the air, as if gravity had reversed itself. Many of the floating drops sailed into the rafters above. Much of it also seeped into Teresa’s light pelt, matting the hair with polka-dot smudges, like a poorly painted circus animal. Once the blood touched her, though, its dark glow intensified. Trails of smoke rose from each illuminated splotch. Twisting through the sweet smell of the blood came the stink of burning hair. As more and more of Mica’s pixie blood soaked Teresa’s coat, the burning grew worse, until her hair caught fire.
Lockman watched in a horrified daze as flames engulfed Teresa’s wolf form. She leapt off Mica’s limp body and ran in a circle, whining in a typical canine fashion—her new role as werewolf had already sunk into her instincts, making her act like the dog she was. Her running only fed the flames. She quickly realized this and began rolling on the floor.
Mica’s dead eyes stared in Lockman’s direction. They held a plain message it took Lockman a few seconds to decipher through his shock.
Go. Run!

Some of the best advice came from the dead.
Lockman shot to his feet and ran into the maze of plastic-wrapped furniture, in search of the exit, while Teresa’s wolfish yips and howls seemed to shake the air around him and buzz his nerves.
For a few desperate moments, Lockman was convinced the maze would lead him back to where he started. He used Teresa’s agonized mewls as a guide, though, taking any turn among the stacks of furniture that led away from the sound.
He reached the outer edge of the warehouse and followed the wall until he found a metal door with a push bar. Part of him expected to find it locked, but when he slammed his palms against the bar, the door swung outward and sunlight blasted him in the eyes.
Squinting, he scanned the perimeter. A large, mostly empty parking lot stretched before him. The blacktop looked fresh, the yellow lines demarking the parking spaces bright. Two vehicles sat in the lot—a Hummer and a Lincoln Town Car, both with dark tinted windows that made Lockman think of his old ogre friend, Marty, who always rode in cars with all the windows tinted like that.
No sign of anyone belonging to those vehicles. But Lockman could hear the engine to the Hummer still ticking in the heat. Hard to tell for sure with the tinted glass, but he couldn’t make out any shapes inside the vehicles.
Crouching low, Lockman crossed the lot to the Hummer. He peered into the driver’s side window. Up close, he could see inside, found it empty. A touch to the hood confirmed the truck had been driven recently. The driver’s side door pulled open, unlocked. Better yet, the keys dangled in the ignition. The inside smelled like new leather and a pet shop. Obviously another wolf-mobile.
Lockman climbed in, eased the door closed, and started the engine. The size of the vehicle made it seem like it would growl, but it purred, almost as quiet as a hybrid car. The thing couldn’t have been more than a week off the dealer’s lot.
“Driving in style,” he muttered to himself as he put it in gear. He fought the urge to gun the engine and tear out of there. Whoever the new arrivals were, they seemed caught up in what was inside the warehouse. The longer it took them to realize he’d filched their ride, the better. He let the Hummer idle its way to the lot’s exit and only stepped on the gas when he had turned out onto the street.
Before he stomped on the pedal, he caught movement outside the warehouse, glanced over and saw five men scramble out the same door Lockman had escaped from. They all wore stylish leather and trimmed beards, with flashes of gold at their wrists and around their necks. These were the wolf pack equivalent of lieutenants.
They spotted the Hummer pulling away and started running in pursuit.
Lockman floored it, the new truck’s purr tearing into full out roar.
He had no idea where he was, which made it hard to get his bearings and chart a path back to the doorway to HQ. He didn’t see any of the typical Vegas landmarks. No Stratosphere tower with the roller coaster on top. No glass pyramid or fancy fountains. He saw a lot more warehouses all cut from the same mold as the one he’d escaped. A number of storage locker facilities. He also caught glimpses of a barren desert horizon beyond this warehouse suburbia. Made him feel like he’d dropped into the middle of nowhere.
In the rearview, he saw the chasing wolves shift, leaving their nice leather in pieces on the road behind them. A gust of wind swirled the dust on the road around the wolves as they galloped along.
Lockman tried to push the gas down further, but already had it against the floorboard. Luckily, not much traffic in the area. Lockman sped by a couple delivery trucks and had to gun around a semi-trailer blithely backing out from a service drive.
The wolves easily dodged these obstacles. One of them jumped clear over the semi-trailer and didn’t miss a step when he landed. Lockman could keep a fair distance between them on straightaways, but every time he came to a T in the road and was forced to turn, they cut the corners and could maintain their speed, gaining on him.
He didn’t have a gun—unless…
While keeping one hand on the wheel, his eyes on the road, he stretched his other hand down under the seat. What self-respecting werewolf thug didn’t keep a backup weapon in his Hummer?
His fingers brushed something. Could have been a gun barrel. Could have been a squeegee handle for all he could tell. He tried to reach a little lower.
A FedEx truck coasted out into the road ahead, the driver apparently so used to having these roads free from much traffic, he didn’t feel he needed to look both ways before pulling out. Either that, or he had a death wish.
Lockman clutched the wheel with both hands and pounded his foot onto the brake as if throwing a tantrum. The Hummer’s wheels locked. Rubber screamed against the pavement and the smell of it burning filled the vehicle. The driver of the FedEx truck, instead of flooring it to get the hell out of the way, froze, his truck a solid barricade across the road. The whites of his eyes grew huge as he stared at Lockman in the Hummer charging straight for him.
Lockman nearly put his foot through the floor standing on the brake, but physics had its own ideas about how the Hummer would finally come to a stop. The vehicle plowed right into the side of the delivery truck. Lockman hadn’t taken the time to fasten his belt. He locked his elbows and planted his feet, hoping to pin himself against the seat and not go flying through the windshield and into the crumpling FedEx lettering on the wide of the delivery truck.
The clash of metal rang in Lockman’s ear as if he’d stuck his head between a pair of crashing cymbals. The impact’s force shook him to the teeth. The airbag puffed in front of him, which kept his face from kissing the steering wheel. He had slowed enough, and the Hummer was heavy enough, that the front end didn’t completely crunch in. When both vehicles finally settled, the Hummer clearly came out the winner.
The whole one side of the FedEx truck had crumpled inward. The collision had caused the truck’s back doors to pop open and vomit several boxes and padded envelops onto the street.
As Lockman shook off the stunning he’d received, he felt something knock against his heels. A glance down and he found a Mossberg 500 shotgun that must have slid out from under the seat.
Nice.
He scooched low in his seat to grab it. The second he put a hand on the weapon, something thumped on top of the Hummer, landing hard enough to put four evenly spaced bulges in the ceiling, one for each paw.
Lockman wrenched the shotgun out of the foot well, jacked a round in, and fired through the roof. The answering yelp from above tweaked one corner of his mouth up. His satisfaction was short lived. A second wolf reached the driver’s side and slammed its forepaws against it. The Hummer rocked from side to side. The wolf’s large head came to the height of the window, and he peered in, lips peeled back in a canine grin that seemed to say, Got you now.
Apparently, he hadn’t noticed what happened to his friend on the roof. And with the window tinted, he didn’t see Lockman point the shotgun at his face through the glass.
The blast punched Lockman’s ear drums so hard, he couldn’t hear the glass break as the shot tore through it and took off half of the wolf’s doggy grin. Pieces of teeth and gums, along with clumps of dog hair, scattered in a spray of blood. The wolf toppled over backward, then flopped onto its side, back legs kicking with his tail tucked up between them.
The other two wolves must have caught on. They remained out of sight, possibly prowling low around the Hummer. He tried to listen for them but all he could hear was the muffled shouts from the FedEx guy still behind the wheel in his truck. He gaped out his window at the wolf on the ground, then to Lockman, then back again, the whole time his cheeks puffing as he cried out over and over, face as red as a desert sunset.
“Shut up,” Lockman shouted back, but the man was too far gone to hear him.
Lockman squeezed out of his seat and climbed into the back of the Hummer. He checked the shotgun. Three more rounds versus two more wolves—assuming the shot through the roof had taken out that one, not just wounded it. Based on that assessment, he had to figure he only had one shot for each of his remaining attackers.
Bad odds. Even if he had taken out the one up top.
He pumped another round and crept to a side window, peered out and down. No wolves there.
He climbed between the center bucket seats and into the far back seat to get a peek out the back window. Still nothing.
Had they split when the shooting started? Hard to believe. Werewolves tended not to quit so easily. He shifted to check out the back window on the driver’s side when he felt the vehicle lurch as if the ground had shook underneath it.
Underneath.
“Oh, shit.”
Another jolt from under the Hummer, a lot harder this time, like a set of pneumatic jacks set off like springs. Lockman felt the floor tilt under him. Then he watched out the side window as the pavement came up to meet him.
Gravity rolled him with the truck. He tumbled forward and landed with his shoulder against the glass, which cracked between him and the road underneath. A jag of pain shot down his back as his body twisted with his legs up in the air and all his weight on his shoulder. Then he rolled along his shoulder and toppled flat against the side of the vehicle which had now become the floor.
He hugged the Mossberg across his chest to keep from landing on it or causing an accidental discharge, but it meant having it hung up for a second—a precious second—when the three wolves that had crawled under the Hummer and tipped it over now jumped up on the side of it and peered down through the tinted windows as if into a pond, looking to score some fresh fish.
Then they began thumping their paws against the windows, cracking through the tempered glass, tearing away chunks of it with their teeth, pieces raining down over Lockman.
Lockman fumbled to get the shotgun aimed upward. He picked out the wolf from the roof by the bloody gouge in its flank. He fired at that one first, aiming for the head. Werewolves were resilient as hell, but thanks to Kate’s ex-husband, he’d learned, contrary to myth, you didn’t need a silver bullet to kill one. A solid headshot was your best bet.
The gun boomed in the enclosed space.
The wolf must have learned its lesson from the experience on the roof. He hunkered back at the last second. Lockman’s shot sailing harmlessly out the window.
Trapped in a Hummer. Two shots left. Three wolves snarling from above.
Bad odds just got a whole lot worse.
Story of my life.
Lockman jacked home another round home in the shotgun.
Ready to fight.
And probably die.



Chapter Twenty
Naked on the concrete, and despite the burns to her flesh, Teresa shivered. Cold seemed to come from everywhere. From the floor. From the air. Most especially from the pair of eyes staring down at her.
The smell of coconut turned her stomach.
Scud shook his head. “Girl, you gone fucked up the easiest job I ever… Hell, the mortals I got cleaning toilets after rock stars stay at the hotel have it harder than you did.” He held out his shovel-sized hands. “And this is what you end up with?”
His chilly eyes mercifully left her and followed a trail of what looked like wet glitter to the body on the floor ten feet away—the woman with the weird accent and the white stripe in her black hair. The glow to her blood had faded completely. As had the burning. But Teresa might have burned to death if she hadn’t thought to shift back to human form to starve the fire of her hair.
“And what the fuck is that with the glitter coming out of her?” Scud asked, pointing. “Looks like a Christmas piñata or something.”
“Pixie,” Teresa said, remembering some things she’d read about them while with the Agency. She’d never actually seen one. Mostly what she’d learned was that they were grossly misnamed. Real pixies had little in common with their fairytale counterparts. The only reason they got saddled with the name was because of their dust, which had all manner of undocumented effects—like turning their blood into a flammable accelerant with built-in matches.
Scud spat air. “Pixie, she says.” His cold eyes came back to her. “How’d she taste?”
The taste still lingered in Teresa’s mouth. A part of her old self insisted she should be puking her guts out right now after ripping the woman’s throat out with her teeth. Her old self had faded pretty quickly after her change, though. Her brain worked differently now. Everything, inside and out, worked differently now.
And the sweet taste of the pixie’s blood made her hungry.
“Like peppermint.”
Scud threw his head back and laughed. “Worth the experiment,” he said. “But you failed on your first try.” He turned to the companion that stayed behind while the others chased after Craig. “Bitch needs to be put down.”
Without hesitation, Scud’s goon nodded and drew a pistol out from under his leather jacket.
Teresa held up a hand. “Wait a second…”
Scud sniffed, bored. “You had your second.”
Teresa let her head loll to her right. About three feet stretched between her and the closest furniture pallet. Just enough light snuck under the pallet to catch on the Uzi she had kicked under there earlier. She tried not to look like she was staring too hard, but she couldn’t help the small thrill of hope that raced through her.
She propped herself on an elbow and looked up at Scud, trying to fill her eyes with pleading. “Don’t do this. I can still get you to the girl. She’s dangerous, Scud. You have no idea.” While she begged, she pressed at the floor with her heels, scooting backward, hoping it looked like a retreat from the goon and not like she was after something.
“I hate bitches that beg,” Scud said. “You give us all a bad name.”
The goon reached Scud’s side, extended his gun arm.
Teresa’s naked shoulder bumped against a plastic-wrapped sofa standing on end like a cushioned pillar. She crawled a hand back, staring at the Alpha and his pup, willing their eyes to lock with hers, not look down at what she was reaching for.
“Don’t worry yourself,” Scud said. “My boys probably have the wolf-killer by now. If he’s still in talking condition when they’re done with him, I’ll find out where his little girl is.”
Her fingers tickled the Uzi’s stock. Both men still had their gazes on her face. She grabbed the weapon and slid it out. The sound of the metal scraping on the concrete brought Scud’s eyes down. He registered what was happening and opened his mouth to shout something.
Teresa swung the submachine gun out and shot from the hip, directing her fire at the armed goon. His leather jacket shredded. Blood sprayed from his perforated chest. His body jerked and he fell backward, his pistol flinging from his hand.
But the kinds of wolves that ran side-by-side with the Alpha did not go down easy. This one pulled off a foot shuffle that kept him on his feet. When Teresa squeezed off another burst, he dropped below it as he shifted into wolf form. On all fours, blood pattered onto the cement under him, but he snarled at her, back legs cocking as he prepared to pounce.
This time, Teresa lifted the Uzi and sighted down the barrel, aiming for the wolf’s meaty head. She pulled and held the trigger, burning through the last of the rounds in the magazine, and turned the wolf’s skull and brains to pulp.
The Uzi clicked dry. A ghostly fog that smelled like firecrackers hung around Teresa.
Scud gaped down at her, jaw hanging open, his trimmed beard now a thick, wild pelt that covered his lips. His eyebrows met above his nose. Gray hair as thick as his beard covered the backs of his fists.
This is where he kills you, she thought.
But she was never one to sit by and take anything. Teresa was a survivor. She fought. It’s all she knew. Fight and fight and fight until the light died and the darkness returned to stay. She hurled the empty Uzi at Scud’s shocked face, overhand like an Apache hatchet.
Scud dodged right, the Uzi tumbling through the air over his shoulder. It smacked against some stacked dining chairs, the sound against the plastic like a whip crack, the stack teetering. Scud reached down and grabbed Teresa by the throat and lifted her up one-handed like a fisherman showing off his big catch.
Her toes dangled six inches from the floor. She clawed at his hand on her neck as she sputtered and choked.
He narrowed his eyes. A foam of spittle formed a ring in the hair around his mouth. His red tongue snaked out between his teeth and slid along the edges of his top teeth. “I should have turned you into a bitch myself.”
Teresa wormed her fingers between her neck and his hand, giving her enough space to speak. “Performance anxiety?”
His furry grin made him look more monstrous than if he’d taken full wolf form. “I can perform just fine.”
She fought. She fought dirty. Even if she had to soil her own soul. She fought.
Teresa slipped her bare foot into Scud’s crotch and gently rubbed him with the top. Then drew a line with her toe along the inside of one thigh. “Prove it.” Her choked voice didn’t sound so seductive, but based on the physical response she felt against her foot, her voice didn’t matter.
Scud’s eyes ran up and down her naked body. “You’re healing up nicely.”
Too caught up in fighting for her life, she hadn’t noticed. Sure enough, most of the burns that had made it down from her wolf’s pelt to her flesh not only looked better, they barely hurt anymore.
“You are fine to look at,” Scud said. “But that’s not reason enough to keep you alive for this screw up.”
“You don’t have to just look.” She slid her foot up and down.
He let go of her neck.
Not prepared for the sudden drop, Teresa collapsed onto her ass, pain shooting up her tailbone. She lifted her chin, unwilling to concede her dignity, no matter how she planned on staying alive. If a quick fuck would keep the Alpha from killing her, she could separate herself enough to go through with it. After all, half the pack had their chance to degrade her during her initiation.
She fought. She survived. And eventually, she got even.
Scud unzipped his pants. “You best enjoy this, because the second I come, I’m snapping your neck.”
Teresa’s chest pinched. “What?”
“I should have never brought you in. You have no loyalty. Loyalty is everything in the pack.”
“I…I can be loyal.”
He flung his belt open, dropped his pants, and shook his head. “Not to me and the pack, you can’t. Not to your old friend, Lockman, either. If you got any loyalty, I can’t see it.” His shirt hung low enough to cover his equipment. He lifted the shirt up like a woman hiking a skirt. A wreath of thick hair nearly hid the pink shaft poking skyward.
Teresa’s stomach shot up a bile flare like a warning.
“Come here,” Scud demanded.
The air around her turned to frost. Her skin shriveled into gooseflesh. An acidic flavor rolled up from the back of her throat, killing the last taste of the pixie blood.
Scud snorted. “That’s what I thought.” He stepped out of his pants, kicked off his shoes, then removed his shirt. Teresa watched, shivering, as he unhooked his gold watch and set it on top of his pile of clothes. He did the same with the chain around his neck. The whole while his hair grew denser from the tops of his feet, up his legs, his belly, chest, arms. His eyebrows and his hairline met. His jaw popped forward, as did his nose, but they did not form a full wolf snout. By the time he was done, he looked like a human/wolf hybrid, something escaped from Dr. Moreau’s island.
Teresa scuttled backward, this time in actual retreat.
Scud approached her, his member waggling like a finger ahead of him.
“Time to make puppies.”
Teresa flipped onto her hands and knees, into a sprinter’s stance, and tried to launch away from him. A clawed and furry hand clasped her around the ankle and dragged her back. The concrete floor scoured her naked breasts.
“No,” she cried. “No.”
She kicked back with her free leg, aiming for his exposed genitals. He twisted sideways so her heel struck his thigh harmlessly. Then he grabbed her kicking leg as well, holding her by the ankles like a wheelbarrow.
She thrashed. She fought.
But being a fighter, even one as fierce as Teresa Stevenson, never guaranteed a win.



Chapter Twenty-One
The sun proof outfit Wertz gave her was cool and all, but damn did it get toasty when she ran. Wertz had said the inspiration for the getup came from a cross between motorcycle leathers and steampunk. She got the steampunk reference from the aviator goggles with the tinted lenses, but the rest of the thing made her look like the freakin Gimp from Pulp Fiction, all the way down to the zipper over her mouth. Not a speck of sunlight would get through, Wertz guaranteed. He made no mention of comfort or style.
Those she passed while she ran through the streets in broad daylight must have thought her an escapee from Cirque du Soleil. Though most people probably saw more of a black blur than anything since Jessie was traveling at full vamp speed.
She did not have a destination in mind. She knew her way around Las Vegas and the surrounding areas about as well as the surface of Mars. Instead, she followed that tug, the thing that had struck her square in the chest right before the demonic soul inside of her had tried to devour her. The tug had worked like a life line. She had grabbed hold and rode that sucker clear out of the darkness and back to the outside world.
What she’d discovered on the outside was that she could still feel that tug, and she knew it belonged to Craig. She also knew Dad had gotten into trouble again.
So it didn’t surprise her much to find the Hummer tipped on its side and a trio of werewolves on top, smashing through the windows. Jessie’s bet? Dad was inside.
Sure enough the sound of a gunshot boomed from inside the Hummer. One of the wolves dodged, then went back to pawing his way through the glass.
Jessie came to a halt a couple dozen yards from the scene. She’d come up behind the wolves and they were so wrapped up trying to get into the Hummer, they never saw her. She made a quick calculation.
Three werewolves.
One vampire.
No mojo.
A head-on attack would get her killed. She would have to distract them long enough to give Craig a chance to make his own escape. With her mouth literally zipped shut, she couldn’t give a whistle and deliver some pithy line. Bummer, because she thought something like You dogs wanna play fetch? might sound kind of badass. Maybe a little too cheesy, like late Schwarzenegger or that god-awful last Die Hard sequel.
Jess, stay focused, will ya?
Well, without the witty shout out, she’d have to settle for something more medieval.
Wertz had attached a sword sheath to the back of her sun proof outfit, equipped with a wicked blade, the one thing that made her look kinda like Snake Eyes instead of the Gimp. She drew the sword, tested its weight in her grip. She didn’t actually have any training with swords, but the basics seemed pretty simple. Slash. Stab. Repeat.
Only, since she was opting out of the head-on attack, she wouldn’t get a chance for a full test.
So long, sword. Maybe we’ll meet again.
With all her vampire strength and precision, she tossed the sword like a spear and stuck the blade straight through the back of the head of one of the wolves. A lucky shot, for sure. The wolf went stiff for a second, then rolled off the Hummer and flopped to the ground like a rolled carpet.
The other two wolves stopped growling into the Hummer and looked around at her, their heads swinging in unison, ears twitching like mini—and hairy—radar dishes. Their black eyes flashed.
Forgetting about the zipper, Jessie waved and said, “Hi boys,” which came out sounding like “Ha boofs.”
The wolves bounded off the truck, their lips rippling away from their teeth, sunlight caught in the glistening spittle flinging from their mouths.
Jessie turned around and ran.

The problem with men—and apparently this applied to Alpha werewolves just the same—was once they had their dicks out, they stopped thinking much farther than the tip.
Skin full of abrasions that felt similar to the burns that had finally healed, Teresa drove the Lincoln. The bloody ball wrapped in plastic she’d taken from the warehouse sat on the passenger seat and rocked gently when she came to a stop at a red light. She swam in a pair of coveralls she found in a small locker room off the warehouse’s central office. The gray fabric was spotted with sweat stains and scratched at her naked skin underneath. A patch on the front read, “Quint,” with another patch on the opposite side of the middle zipper that read, “Bane Inc.”
She knew she had blood in her hair. She’d done her best to wash what she could off her face with a box of wet wipes from the glove box. Obviously, appearance didn’t matter. She had a situation to bring back under control. And with the plastic-wrapped item beside her, control was exactly what she planned to get.
With her window cracked, all she had to do was listen for the sirens.
Jesus, even out in a warehouse district in the middle of nowhere, Lockman had managed to make a scene. She only hoped the wolves hadn’t finished him off yet. She still needed him to get to the monster, the one who had started all this, driven Teresa to this place, a place where she had let herself be so humiliated all in the name of protecting her country…her world.
She pulled to the curb a couple blocks down from the scene. Three police cars and a Hummer tipped on its side. A FedEx truck with the side smashed in. A trembling, weeping man in a FedEx uniform trying to describe something to one of the uniforms who had a notebook out but his pencil frozen above the paper, unable or unwilling to write out whatever the delivery man told him.
No sign of Craig.
But two wolf corpses lay on the street in plain sight.
What a fucking mess.
Something prompted one of the uniforms to look down the street in her direction. The windows were all tinted, still Teresa felt as if their eyes met across the distance. The cop wrinkled his brow and started an easy stroll in her direction. The sight of a Lincoln Town Car with all the windows tinted black raised his suspicion. The cop had a good eye.
Time to move on.
She pulled a U-turn and drove away from the scene, making sure to match the speed limit, not give the cop any more fuel to want to investigate further. Let him think she was just a gawker. He’d forget all about her in a bit. Especially once he got a close look at the wolves. Explaining that mystery would probably consume the rest of his life.
The package on the passenger seat started to roll away during the U-turn. Teresa rested a hand on the plastic, which crinkled under her touch, and under the plastic something made a sucking sound, like a wet kiss.
Teresa patted the package. “You can kiss me, Scud. You can kiss my fucking ass.”

The second the wolves cleared out, Lockman climbed out of the Hummer. He stood on the tipped vehicle for a moment, surveying his surroundings. From some of the nearest buildings a few people had wandered out to learn what the commotion was all about. A few gaped with wide, horrified eyes at the pair of giant wolf corpses on the ground. Others looked up at Lockman, hands over their eyes as visors against the sun.
The sound of police sirens wailed in the distance.
Lockman tried to figure which direction the wolves had run off to. He wasn’t sure what had drawn them off, but the sword through the head of one was a clue. He tucked the Mossberg under his arm and climbed off the Hummer. He crouched by the wolf with the speared head, but the sword didn’t tell him anything useful.
One of the onlookers had worked up enough courage to come within speaking distance. He had a long white beard and skin the color and consistency of rawhide. “You okay, mister?”
Nodding, Lockman wiped some blood off his cut lip. “Thanks.”
“These animals escape from one of the casinos or sumthin’?”
“Or something,” Lockman whispered more to himself. He grabbed the hilt of the sword in the wolf’s head and yanked it free. Then he faced the old guy with the questions. “You got a vehicle I can commandeer?”
He thought about flashing his fake FBI credentials, but figured the sword worked as well.
The old guy nodded and dug keys out of his pocket. He pulled one off the ring and held it out, hand trembling. “It’s the white pickup parked at the curb there.” He tilted his head to the kind of truck Uncle Jessie from The Dukes of Hazzard might drive.
Wheels were wheels.
Lockman wiped the blood on the sword off on the wolf’s pelt, slid the blade under his belt to hold it like a sheath, then took the offered key. “Probably won’t be able to get it back to you. Tell your insurance company a federal agent needed it for official business.”
The old guy snorted. “Sure, right.”
The pickup smelled like exhaust before Lockman ever got it started. The white cloud that coughed out the tail pipe held a tinge of sulfur to it, like the smoke of hellfire.
Lockman chugged out of there, passing a police cruiser with lights and sirens going in the opposite direction.
Good luck with that, he thought.
He took a casual, circuitous route through the warehouse district that eventually led him back to the warehouse where he’d left Teresa and Mica behind. The Lincoln that had been parked next to the Hummer was gone. But a new vehicle, an ‘86 Mustang in perfect condition, sat in the lot now. The side door Lockman had escaped from hung open, and though it was hard to tell from the road, looked like some damage to the hinges kept it that way. As if whoever left last had hit the door so hard, they had nearly knocked it loose.
He puttered past in his commandeered hillbilly mobile and circled the block. A second pass revealed nothing more. Just the Mustang and the open door. He debated going in, weighing the benefit of whatever intelligence he might gather against the risk of running into more wolves. Decided it wasn’t worth the chance.
He made a final pass, then drove north, until he found a gas station and could get a map, find out exactly where he was and how to get back to the doorway to headquarters. He pulled into the alley behind the karaoke bar and used the back entrance to avoid any questions about the shotgun or the sword. Hopefully, the hillbilly mobile and its ruddy owner would find themselves together again.
The fella guarding the broom closet with the doorway in it looked mortal enough except for all the metal shit piercing his face, and the tattoos covering every inch of visible skin. He recognized Lockman, but still crossed his arms and stood in the way, gaze going to the sword.
“Where is she?” he asked, accent a little Spanish with a southern drawl mixed in.
“Where’s who?”
“The little ninja that sword belongs to. The vampire girl.”
A stone dropped into Lockman’s belly. “Jessie?”
“She not make it?”
Lockman didn’t bother answering. He turned around and went out the way he came, back into the pickup, started the engine and held his breath against the exhaust stink. He added a little burnt rubber to the smell when he over accelerated and peeled out of the alley.
Jessie.
The wolves had gone after her.
She was the distraction.
And who knew where she was now?
He didn’t know where to begin to look, so he headed back to where he’d crashed the Hummer. Hopefully he could pick up her trail from there.
But he was no wolf, couldn’t smell her out like one. They might have already caught up with her.
He clutched the wheel until his knuckles turned white and his fingers ached. The pickup whined like a sick pig as he gassed it to the max.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Vampire speed was great. Wolf speed seemed pretty sweet as well.
The pair of wolves kept up as Jessie weaved through alleys, dodged around corners, circled back. A couple times she lost sight of them, but they always seemed to find her again. Of course, she realized, they were following her scent.
Jessie had never tested her vampire endurance to its edge. Eventually she would run out of energy. She could already feel the twitch in her throat, that odd signal telling her she needed blood, the vampire equivalent to a growling stomach. She continued to run at full speed, though. They hadn’t worn her out yet.
She ran blind. She didn’t know her way around Vegas, had lost track of where she started, moved entirely on instinct. But her instinct had help. That tug that had drawn her to her dad in the first place continued to pull. It wasn’t until she raced out from between a pair of warehouses cut from the exact same mold that she realized that tug had pulled her around in a byzantine loop, right back to the intersection with the tipped over Hummer and the banged up FedEx truck.
By now, the cops had arrived. Three patrol cars sat parked along either side of the street. A gaggle of onlookers crowded on curb in front of a uniformed officer like groupies out for an autograph, many of them talking at once, anxious to tell their version of what had happened here.
Jessie scraped to a halt, her boots sliding across the concrete like a set of tires with the brakes on. She could sense the wolves closing in behind her, her sensitive ears picking up their panting and the click of their nails on the cement. She could smell the meaty, sour stink of their breath, though part of that might have been her imagination.
Something inside her told her this was the place to be. When she scanned her surroundings, though, she saw no sign of her dad or any kind of safety. Instead, she had stopped dead in the open, a vampire dressed to look like a miniature fetishist, police and civilians in front of her, a pair of pissed off werewolves closing in behind her.
Bad move, genius. So much for having your mojo back.
That’s when she heard the rattle and grind of the white pickup truck as it sailed around a corner three blocks down from the wreckage. The rusty old gas guzzler sped in Jessie’s direction. Through the smeared windshield she saw her dad’s grim face staring back at her.
The cops and some of the bystanders turned their eyes toward the growing noise from the old truck. Jessie wondered if they could yet smell the bitter exhaust like she could. The fact that she could smell anything through her leather mask said a lot about how strong her senses were as a vampire.
Like the dog breath.
Getting closer.
She turned around.
There they came, side-by-side, racing down the alley between the twin warehouses, their eyes flashing, drool flinging from their mouths.
Jessie widened her stance, braced herself.
The truck’s chugging whinny swelled.
The slobbering pants of the wolves echoed down the alley.
Forty yards between her and them.
Thirty yards.
Twenty.
The wolf to Jessie’s right leapt at her as it closed within ten yards, the mere distance of a first down. At the same time, the truck squealed to a halt behind her, a toxic cloud from its tailpipe pluming around her.
Jessie let the vampire in her control her body, reacting with animal instinct and primal reflexes. While the wolf in the air sailed toward her, Jessie crouched, then launched herself into a back flip—
I’m a fucking ninja!
—the world flipped around her and she landed on her feet in the bed of the truck, her boots clopping against the rusty metal.
The wolf that jumped for her plowed head first into the truck’s quarter panel, and while the vehicle had seen better days, it had also been made during better days, when shit was built to last. The wolf bounced off the truck with a yelp. The truck rocked under Jessie’s feet.
Stunned, the wolf backed off, shaking his head as if to rattle his brain back into place.
The second wolf adjusted on the fly. He jumped off the sidewalk and into the truck bed, Jessie side-stepping in time to avoid a collision.
Vaguely, Jessie heard gasps and shouts from the civilians on the street watching this all go down. The bulk of her attention locked on the wolf in front of her. She kicked out and clipped the wolf on the side of the head with the toe of her boot. She had her foot back on the bed floor just in time to adjust her balance as Craig floored it.
She had rubber soles and managed to keep her footing.
The wolf’s paws scrabbled on the metal, the force of the acceleration dragging him backward until his back paws braced against the tailgate. His lips rippled as he growled at Jessie.
From the corner of her goggled eye, Jessie glimpsed the slack-jawed expressions of the bystanders as Lockman drove around the wreck and through the intersection. One of the cops had to dance backward to avoid getting hit, one hand going to the butt of his gun on his belt, the other slapped against his chest as if to keep his heart from bursting out.
Jessie never saw if the cop drew his weapon or not. She had crouched to lower her center of gravity and make it easier to balance while the truck roared down the road. The wolf already had the advantage of standing low, but lacked the traction to get at Jessie—as long as her dad kept the pedal to the metal. If he had to brake, this wolf would come charging at her like a furry freight train.
She liked her odds better now. One-on-one, she felt she had a chance. Some kind of weapon would have been nice, though.
As if reading her thoughts, Craig slid open the back window on the truck cab and flung her sword out into the bed.
He couldn’t have tossed her something with a trigger instead?
Work with what you had. She had learned that lesson from her dad almost from the second she met him. She snatched up the sword and gripped the hilt with both hands, pointing its blood-rusted tip at the wolf.
The wolf snarled, his bared teeth like a grin that said, That all you got?
But she’d killed one of his friends with it already. Despite her wicked cool back flip into the truck bed, she wasn’t really a ninja, but she was a vampire for Christ’s sake.
She knocked on the truck cab with the heel of her boot. “Hit the brakes,” she shouted.
Dad came back with something. Jessie couldn’t make out exact words, but the sentiment was obvious from his tone—he thought she was nuts.
“Just do it.”
While he made up his mind to trust her, Jessie crouched as low as she could, like a linebacker waiting to crash shoulder pads with an opponent. She braced the sword in her hands with one elbow against the truck cab, the blade sticking straight out in front of her.
The wolf’s rippling lips fell over his teeth and his blank eyes widened as he guessed what was coming.
Then Dad slammed the brakes.
Jessie’s back slammed against the cab, but she kept her feet. The wolf’s lack of traction worked both ways. Now, instead of skating backward from centrifugal force, he skied forward, momentum carrying him forward, straight at Jessie like she had worried about before.
Before she had the sword.
The blade pierced straight through the wolf’s throat and rammed all the way to the hilt, about three hundred pounds of doggy shish kebab crushing Jessie into the truck cab hard enough to crumple the metal like an aluminum shell. The back window gave as the metal bent and shattered.
The fun did not stop there.
The truck began to list to one side, tires smoking and screaming against the pavement. One side lifted slightly. Any second, the whole vehicle would tip. Along with the vibrations from the out-of-control truck, Jessie could feel the wolf’s last quivers of life through the sword as if it were a divining rod of death.
She let go of the sword and jumped out of the truck right before it rolled off its wheels. She hit the ground rolling herself, everything spinning until she thumped to a halt against the curb. She glanced up and saw the truck tumble, the wolf already a dead lump of fur on a sun-burnt patch of lawn in front of a single story home. At some point, they had left the warehouse district and ended up in a suburb.
The truck continued its metal-thrashing somersault until it smashed into the bay window of the same house with the wolf corpse in the yard. Glass exploded with an ear-splitting ring. The house’s plaster facade cracked and spewed dust. The truck’s body groaned and creaked at the torture.
Then everything stopped moving.
The following silence pressed into Jessie’s ears as if she’d plunged a hundred leagues under water. She rose up on her elbow and waited for Craig to climb out of the truck. She couldn’t see him. The truck sat on its side, like the Hummer, the undercarriage facing Jessie.
How many seconds passed?
Still no sign of her dad.
She got to her feet, ready to cross the street and check on him, when the sound of an approaching vehicle drew her attention. She expected another cop car. Instead, a town car with tinted windows pulled to a stop. The driver’s door flung open.
That fucking bitch, Teresa, climbed out of the car.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Outside of the leather-clad figure’s petite shape, nothing visual indicated who—or what—they were. But Teresa could smell the little vamp cunt, recognized right away that it was Jessie. The center of the storm. The world’s greatest threat. Standing there before Teresa, unarmed.
And Teresa, facing off with one of the Uzis from the warehouse team, a fresh mag full of silver death locked home.
She smiled.
“Nice getup.”
Jessie dusted herself off, held her hands out at her sides as if to show off her wares. “I call it my Ninja Gimp uniform.” Her voice came out muffled through the zipper across her mouth, but she took care to project and annunciate so Teresa could understand. “I’m thinking about going into crime fighting.”
“Only crime here is you.” Teresa’s mouth filled with a bitter taste. “All the trouble you’ve caused. The death.”
The girl glanced at the overturned truck that had smashed into the front of a small house. Screams from inside the house. A barrage of angry Spanish. Lookie-loos in neighboring homes peered between curtains or dared to prop their doors open a couple inches to peek out.
Time to end this. Once and for all.
Jessie tilted her leather-masked head. While she couldn’t see them through the tint, Teresa could sense the vamp’s eyes appraising her.
“You just thought in a cliché, didn’t you?” Jessie asked.
Gritting her teeth, Teresa raised the Uzi. “Smart mouth little…” She didn’t bother to finish. She opened fire. The Uzi chattered. The palms of her hands buzzed against the vibrations.
Despite her teenage snark, Jessie was all vamp. She reacted with blurring speed, turning her black-clad self into a daylight shadow that whizzed to the right.
Teresa tried to follow along with her line of fire, but quickly quit before emptying her magazine, knowing the vamp had slipped the first barrage. She caught sight of her careening toward the truck. Only then did it occur to her that Craig had probably been at the wheel and might have—
She closed out the first whiff of emotion. Agency training and wolf instinct both took over. She was not here to mourn a man who had made the choices that put him in danger, the man so blinded by his own emotions he’d been willing to gamble the fate of the mortal plane.
Teresa had her chance to kill the demon that threatened to destroy the world. And after all she’d put herself through to get here, she wouldn’t let a little sentimentality fuck it up.
With Jessie’s back to Teresa and the vamp traveling in a straight line away, Teresa had a much better shot. She turned, took time for one steadying breath, then squeezed the trigger.
The Uzi sounded like a metallic rattle snake. Silver rounds spat forth and drew a dotted line up the center of Jessie’s back. Her leathers split and shred. As the impact of the bullets sent the vamp staggering forward, arms flailing for balance, the Uzi clicked dry.
Somehow, Jessie managed to keep her feet. She didn’t bother turning around. She picked up her pace and crossed the rest of the way to the truck.
Teresa tossed aside her weapon and gaped. Flaps of torn leather waved like chicken feathers up the center of Jessie’s back, but no blood, no melting or blistering flesh. Some kind of metallic sheen showed where the leather had ripped away.
Jessie landed on top of the truck’s side in a single leap. She bent down and tore the driver’s side door clean from the hinges. She looked ready to toss it idly aside, then she turned toward Teresa.
A second passed.
Long enough for Teresa to see it coming and yet when the little vamp tossed the door at her like a giant, misshapen Frisbee, Teresa remained rooted to her spot in the middle of the street. Lucky for her, her inner wolf took control. Her shift from human to wolf came so swiftly, it felt as though every bone in her body had been stomped to pieces and twisted apart at the joints. But her change was complete by the time the truck’s heavy metal door struck her.
She took it in the flank, flying clean off her paws and into a sideways roll, street dust coating her pelt.
The door clanged and flipped out of sight.
Teresa got to all fours and shook herself off. She reeled on Jessie. The growl in her own throat made her feel like she’d swallowed a chainsaw. She could feel the edges of her sharp set of teeth against the sides of her tongue, still something to get used to. But those teeth sent a comforting thrill through her wolf’s body. She would so enjoy sinking those teeth into the little vamp’s throat. Teresa didn’t need silver or a wooden stake. She could rip Jessie’s head clean from her shoulders and be done with the whole thing.
Jessie didn’t seem to recognize the threat facing her. Once she’d tossed the door, she ignored Teresa, choosing to reach down into the truck. “Come on. Wake up. Grab my hand.”
Teresa circled, trying to figure the best angle of attack. She closed in, lining herself up with Jessie’s back. When she felt close enough that she could make the leap up onto the truck, she sprung.
Jessie hadn’t turned, yet something hit Teresa in the chest like a giant fist of air, snapping her forward momentum short. As she fell, she felt the pinpricks of pain dotting her chest. She also caught a glimpse of Craig, poking out of the truck to his chest like a Nazi riding in his Panzer. He had his forearms braced on the edge of the doorway and his eye sighted down the length of a pump-action shotgun.
The spread of pain in her chest? Buckshot.
She hit the street in limp lump. Couldn’t catch her breath for a second.
Craig kept the shotgun trained on her while Jessie jumped down from the truck and sauntered over in her wacky outfit. Was this the mortal plane anymore? Teresa felt the dust on her coat of hair covering her entire body. Not far from her, the jumpsuit she’d taken from the warehouse lay like a shed skin, a cloth puddle of what remained of her humanity. She had become one of the monsters, just like Jessie.
Just like Mandy.
We’re all monsters.
Jessie stepped right up to her, boots a foot from Teresa’s snout. Teresa could smell the nylon laces, the rubber soles, and, of course, the leather. The girl reeked like a metropolitan fetish shop. The vamp nudged Teresa in the side with her foot.
The fucking nerve.
All that garbage about becoming a monster…Teresa couldn’t blame herself. She hadn’t done it because she wanted to. She’d never been given a choice. That didn’t mean she still couldn’t make the right choice—monster or not.
Despite the fire gouging her chest, Teresa pulled energy from a deeper pool she hadn’t before realized she possessed. How dumb of her. A single shot from a shotgun long range couldn’t put her down. Teresa Stevenson now had a supernatural heart.
She was a fucking werewolf.
When she shot to her paws, Jessie took a startled step back.
Craig fired.
Chips of concrete exploded beside Teresa, a few catching in her pelt, but no damage done. He’d missed, and judging from his scowl and how he tossed the shotgun aside, Teresa knew he’d run out of ammo.
Teresa whirled on Jessie and glared at her. She couldn’t speak through her wolf’s throat, but she sent a message with her eyes she bet Jessie could read well enough.
Just me and you now, bitch.
Teresa leapt for Jessie’s throat.



Chapter Twenty-Four
All Lockman could do was watch as Teresa, now a wolf, drove toward Jessie, and Jessie, taken off guard, shuffled backward but otherwise did not react until Teresa had her by the throat.
His heart pounded an irregular rhythm that felt like it might crack open his chest. He’d tossed aside the Mossberg when he’d spent its last shell and now clenched his hands in helpless fists that trembled against the bottom edge of the old truck’s door frame, the metal cool against his skin now that the desert sun had begun to set. He was able to look out from the truck by standing on the side of the passenger’s seat. Now he stepped up onto the driver’s seat, climbing up until he could sit on the back edge of the doorway and swing his legs out.
He wasn’t thinking straight.
Teresa had Jessie on the ground and shook her like a dog toy. He couldn’t see any blood, but watching this massive animal wrench at his daughter’s neck, and the sound of her leathers scraping against the cement street like sandpaper turned his rational mind off as easily as if it had a switch.
He slipped off the truck without fully contemplating his landing. His right ankle bent sideways and all his weight came down on the side of his foot, further torquing the joint in a direction it wasn’t made to go.
Lockman cried out as he stumbled and fell to the ground. The cement scoured off a layer of skin from his elbow, leaving a red smear on the street and a raw oval on his arm. But Lockman had spent a lifetime shaking off pain. He pushed himself to his feet and limped his way across the street.
He was not thinking straight.
No plan.
No concept of what he would do when he reached the struggling woman. Snips of time fluttered away like trimmed film. One second he stood by the truck. The next, he had the back of Teresa’s pelt gripped in both hands. It was like taking hold of a wild bull. She didn’t notice him. Didn’t pause in her relentless tugging at Jessie’s throat.
So with his good foot, Lockman kicked Teresa in the ribs.
This meant putting all his weight on his bad foot. Between the weakness in the ankle and the thrashing of Teresa’s wolf body that he tried to hang onto by fistfuls of fur—or hair, or whatever werewolves were covered in—he lost his balance, was taken off his feet, and in his effort to keep from getting bucked halfway down the block, grabbed at her pelt all the harder.
Instead of hanging on, he only managed to tear away two healthy fistfuls of her hair as he swung away from her like an amateur cowboy off of his first stallion. Some patches of her flesh had come with the hair, pinkish flakes of skin peppered with blood.
Enough to get her attention.
Teresa let go of Jessie’s neck and curled her lithe, animal body in a U to face Lockman, who now lay a good seven yards or so away. Other than the wet and angry purr in Teresa’s throat, the street was quiet. Anyone peeking out of their doors had shut them—and bolted them if they were smart, maybe shoved a sofa or chest of drawers in the way as well. No curtains fluttered by hands that pushed them aside for a peek. Unlike the scene at the Hummer, not a single police siren cut the soft sigh of the growing desert breeze as dusk settled over this poor Vegas subdivision that had become host to the world’s darker things.
A smell, like burning hickory carried on the wind. And dust. Lockman’s flaring nostrils felt like parched holes in his face.
“Get away from my daughter,” he said.
Teresa’s growl intensified. Lockman got the impression she had something to say, but couldn’t in her wolf form.
Didn’t matter. The two of them had exchanged enough talk in the past. Neither had changed their mind. And Teresa had let her own position push her into madness. Never in his life could he have imagined his old friend—old lover—joining a wolf pack in the name of…what? Principle? Vengeance? He still didn’t understand.
Probably never would.
Teresa must have realized he posed no threat to her. She started to turn back to Jessie.
“Hey,” he shouted. “I have something of yours.”
When she turned back, he held up his clenched fists, tufts of her hair still sticking out between his fingers. He opened his hands and let the hair flutter to the ground, some of it falling faster, weighted by the bits of skin that had torn loose. His palms felt sticky with her blood.
Teresa actually barked at him. Her lips quivered. Foamy saliva coated her gums.
Lockman kept his gaze fused to her eyes. The dusk had deepened. Some automatic streetlamps had turned on and gave her eyes that greenish shine as if caught in the headlights of a passing car on a dark country road. He wanted her attention on him, because he didn’t want her to notice the movement behind her.
Jessie, initially stunned or knocked unconscious from Teresa’s efforts to rip out her throat, stirred. She sat up. The leather around her neck hung loose, revealing some sort of flexible metallic sheeting underneath. Either cutting edge body armor developed in the new Agency’s labs, or some sort of charmed material, courtesy of some fucking mojo.
Even if it was mojo, he wouldn’t begrudge it this time. It had saved his daughter’s life after all.
Lockman’s stare down tactic only worked for so long. Teresa had a wolf’s instincts, and she easily sensed the movement behind her.
She swung her head back to face Jessie. Hunched her shoulders. Growled like a motorboat.
Jessie got to her feet, tore away an extra flap of leather that dangled from around her neck like a bib, showing off more of the special material underneath. Dusk had settled enough to allow her to draw the zipper across her mouth open. She took an exaggerated and unnecessary breath. Then she flipped the goggles off and tossed them aside.
“Much better,” she said.
Teresa’s growl turned down an octave. Her hackles rose.
Jessie pointed to the shiny underlayer of her outfit. “Something the boys back at the office fixed up for me. They call it Raptor Skin. You know? Like the dinosaur? Pretty sweet, huh?”
As if possible, Teresa’s growl seemed to drop lower still.
Lockman’s nerves jangled. The pain in his swelling ankle fought the endorphins keeping him from feeling it. “Quit toying with her,” he said, “and end this already.”
He should have kept his mouth shut.
Apparently, he still wasn’t thinking straight.
Teresa curled back around to him and charged. He didn’t have a chance to react. He could have been on his feet, no twisted ankle to deal with, the Mossberg back in his hands and fully loaded. None of that would have mattered. She moved too fast, too unexpectedly.
Her mouth found his throat for the second time that day. As he felt her teeth poke against his flesh, smelled her meaty breath engulf his head, he experienced that proverbial moment he always thought a lie.
Lockman saw his life flicker across his mind’s eye.
At the brink of death, it didn’t matter that most of his memories, the oldest ones, came from the ether of a dozen or so other souls. None of them belonged to him. He saw them anyway. Four different faces, each one his mother, eyes doting as they stared down at him in his crib. A pair of men, superimposed one on top of the other like a double exposure in his memory, two of his fathers, crouched to his five year-old height, given stern but loving direction on how to handle the pistol in Lockman’s tiny hands. Fifteen different drill sergeants all shouting at him at once about what a worthless pansy he was and how he might as well pack it up and go home private.
Then the recent memories.
The real memories.
The day he met Kate.
She wore one of those clear rain slickers that hung over her like drenched crystal. Lockman had run into her on his way out of Aco, where he bought his third hammer of the week while fixing up his three-loose-boards-from-condemned house because he kept losing the damn things. He’d made the decision to burn the house to the foundation and start from scratch if he lost this hammer, these thoughts caging his mind so that he didn’t even see the woman rushing along the sidewalk to get out of the rain until he had plowed into her and knocked her to the ground.
She looked a mess. But under the drooping edge of her poncho, he saw her eyes. Hard eyes. Eyes that didn’t give a damn about his rambling apologies. Eyes that only cared about the dozen eggs in her grocery bag that Lockman had obliterated when he had knocked her over.
The kind of eyes that belong to a woman he could love forever.
Their first date.
It rained then, too.
But this time she carried an umbrella. And those eyes watched him the whole time, dubious that a man whom she had called a fucking wrecking ball on a pair of left feet would want to take her out to dinner.
The date changed everything.
Everything.
Set Craig Lockman on a path that would eventually lead him to finding out he had a daughter, a daughter that drove him nuts, but also won his heart with the same eyes as her mothers. Eyes that held nothing but strength and the promise that anything was possible.
All in the hair’s width of a second or less, these memories and thoughts flashed through Lockman’s mind as if in preparation for the moment when memories and thoughts would cease for him forever.
That’s when he heard the most terrible scream of his life, like a throat tearing open and a legion of bats flying out of the bloody hole. Not human. Not by any stretch.
Enough to make Teresa hesitate and give Lockman an extra few seconds of life.
But when the scream came again, Teresa couldn’t help abandoning her attack and looking toward the source.
This gave Lockman the chance to do the same.
They both found themselves staring at Jessie—
—and at one of the more horrifying things Lockman could imagine.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Funny. For a girl her age, Jessie had seen her dad nearly killed a whole lot of times. Way more than any girl should. And this wasn’t like, My dad’s a fireman or cop and puts his life on the line everyday while I sit at home doing Math homework. That shit had to be tough, too. But Jessie had actually seen her dad near death on more occasions than she cared to count.
It’s enough to fuck with any girl’s mind.
When you’re a vampire, though, apparently emotion has special power. You reach a point where you can only take so much. Maybe that’s why a lot of the older vamps looked so fucked up, so very far from the people they used to be. Like the ones that looked like pure demons. Like the ones that looked like those winged mother f-ers painted on Kress’s round room.
Shit, she could sit down and analyze this all day. Dad never was one to give her all the answers to the nasty things they dealt with. Protecting her, somehow. But if he knew, even suspected, that what happened to her in that desert dusk in Vegas could happen to her, she would take time out later to kill him herself.
The scream that nearly ripped open the corners of her mouth when she opened it so wide came about from the pain. Pain like nothing she’d ever felt before. And Jessie knew pain. She’d had all her blood sucked out of her and fed back in through her mouth. That qualified as more than a little uncomfortable.
This pain, though?
Probably made childbirth and passing gallstones—those bastions of pain thresholds—feel like freakin hangnails in comparison.
It started low in her back, almost as if she’d twisted wrong, which, after tussling with Teresa the Wolf, would have made sense. It grew quickly, though. And spread as fast. Up from the base of her spine to the nape of her neck. First it felt like her spinal column had turned into a lava pipeline. Then the pain evolved to acid-soaked razor blades all jammed every which way up and down her back.
Had the Raptor Skin failed when Teresa shot her in the back?
Wouldn’t she have felt it before now if it had?
Vamp physiology was a strange thing, though. (She was about to figure out just how strange in a matter of seconds.) Pain didn’t always work the same way it did for mortals. She could take a lot more, first of all. And some things that would have hurt her before she turned vamp would have felt more like an itch to her now.
No.
This had nothing to do with bullet wounds.
The acid razors multiplied by thousands.
Then came the ripping sound.
Not just the Raptor Skin—which was supposed to be near impervious to tears—or the leather. Her skin. Ripping open. She could feel hot blood rolling down between her shoulder blades as if something were drooling on her. Something bigger than any werewolf.
Next came the crackling sound. Like a giant stomping through dry tinder. At that point her pain level made her swoon. The edges of her vision turned to black kudzu, growing inward until all she could see was Teresa’s wet, snuffling snout.
Yeah, bitch, I can smell you, too. Even now, through all this agony.
I can smell your fear.
Jessie had no idea what they saw, could only wallow in what she felt. Not only pain. Something growing…no…flowering out the center of her back. At first she thought it was flaps of torn leather brushing against the sides of her back. Different consistency, though. More…skin-like.
Finally, she began to suspect—because suspect was as far as she could get without exploding her mind—what was happening to her.
Jessie was growing up.
And when you were a vampire, sometimes growing up meant growing—
The tear in her back widened with a sudden push from the things ripping their way loose. Twin sprays of blood like red paint flicked from giant brushes shot to either side of Jessie as the wings—
Fucking wings!
—spread out behind her. They made a whipping sound like how it sounded when her mom used to shake dust off a rug on the back porch. As the wings stretched to their full span, each nearly twice as tall as Jessie herself—Jessie could already feel the wound that had birthed them begin to close. Her vampire healing accelerated to such a degree that mere seconds passed before she felt the blood flow stop. That ticklish sense of her skin knitting together continued for a while after, but not a stitch of pain remained.
Her vision cleared.
Only she wished it hadn’t.
The wolf hunched low, no longer baring teeth, tail tucked up between her legs, nose sniffing triple-time. A wet spot spread out underneath her.
Jessie almost laughed. The Teresa she knew, the human one, would never have wet herself, no matter what crazy shit she saw. Jessie guessed once you went wolf, you got all the natural instincts that came with the breed, both good and bad.
She didn’t care about Teresa’s cowering and whimpering, though.
The way Dad was looking at her. That’s what made Jessie feel like she got the proverbial stake through the heart. Eyes wide, wet, and searching. Face as white as a newly poured section of concrete on the street behind him. She could smell his fear, too. Sour and cloying, as if he’d rolled in something spoiled. A smell she’d expect more from the wolf than him.
Feeling stifled, she ripped off her leather mask. The smells got worse, yet she didn’t feel any less confined for some reason.
At the moment, her wings had a mind of their own. After a long stretch, they began to flap. Nothing fast. Nothing that might lift her off the ground. A lazy whap-whap-whap that caused just enough breeze to shift the ends of Jessie’s hair.
The smell of her father’s rotten fear increased.
Teresa whined and scooted back.
Served her right. The woman had no idea who she’d been fucking with.
A demon.
A monster.
A horror.
The darkest of the darker things.
Much like the days where Jessie would get a sudden idea for a movie plot, some piece of a story that she felt she had to write down immediately or lose some of the world’s greatest filmic literature—and usually ended up as just another plain old idea that needed as much work as the last—she felt a flash of insight, a total and perfect understanding of why Teresa had hated her so much.
Out of all of their crew, from Marty to Adam to Kress to her own father, Teresa was the only one who truly knew what Jessie was.
All this time, Jessie had blamed Gabriel for the evil she had accomplished, for the thousands of deaths she orchestrated. But Gabriel had merely been a piece of the larger whole.
I might not be evil, Jessie thought, but there ain’t a doubt in the world I’m a beast.
A dangerous one, at that.
Jessie screamed at Teresa and her dad. The scream sounded like the simultaneous death caw of a thousand crows. In order to accommodate such a shriek, Jessie’s mouth opened to twice its natural width. Her jaw popped. Her skin stretched. Her breath smelled of bile.
For fifteen seconds she screeched like this, watching the pair in front of her grow more and more afraid. Then she took control of the beat of her wings, quickening the rhythm, letting her vampire nature guide her. When she felt ready, she jumped into the air.
And flew away.



Chapter Twenty-Six
After all he had just seen, Lockman’s survival instincts still had a voice. And it told him to get up. Get the hell up before Teresa recovers from her shock and finishes what she started. Compartmentalize. Think about Jessie, about her change, about how in the hell—
No.
Pocket the issue.
Survive now.
Questions later.
He scrambled to his feet, glanced around him for some kind of weapon, and not anything so meek as a loose piece of concrete. He needed something to put down three hundred pounds of werewolf.
Down the street.
The town car Teresa had arrived in had the door hanging open and the engine still running. Getting to it meant running past Teresa, putting himself back in her sights. If she shook off her daze quickly enough, she would overtake him easily, drop him like a lion does a gazelle on one of those nature shows.
No other options.
He had to chance it.
Then he took his first steps and the pain in his ankle dropped him to his knees. He grunted. The dry air made his lungs feel as if sand coated the insides. No way he could run on the bad ankle. No other cars nearby, at least not with the keys in the ignition and the engine running, let alone the door wide open.
He glanced at Teresa.
She had come up from her cowering crouch and now craned her neck back, looking into the sky. When Lockman followed her gaze, he could see the floating speck that was Jessie.
Why had she abandoned him?
Just as he asked himself the question, Teresa turned to look at him. Her yellow and black eyes looked dead in their furry sockets, unreadable.
Lockman’s nature—which Jessie had clearly inherited ten times over—made him want to quip about the puddle under her paws. He bit back the comment and went with a different tact. “Do you really want to kill me, Tree?” He even used his old nickname for her, back when they’d been lovers and he’d called himself a Tree hugger and she had corrected him—More like a Tree fucker.
Teresa chuffed, curled her lip to show a few sharp canines.
“We can call a truce,” Lockman continued. “You leave the pack, come back with us. There’s a new Agency now. They got shit there that can make a serious difference. And there’s talk of a Return. Somehow sending all the supernaturals back to where they came from.”
She cocked her wolf head, an obvious gesture of disbelief, though Lockman could tell she had more to say. What he was telling her was a hard sell. He hadn’t totally bought it himself, which, if she was paying any attention, would clearly show in his voice. If he didn’t believe it, why should she?
“Come on, Tree. Change back so we can talk about this. It’s not like I’ve never seen you naked before.”
For an instant, he thought he’d convinced her, though he saw her eyes clear, turn a little more human. Wishful thinking, maybe, because she didn’t shift back. She started growling and slinking toward him.
Lockman held out his hands. “I can’t defend myself against you. You kill me, you do it in cold blood. And for what? Because you don’t like my daughter?”
“No,” a voice called from above. The sound of Jessie’s wings sounded like a helicopter rotor going in slow motion. She drifted down and landed beside him. Her wings folded behind her just like a bat’s.
Lockman had seen plenty of vamps with wings. None of them had looked like teenage girls.
Teresa froze with one forepaw up in mid-step.
“It’s not that she doesn’t like me,” Jessie said. “It’s because she’s afraid of me. And she’s right. She should be.” Jessie turned to him. “Just like you should be.”
“I’m not—”
“Don’t you fucking lie to me.”
Lockman saw the sudden movement from the corner of his eye since Jessie had distracted him. Teresa lunging forward, apparently over her initial disturbance over Jessie’s change.
Jessie must have expected the move. She gripped Lockman under the arms and flapped her wings, carrying them both off the ground and out of Teresa’s trajectory. He watched between his dangling feet as Teresa landed then looked up at them hovering over her. Her wolf form grew smaller and smaller as Jessie took them up.
“I thought you’d abandoned me,” Lockman said, his voice shaky. He knew Jessie had vamp strength and could easily carry his weight. Knowing something like that and believing in it don’t always jibe.
“I almost did.”
Below them, Teresa shifted into human form. She sat naked with her legs folded under her, gazing up at them with a hate so clear the distance didn’t dilute it.
Jessie shifted her hold on Lockman so she could wrap her arms around his chest as if hugging him, but it was all business and no warmth behind the embrace. “I couldn’t stand you looking at me like that.”
“Jess, I didn’t—”
“Don’t.”
She swung around and soared away from Teresa, though Lockman could still feel her venomous glare. The wind whistled in Lockman’s ears as they flew, making it hard to hear what Jessie said next. All he heard was “done.” He asked her to repeat herself.
She put her lips to his ear. “I said I’m taking you back, and then I’m done.”
“What do you mean, done?” he shouted over the wind.
“I’m not staying at that place anymore,” she said. “I’m not participating in this bullshit. And I’m not letting anyone else take a chance at triggering me.”
None of it made sense to Lockman and he said as much.
Until now, Jessie had been watching where she was flying. She took a moment to look him hard in the eyes. “Ask Kress. Make him tell you.”
Dusk had turned to full night by the time they reached the karaoke bar. They were able to drop directly into the alley behind it and sneak in through the back without any civilians noticing the young vampire with the wings. But even the members of their network gave her odd looks. And by odd, Lockman meant mostly fearful.
Except for the door guardian. He didn’t even glance at the wings. He looked Jessie up and down and sighed sadly. “Dude, you lost the sword?”
If he expected an answer, he didn’t seem too put out when they both ignored him and squeezed their way into the broom closet, through the doorway, and back to headquarters.

All along, she’d been right. So very fucking right.
Teresa finally stood, the phosphorescent street lights giving her naked skin an alien orange glow. Her chest was dotted with pink welts from where she’d healed from the shotgun blast. She knew the neighborhood’s residents had returned to peeking out their windows and doors at the lone, nude woman standing in the middle of her street.
Police sirens sounded in the distance. Their slow response time must have meant they didn’t have much of a force in this small town butted next to the warehouse district. That response time was probably slowed further by their trying to figure out what they were dealing with at the other scene.
She couldn’t stay long. But she stayed long enough to watch the demon disappear into the darkness.
Those wings.
Horrifying.
The final touch on the monstrous portrait of what Jessie had become.
What next? What other evolution in her vampire nature would manifest? And while it had appeared the girl had lost much of her magical power with Gabriel exorcised, Teresa wouldn’t fool herself into thinking it couldn’t come back. Stronger. She still had all those souls from the memory artifact inside of her. Perhaps one of those had taught her how to grow the wings.
In any case, one fact remained—Teresa’s mission remained active, and more important than ever.
Destroy the demon.
Protect the world from others like her.
Never let another innocent like her sister fall victim to the wicked creatures lurking in the shadows of every town in America…the whole world.
Craig had mentioned some pie-in-the-sky idea of a Return. She’d heard it herself before. This idea that some prophetic event—with the demon Jessie at its center, of course—could send the supernaturals off the mortal plane.
Pure bullshit.
What wasn’t bullshit was something else Craig had mentioned.
A new Agency. One with tremendous resources. If Teresa could somehow harness those resources, expel the fools that thought Jessie was actually meant to save rather than destroy them…
A second chance at the fight. The whole fight.
But she couldn’t just walk in there and expect them to start taking orders from her. She would need allies, an army of her own, to invade and take over.
Teresa looked down at her body. She had begun to find the form a little repulsive. Useful, but not natural. What she saw now was not the real her. She belonged to the pack now.
Wait.
Thinking of the plastic-wrapped package still on the passenger seat of her car, Teresa realized she did not belong to the pack. If all that she had studied about werewolves during her Agency days was true…
The pack belonged to her.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
They had her in the equivalent of a hospital room with a large glass window so that Lockman could see her from the hallway as a doctor and a nurse studied and prodded Jessie’s wings. Jessie was acting surprisingly patient with all the attention considering she had meant to leave headquarters the moment she had Lockman through the interdimensional doorway.
Someone from the karaoke bar, maybe the pierced and tattooed sword admirer, must have tipped Kress and his people off on this side right before they came through, because the second they did, all the doors shut down and they bolted shut the room itself.
Kress had spoken to them through a PA system built into the ceiling, his voice as smooth as a late night easy listening DJ on the radio.
“Sorry for the lockdown,” he’d said. “But we want to make sure the two of you are safe.”
“From who?” Lockman had shouted.
Kress never gave an answer.
After about fifteen minutes, Wertz came in toting a Sig Sauer that looked like a cannon in his small gnome hands. He had to carry it like a rifle, but he kept the barrel down. He didn’t need to aim to get his point across.
He had a couple of seemingly mortal goons with him wearing black uniforms with American flag patches on their shoulders. They carried real rifles.
Jessie probably could have disarmed all three of them and tied their limbs into knots. She still had much of the Raptor Skin covering her vitals, though she’d removed the headgear back in Vegas. She didn’t put up a fight, though. She and Lockman were escorted out of the room and separated.
Lockman spent another forty minutes at least in an interrogation room without any chairs, just a built-in slab of a table in the room’s center. He used the table as a bed and had almost dozed when the door opened and Kress marched in.
“What the hell happened out there?” he asked, kicked the door closed with a heel. The door was made of steel and rang loudly in the small space when it struck the frame.
Lockman swung his legs off the table and sat up. “Why are we being treated like prisoners?”
“Where’s Mica?” He tried for angry, but the great actor couldn’t hide the lump in his throat.
Christ, in all the chaos, Lockman had totally forgotten about the pixie. “She didn’t make it. But she saved my ass, for what it’s worth.”
Kress closed in. He waged a finger in Lockman’s face. “Nothing. That woman was worth a hundred of you.”
“Yet I’m the one who lived.”
His grief made Kress slow. Lockman saw the punch coming from long off, but he didn’t budge, let the other man’s knuckles clip his jaw and Lockman swung his head with the blow to keep it from hurting too much. When Kress drew back for a second strike, that’s when Lockman slid off the table and blocked with a forearm, following up with a jab to Kress’s kidney.
Kress huffed and scuttled backward till he came against the wall, doubled over and pressing at his side with both hands.
“Unless you’re going to start your mojo shit again,” Lockman said, “you don’t want to throw down with me. I’ve had a rough fucking day.”
Tears streamed down Kress’s face. He winced when he straightened, keeping one hand firm against where Lockman had punched him. His pose made him look like a delirious old man. “How did she…”
“Werewolves.”
“Bad?”
“Very.” Lockman leaned back on the table to take the weight off his hurt ankle. “But something with her blood. It lit a wolf on fire and gave me the chance to get out of there.”
He covered his mouth and sighed through his nose. A little bubble of snot popped in one nostril. “She was the last,” he said between his fingers.
Lockman cocked his head, not following.
“The last pixie. There are no more now.”
“You mean like you?”
He shook his head. “Mortals found their way to the pixie plane long ago. Rape and pillage don’t even begin to describe what followed. She escaped to this side, along with a few others. But mortals hunted them for sport…and the magical properties of their blood. The dust, you see? It comes from their blood.”
The extra lesson in pixie mojo didn’t change the situation any, sad as it was. It also didn’t take much to see Kress had had a thing for the woman, despite her poor hairstyle. Lockman didn’t get the sense she reciprocated, though. Still, Lockman had his own to look after.
“Where’s Jessie?”
“Being taken care of.”
Lockman pushed away from the table. He hated the limp, how it made him look weak, so he made up for it by getting a strong grip on Kress’s throat. “What did you do to her?”
Kress’s Adam’s apple rolled under Lockman’s palm. He smelled like he hadn’t changed his suit in days, and from the looks of it, he hadn’t. “We have people looking at her, making sure her metamorphosis hasn’t caused any permanent damage.”
Prigs like Kress always had to use big words like metamorphosis to hide behind. Couldn’t just come out and say change or even shift. “In a minute,” Lockman said, pressing back on Kress’s neck so that he pinned him to the wall, “you’re going to take me to her. But first, you’re going to give me the answer to the question I really just asked you.”
His brow creased while his face turned red. He wasn’t fighting back with his mojo. A good sign he didn’t have the strength or concentration for it. Since he didn’t pose half the physical threat as Lockman did, Lockman felt pretty damn sure he’d get the right words out of him.
The truth.
For once.
“Let me make it easier,” Lockman said. “On the way back here, Jess said something about not letting anyone else try to trigger her.”
Two white spots formed on either cheek, cutting through his choking blush. His eyes slid sideways.
“I didn’t know what she meant. She said I should ask you.”
Kress opened his mouth and Lockman could all but smell the coming lie on his breath. He slammed the back of Kress’s head against the wall, which was made of the same steel as the door and his skull made a similar gong when Kress had kicked it shut.
His eyelids fluttered. He hissed through his clenched teeth.
A knock came at the door.
“It’s all right,” Kress called out in a strained voice that clearly indicated it wasn’t. Lockman got the sense Kress felt he deserved a little torture.
Lockman could oblige.
He pressed his thumb against one of Kress’s eyes, put on a smidge of pressure, enough that Kress was probably seeing purple starbursts projected across the dark inside of his eyelid. He grunted and struggled, but Lockman leaned his body against Kress, holding him to the wall.
“I’ve softened a lot since Jess came into my life,” Lockman said. “But after what she’s gone through last couple years, I’m feeling like a stone again. I don’t give a damn about your Agency, your rank, your political pull, your mojo, or your freaky ass friends. I care about my daughter. And I do. Not. Like. The direction you’re sending her.”
He pushed his thumb in a little more. Felt the jelly-like orb give some.
“The metamorphosis…I had nothing to do with that.”
“I’m not asking for denials. I’m asking for the fucking truth.” Lockman sprayed Kress’s face with spittle. He body-checked him into the wall like a hockey player.
“I wanted to see if we could tap into the other souls within her. Perhaps expedite The Return by utilizing their power.”
Expedite. Utilize. This man had a lot to hide.
Lockman pressed himself real close to Kress, almost like a lover. His lips actually brushed Kress’s cheek when he spoke. His hand on Kress’s throat and his thumb in his eye were the only things souring the intimacy of the moment.
“I’ll ask once more. If I don’t believe you, I’ll blind you in this eye.”
“I…I could have men…armed…come in here with a word.” Kress’s voice wavered like a bad cell connection.
“Do it,” Lockman whispered. “I dare you.”
“We’re supposed to be on the same side.”
“You fucking idiot. You’re one of them. A supernatural. My whole life, I was trained to hate you. You are the enemy.”
Kress tried to twist his head away from Lockman’s thumb. The wall kept him from moving far. “That isn’t true anymore. You know that. You’ve seen, some of us are as much victims as the mortals who are preyed upon.”
“I’m not going to talk philosophy with you. Let me ask my question.”
He gave Kress five seconds of silence, hoping he’d say something to provoke the blinding Lockman wanted so badly to give him.
Wisely, Kress said nothing.
“What,” Lockman asked, “did you do to Jessie?”
For a moment, Lockman didn’t think Kress would answer. His throat bulged in Lockman’s grip as he swallowed. He blinked over and over like a tweaker in need of a fix. He didn’t speak, though.
Lockman licked at his gums and tasted the blood from when Kress punched him in the face. Then he braced himself against Kress for the inevitable buck and thrash that would come as Lockman stabbed the tip of his thumb through Kress’s eye socket.
“We caged her,” he blurted. A bead of saliva dripped off his bottom lip. “We locked her up and I demanded she access the souls.”
The so-called mission he had sent her on. In reality, he had caged her like an animal and forced her to perform.
As much as Lockman wanted to gouge Kress’s eye, he had intended the threat to provoke the truth. Whether he liked the truth or not was another issue, one he would take up with Kress soon enough.
“Did you torture her?”
“No. We used silver chains, but only until she was safely contained.”
Safely contained. The phrase almost prompted Lockman to thumb the bastard’s eye out anyway. Instead, he took a long, controlled breath, removed his thumb, and backed off. “Your day of reckoning will come.”
Kress pressed a palm against his reddened eye. He tugged the collar of his shirt loose and rubbed his throat. “I’ve no doubt of it. If you knew of my condition, you’d understand my haste.”
Lockman smirked, shook his head. “You think I’m just a dumb grunt?”
Kress stared at Lockman with his uncovered eye, not daring answer.
“You’re losing control. That emotional mojo. It’s fucking with you, too.”
Kress nodded.
“So, yeah, I understand you want to get back to wherever you’re from and deal with your…condition.” The word tasted like rat shit. Just another camouflage word. “But I don’t understand how you could force a young girl into a cage and chance her going ballistic like she did with Gabriel.”
Kress raised his one visible eyebrow. “That’s your flaw, Craig. It’s what’s holding you back. You still see her as just a young girl, your daughter. And while both those things are true, you need to come to grips with the reality that she is so much more.”
Lockman sighed. His ankle throbbed. His scraped elbow stung like a snakebite. A weariness oozed all through him. The conversations with these people always came back to the same thing. Jessie was the Chosen One. First chosen to defeat the vampire army. Then chosen to bring The Return. Once she did that for them—assuming such a wild concept were possible—what would they ask of her next? When would they finally leave her to deal with all the damage she had accumulated since she had the misfortune of finding him in Los Angeles?
Never, was Lockman’s guess.
Jessie was special. And because of that, someone would always try to lay claim to that specialness. Prophecies weren’t predictions. They were more like marching orders passed down by cult leaders, every one of them with an agenda.
Like Kress.
Whose whole interest in The Return wasn’t really about bringing balance back to the mortal plane. This was his chance to be Dorothy, tap his heels three times, and declare there was no place like home.
“Enough bullshit,” Lockman said. “Take me to her.”

Now he watched her through the window to her hospital room. She sat on a fancy bed with more buttons on the sides than mission control. The head of the bed was angled up, but she sat at the end, legs dangling off the edge, arms folded across her chest where they had wrapped her with an Ace bandage in a lame attempt at a makeshift bra that could accommodate her new wings.
She trembled, her gaze off to some other place. Her gray wings hung relaxed from her back as if they’d always been there. She wore nothing else besides the bandages around her chest and a pair of shorts. He realized he’d never seen so much of her bare skin before. The black veins ran through her gray flesh like rotted vines.
Had they always been so dark?
Her skin had a shriveled yet glistening quality, especially around her joints.
Had it been like that before?
Then he noticed the threads of gray through her dark hair. She no longer dyed it the color of pitch like she had when they’d first met. She’d given up her piercings as well—even the ones in her ears. But her natural hair color had always bordered on midnight, and he knew for sure she never had any gray.
Fourteen year-old girls—not counting the years she hadn’t aged—did not go gray.
But vampires did.
Vampires aged like the leftovers forgotten at the back of the fridge. They turned into rotten, scaly things, things that eventually looked like the nest guard that had attacked Lockman in New Orleans seemingly a million years ago. The one he’d had to take a blowtorch to.
This happened over time, though. While they tended to shrivel and rot like leftovers, they weren’t produce. They had life spans stretching into the hundreds of years or longer. Rumor—or research, depending on how you looked at it—told of original vamps crossing onto the mortal plane when dinosaurs walked the earth and who had been there to witness their prehistoric extinction, and could share those stories with you today if only the magnitude of eternity hadn’t driven them mad.
Jessie had been a vampire just over a year.
But what were a few gray hairs and some extra wrinkles compared to the demonic wings on her back?
That’s your flaw, Craig. Kress’s voice came back to him. You need to come to grips…she is so much more.
Lockman leaned his forehead on the glass and sighed.
I need you, Kate. Jessie needs you.
But they had made a promise to obliterate her soul along with Gabriel’s. He didn’t have Kate to turn to. He didn’t have Marty’s glib advice. He certainly couldn’t discuss this with Jessie. And once upon a time, he would have opened up to Teresa.
Something cool touched the back of his hot neck like a comforting hand.
Lockman whirled around. Found himself alone in the hall.
Alone.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Kress looked at the red stains on the tiles in his shower. They looked like streaks of paint, and all wrong against the coral tiles. Wet rivulets of red ran down the grouted channels between the tiles.
Then he looked at his hands. Split knuckles. Swollen fingers. Somehow one of his finger nails had ripped clean off. Blood covered his fists like red, torn gloves. As much as he’d wanted to damage the wall, he’d only managed to mangle his own hands.
But the rage had taken him, hotter than the scalding shower spray against his back. Hurting himself had tempered some of that careening anger. Now he simply felt like a fool. How would he explain this damage to his hands to the others? Or did they all know, like Lockman did? Had they all figured out their leader’s power to control emotion now equaled his inability to control it within himself?
He stuck his hands under the shower spray and watched his blood sluice down the drain.
Your day of reckoning will come.
Perhaps sooner than he thought.

Teresa sauntered into the Bane Casino in a fresh dress, her abrasions from her battle all but invisible now, and carried her plastic-wrapped souvenir under her arm like a basketball. She smiled even as the trio at the poker table stood and immediately drew weapons, none of them caring about the mortal patrons in the poker room glancing away from their hands at the higher stakes game forming before them.
The trio was all male and smelled of raw meat. While Teresa knew she had technically “met” them all, the only one she recognized was Cage with his pale and angular face. The other two knew something had gone south since Scud let her go after Craig and his Pixie friend, but since everyone else, including little Ms. Hungry Eyes, got wasted at the warehouse, none of them knew exactly how south.
Cage’s eyes flicked to the package. Sitting in the car for so long, it had gotten soft and extremely wet. Almost all of the inside of the clear plastic was now painted red. And even wrapped up like that, these guys were wolves. They could smell the blood as easily as she could.
“The fuck is that?”
She tossed the round package on the poker table, bouncing chips and cards every which way. “My way of getting ahead.” Since seeing Jessie sprout wings, Teresa had felt a little punchy, as if she’d had a couple early martinis on an empty stomach and little sleep. She snickered at her pun while thinking how stupid it was at the same time.
Cage’s friends had the typical werewolf attire, one in a loose fitting track suit, going for utility rather than style, the other dressed like a biker, leather jacket, studded belt, and a Led Zeppelin t-shirt so faded the lettering looked like it might rub right off. Weres hung onto old clothes, because anything that wasn’t ripped yet was sure to get shredded someday. Biker jackets actually made for easily slipping out of once you had the zipper open like this guy did.
Teresa still had plenty to learn about her new culture. But once her big operation went down, she’d have plenty of time.
The wolf in the biker garb twitched his waxed mustache and waggled the barrel of his revolver at her. “Where’s Scud? He’s after your ass.”
The smile Teresa felt crack her face made her feel like the female version of Hannibal Lecter. Brilliant. Wicked. Perverse. She kind of liked the feeling. “Before we get too far here, I want to make sure I’m talking to the right wolves.”
Cage moved in quick, grabbed her arm, and poked his pistol in her ribs. “Word’s out you totally blew it with the wolf-killer. I don’t even know how you’re still alive right now. So quit fucking around and tell us what that shit’s all about.” He jerked his head toward the table.
“Cage, hon, was Scud grooming you?”
His eyes narrowed. His upper lip twitched. Something bothered him about her question, but he couldn’t tell what. Teresa could have explained it for him—she had referred to Scud in the past tense. Whether denial or density, he hadn’t quite caught it.
“You mean for his Beta? Yeah. So what?”
“What’s this got to do with the raw meat you just lobbed onto my winning hand?” Biker asked. His revolver wagged again, as if while in human form the werewolf needed something else for a tail.
“That’s my declaration to the pack,” Teresa said. “It means you need to let go of me, take your guns off me, and listen to what I have to say.”
“Bitch, you’re lucky you ain’t already dead. “ This from the guy in the track suit. He absently scratched his balls with the barrel of his gun. The idiotic gesture brought back a clear image of his turn with her. Right before having his way with her, he’d given his balls a double-handed scratch, the sound so abrasive Teresa had been amazed he hadn’t shaved off his pubes with his fingernails.
She had a few thoughts about what she might do to him when the time came.
“Clear the room,” she said, “and open the package.”
The three exchanged looks. For a second, Teresa thought she’d overplayed her hand a second time. They’d take her out back and put a round in the back of her head before they ever got to the package. She couldn’t take that chance. She moved toward the table, ignoring the increased pressure of Cage’s gun against her ribs.
When she reached to tug at a corner of the plastic, Cage slapped her hand away. “Easy. We don’t need a scene.”
Something in his eyes told her he knew what was coming. The goatee he’d been sporting had thinned and the knuckles of the hand gripping his gun turned white. “Just tell me who’s in there.”
Teresa felt another smirk tweak the corner of her mouth. Oh, yeah, Cage saw where this was headed, and it threatened everything he thought he’d have in his life. As Beta, he was meant to get his turn. But something like this, according to wolf law, could smash those plans all to hell.
“I think it’s better you see for yourself.” She looked around at his companions. “Obviously, none of you have trusted me from the start. Never took a word I said seriously.” She held a hand out, palm up, toward the poker table like a game show hostess displaying the latest prize. “That will say more than I ever could.”
“It’s a head,” Biker said, one curl of his waxed ‘stache twitching like a whisker. “From the looks…and the smell.”
“Are we going to play guessing games, or are you going to open it?”
All three exchanged that weary glance again. Track Suit gave his balls another scratch with his gun. Teresa hoped the safety was off. Wouldn’t that be a scene?
“We’ll take it in back,” Cage said. He nodded at Biker.
“I ain’t picking that up.”
Teresa laughed. “When did wolves get so squeamish?” She lifted the package off the table and tucked it back under her arm same way she walked in with it.
Cage led the way through the false section of wall in the poker room that acted as a door. None of them paid any attention to the murmurs from the patrons behind them.
The secret door led into a cement hallway that took a quick left, then a right in a zigzag which ended with another door, this one made of steel and would have looked at home on a storage closet except for the electronic keypad beside it.
Cage tapped a code, the door clicked, and they could all file in, Track Suit taking up the rear directly behind Teresa, his forced proximity—she could feel the crinkling of the fabric of his outfit against her back—as obnoxious as his compulsive genital itching.
Through the metal door, they entered a standard-looking office with cinderblock walls, fluorescent lighting, a metal desk and collection of chairs, and a bank of screens covering one whole wall that gave a nice view from some of the key surveillance cameras throughout the hotel and casino. Not all of them, though. Teresa knew there was another room they called the Hub that gave their security team a full view of nearly every inch of their establishment, and that included the private rooms.
Seeing the screens made her wonder if they’d taped her gang rape initiation into the pack. There probably wasn’t a lot of wolf porn out there, and they’d have to get it where they could. But what did she know? The supernaturals on this plane had accomplished all sorts of mundane ventures. Were-Porn could be real hot.
Cage took the seat behind the desk, the one Scud would normally take in a situation like this. Track Suit stayed standing, leaning against the wall where he could get a view of the surveillance screens as if keeping tabs on a Red Sox game.
Biker flipped one of the plain folding chairs that sat in front of the desk and straddled it, but he pulled it out some so the desk was to his one side and Teresa stood on his other. Revolver dangling from one hand, he crossed his arms and leaned on the back of the chair with a look of someone ready for a good show.
Teresa noticed he’d placed himself opposite Track Suit. She was the monkey in the middle, and the one who would get caught in the crossfire if she made a wrong move. But there was really only one more left to make.
She gripped an edge of the plastic and flung the package outward like holding a yo-yo by the string. The wrapping crackled like a campfire as it unfurled around the bloody mess inside. Glops of blood, some of it dark and congealed spattered outward. Bicker flinched as his face got speckled. Track Suit scooted back against the wall, but the move didn’t save his white, zippered shirt from gaining a new red pattern.
The head rolled free, bounced across the desk, and would have flopped into Cage’s lap had he not slapped his hands down on it. Despite the horrific mess, the effect wasn’t as immediately dramatic as Teresa would have hoped. The head’s face was so smeared with blood, it was hard to tell who it belong to right off.
It took Cage lifting it up and holding out for display to finally convey the message.
Scud’s dead eyes started wide at them through a mask of red. Tendrils of flesh so sopped with blood they looked black dangled from the torn neck.
Track Suit gasped, his pitch so high he sounded like some kind of morning bird.
Biker made a gagging noise that rose up deep from his fat belly. He turned his eyes away from the sight. Teresa noticed the revolver in his hand trembling.
Cage had yet to look the face straight on.
He didn’t need to. He knew damn well whose head he was holding. Still, he turned it around and gazed at the bloody face of his former leader. “You didn’t do this.” His voice rasped like steel wool against a rusty skillet.
“The problem,” Teresa said, liking the confidence in her voice despite the wild beat to her heart, “with picking only males as Alphas is that they have no idea how to handle a real woman.”
Cage’s eyes snapped up from Scud and flared. “Kill this bitch.”
Neither of the other wolves moved.
Cage’s goatee filled back in and began to spread into a full beard. He slammed Scuds head down on the desk like a giant rubber stamp. The desk thrummed. The smell of blood and aging flesh stuffed the room. “She didn’t do this. No bitch could do this to Scud.”
Teresa crossed her arms. “Go check the warehouse. There’s enough evidence there to tell an interesting story.”
“He went there to punish you for your failure.” He looked down at Scud’s head, now planted on the desk like a grotesque bust. “He went there to kill you.”
Teresa cocked an eyebrow. “He meant to. But he wanted his fun first. He was no different than any of you horny dogs. And one of the first things I’m going to do as Alpha is make sure the bitches get more respect.” She approached the desk and leaned over it to get in close to Cage. “Which means you can stop using that word to describe the pack’s women.”
Cage coughed. His breath came out in labored puffs. “You’re not the Alpha.”
“According to werewolf law, I am. The sitting Alpha’s blood is on my hands. The second I ripped his fucking head from his shoulders, I took over as your leader.”
He shook his head, kept shaking it as if that could make the whole situation come loose and fly out of his life.
Biker grunted. “She’s right.”
Cage pounded a fist on the desk. It rang like a gong. Scud’s head tipped over onto its side. The glare he threw Biker’s direction looked close to setting his mustache wax on fire. “Whose side are you on, Trent?”
Trent lowered his gaze. His shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep, long breath. “The Alpha’s side. The law’s simple. She proved herself stronger. It don’t get much clearer than that.”
Cage raised his pistol and aimed it at Teresa’s heart. “Then the three of us could gun her down now and we’d all be Alphas. It’s a dumb, old law. Anybody can kill anybody these days. It doesn’t prove anything.”
“It’s gotta be one-one-one. It’s gotta be a challenge. Scud made that challenge when he meant to kick her from the pack.”
Cage cocked the hammer back on his pistol. “Then I’ll kick her from the pack.”
For the last section of this exchange, Track Suit had remained quiet and pressed up against the wall, hadn’t even scratched his balls once. Now he stepped away from the wall and aimed his gun at Cage’s head. “You can’t threaten the Alpha like that, Cage. It ain’t right.”
Cage’s eyes widened to the size of a pair of incandescent bulbs. His beard had grown so thick it trailed off his chin, the ends a golden blonde where most the rest was a dark brown. He looked back to Trent. “You with him on this?”
“I don’t want to hold my gun on you, but I will if it means protecting the Alpha.”
Cage bared his teeth. They had all turned to points. His voice took on an animal rumble and his body odor competed with the stink of Scud’s coagulating blood. “I should be the Alpha. And you two know it.”
“Then make your challenge,” Trent said as if it were the simplest thing in the world.
“And risk getting plugged by the two of you protecting her? Fuck that.” He pushed the hammer on his pistol back into place, thumbed the safety, and slammed the weapon on the desk. The metal desk toned a third time like a church bell. But this last also acted as a signal—Cage had accepted the truth.
No matter how much he didn’t like it, Teresa was the Alpha now.
The way her heart raced and her hands so badly wanted to tremble, she couldn’t believe it herself. She held in any sign of fear, though. She even found she could hold back her own scent if she focused hard enough. Not many of the wolves she’d met, besides Scud, could do that. Maybe she was Alpha material after all.
“Now that we’ve settled that, we have another issue to take care of.”
Cage had been staring at Scud’s tipped over head with an almost loving affection, but his face soured at the sound of Teresa’s voice. “If this has to do with the hump you’ve got on for the vampire chick, forget it.”
“After what I saw today, you might think a little different. She’s changing. Evolving faster than a normal vamp. All she needs is to get her mojo back, and everything you take for granted around here, including your disrespect for your new Alpha, gets put in the danger zone.”
“If she’s out to end the world, why give a fuck about us? We’re supernaturals ourselves?”
“Because Lockman gives a fuck about us. And he’s just as likely to bring her back here to finish what he started.”
Cage leaned back in his chair. It creaked as it leaned back with him. Hands folded behind his head and a smirk on his face, he gave a little shrug. “If it’s killing you he’s after, I don’t really have a problem with that.”
The next thing Teresa knew, both Trent and the ball scratcher in the track suit moved. Trent came off his chair faster than his bulky body suggested he could. Track Suit made it to Cage’s side first, knocking the pistol on the desk out of reach before gripping Cage’s shoulder like a Vulcan death grip. Track Suit then pushed the barrel of his pistol into Cage’s temple.
“Give the word,” Trent said.
It took Teresa a second to realize he meant her.
One word, and these two would kill Cage for disrespecting her.
She laughed, shaking her head. After all the bullshit bureaucracy she’d dealt with at the Agency, and the holier-than-thou attitude she’d swallowed from Craig…now she could just nod her head and two men would murder a third on her behalf.
Power trips had never been her thing, but this was heady stuff. She couldn’t deny the thrill it sent through her was on par with a genuine orgasm.
Cage was a liability. If she turned her back at the wrong time, he would make his challenge, and she wouldn’t have the likes of Trent and his ball scratching buddy to protect her. Business. Strategy. A means to an end.
Teresa tilted her head forward. The slightest move. That was all it took.
They didn’t shoot Cage.
Track Suit slipped out of his easily shed outfit—revealing his lack of anything underneath—and shifted while Trent kept Cage at gunpoint.
Cage begged. He reasoned. And he made the most interesting chugging sound when Track Suit, in wolf form, chewed out his throat.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
When the doctors finally finished their examination of Jessie, they let Lockman in to see her.
She remained seated at the end of the bed, arms wrapped around her, mostly naked except for the bandage around her chest and the nylon shorts she usually only wore during workouts and sparring practice with Lockman. She trembled. Shifted from side to side as if she couldn’t get comfortable.
Great docs, leaving her like that.
Lockman tore a sheet off the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders. The tent-like bulge her wings made under the sheet sent a chill through him and he hated himself for it. He opened his mouth, because he knew he should say something, but he didn’t have so much as half a word in mind. He had seen a lot of shit in his lifetime. Nothing had prepared him to see his teen daughter grow wings. Her initial turn into a vampire seemed like a bad case of acne in comparison.
He felt that cold touch at the back of his neck again. This time he didn’t bother turning around. He knew the touch either came from his imagination or something non-corporeal. He had his hopes about what—who—it could be. Everything he knew said that was impossible, though.
Still, after that second touch, he thought of something to say.
“This doesn’t define you.”
Her eyes remained cast down at her bare knees, as the wet wrinkles around the kneecaps. Up close, her skin looked grayer than ever. Lockman tried to convince himself it had to do with the room’s harsh fluorescent lighting. Who ever looked like themselves in a hospital for crying out loud?
Jessie’s throat clicked when she swallowed. For a while, she didn’t say anything.
Lockman waited her out. He had nothing left to say anyway.
She took the edges of the sheet he’d wrapped her in and pulled it down off her back, revealing the knobby, jointed points of each wing. They were made of the same gray skin that covered the rest of her body, had the signature black veins running through them, except for the thinner flaps of skin that made up the bulk of the wings themselves. Here the veins turned a lighter color, matching the corpse-like pallor of the skin itself. Until Jessie jerked the wings.
One short flap.
The veins awoke with a fresh flood of dark blood, turning them a matching black to the rest that lined her body.
“Neat, huh?” she said with a voice so flat Lockman hardly recognized it as hers. “Doc seems to think they don’t require much blood circulation unless they’re in use. A way of…how’d he put it? Conserving resources.” The smile that opened her mouth wouldn’t have fooled a child. “I’m fuel efficient, Dad. Aren’t you proud.”
“Stop that.”
“Feeling sorry for myself? Fuck you. The day you grow a pair of freaky ass wings, I’ll let you wallow all you want. I’ve never been much for substance abuse, but I could use a fucking drink about now.”
Lockman thought certain he could get her a bottle of Jack. She must have saw the thought in his eyes, because she rolled her own. “You know vamps can’t get drunk.”
He sagged his shoulders, took a seat on the side of the bed around the corner from where she sat, as close as he could without risking crowding her. He didn’t give a damn about the wings. She could have grown a pair of horns to go with them. She was his daughter. That’s all that mattered, and if Kress saw that as a flaw, obviously Kress hadn’t a clue what it meant to care for anyone outside himself, never mind the show he put on about losing Mica.
“I’m just trying to help,” he said. “And keep the quips to yourself, all right?”
“You won’t let me have any fun.” This time her smile, while slight, looked real.
He wanted to reach out and touch her, cup her face, give her arm a squeeze, put his arm around her shoulders—but that’d been a trick with the wings in the way. He was afraid she might jerk away from him. The whole situation seemed so precarious.
Back at the old Agency, Rodriquez used to complain about how hard raising his son could be. All the shit the kid could give him. The back talk. The late nights without phone calls home. Lockman had shrugged it off. They fought demons. Raising a kid was, well, child’s play in comparison.
So here fate had tweaked its nose at Lockman by not only giving him a daughter to care for, but cursing her with the life of a demon.
His heart stopped a second.
Jessie caught something. “What?”
Had he really just referred to his daughter as a demon?
Was he wrong?
Did it matter?
“Why won’t you look at me?” Jessie asked.
“I am looking at you.”
“You were looking at me. Now you’re staring at your hands, which are big, meaty fists, like you want to punch something.”
“I’m just trying to figure this all out.”
Jessie popped a huh sound and slid off the bed to her feet. At the same time, she shed the sheet covering her. She let her wings expand as far as the corner of the room would allow. “Poor you. Can’t figure this all out. Like what do you mean? Whether or not to put me down?”
Heat crackled across Lockman’s face. “I never said anything like that.”
“Well, you’ll have to excuse me for not feeling sorry for the guy who doesn’t have the fucking wing problem.”
Now Lockman stood. “Are you trying to push me away? Does that make it easier for you?”
She spat air, the most derisive noise a teenager knew how to make. “You’ve spent your whole life pushing people away. You don’t get to lecture on that score.”
He pressed the fingers of one hand to his forehead and rubbed at the growing ache in the center. “How long do you get to use my past against me? How much do I have to do to prove to you I’ve changed? What’s it going to take to convince you that I love you no matter what happens?”
Her lips curled off her fangs, but she didn’t have a comeback.
“I thought this was settled. I thought after what happened…”
“With Mom? You think your part in her death made things better between you and me?”
Feeling his throat close in, the heat pulsing in waves up from his neck, Lockman’s eyes watered. He couldn’t speak. Why was she doing this?
Her wings jerked, knocking against an EKG monitor and sending it crashing to the floor. She started, as if someone else had knocked it over behind her, then it dawned on her what she’d done. She snapped her gaze back to Lockman.
“I’m a monster,” she said.
Lockman shook his head. He tried to say, No, that wasn’t true, but his closing throat only allowed a strained wheeze.
Jessie took it as confirmation, though. She folded her wings in and marched for the door.
Lockman grabbed at her elbow. “Where are you going?”
She wrenched loose. “Somewhere I don’t have people staring at me like some kind of freak. Or, better yet, I’ll join the circus and fit right in.”
“You’re being ridiculous.” His throat had opened again, but all the wrong words poured out. “Stop feeling so damn sorry for yourself and let’s get a handle on this.”
“How?” Her wings flared outward, the breeze from the sudden movement wafting a mix of sweat and rot with it, the vampiric scent of living dead flesh. Behind her, the doctor and his nurse stared through the glass as if watching the latest daytime soap.
No one thought to call security? Or a psychologist? Someone? Because clearly this was out of Lockman’s control. Of all the people in this place, she’d decided he was the last to listen to.
“Makeup,” Jessie snarled, “will not cover these.”
She flapped the wings again, then turned on her heel and rushed out of the room.
“Stop,” Lockman called after her as he followed her out. A ridiculous thought crossed his mind. She couldn’t go out like that, barely dressed. “Jess, please.”
She kept walking down the hall, her wings twitching anytime a member of the staff crossed her path. At the very end of the hall, a window looked out at the open plains surrounding Kress’s private fortress. The window had bars. But after Jessie shattered the glass with a double punch, she easily yanked the metal grill loose and tossed it out into the night.
Lockman caught up with her. “Where are you going to go?”
Without turning around. “I already told you.”
“The circus? Give me a fucking break. You belong here.”
She glared over her shoulder at me. Her eyes glowed red. “Here? Where they cage me? Where they force me to face the kind of soul that threatened to devour mine?”
“No.” That’s not what he meant at all.
Then what did you mean? Would you just get the words right for once?
“You belong with me,” he said.
The red in her eyes dimmed. She sighed through her nose, which made a soft snorting sound, like a piglet. Or an aging vampire.
“I’m sorry about what I said. I know you’ve tried your best.” She raised her eyebrows. “Your best kinda sucks, but still… You’re a good man, Craig Lockman. But I’m not your responsibility anymore.”
“Jess…”
She climbed out the window and leaped into the dark, disappearing as she fell away.
For an instant, Lockman thought she might have jumped to her death. How many floors up were they? He ran to the window and looked out. A second later he heard the steady whap of giant wings. He glimpsed her dark form next. Despite a nearly full moon that cast a phosphorescent glow across the open land surrounding the building, her vampire skin absorbed the shadows, turning her into one herself. Pretty soon he lost sight of her, and could only guess her distance based on the sound of her flapping wings as she flew away.
Lockman longed for that cool touch against his neck, but he didn’t get it. All he felt was the heat of his own shame. He had driven her away again.



Chapter Thirty
Convincing Trent and Aaron—a.k.a. Ball Scratcher—of her rightful place as Alpha was one thing. Convincing the rest of the pack took a gathering in one of the casino’s meeting halls that Trent, who had become her advisor of sorts, probably vying for Beta position, explained could just fit the most important members of the Vegas pack. Those who couldn’t attend the meeting in person would get their info from those who did, and they would accept it without question.
The whole while, Teresa made every effort to mask her doubts. Any hint of fear or weakness would derail her ascension…and she’d grown too used to the idea of taking the role of leader of a werewolf pack.
The meeting started with a dramatic display of Scud’s severed head, which she held aloft by the hair while standing behind a podium on a raised stage before the hall. Rows and rows of chairs, every one of them occupied, stretched before her like church pews at a Baptist wedding.
As she showed off the head, a whole mix of scents rose in the room, swirling around her, filling her nostrils. Lots of fear. Which was good. Plenty of anger, which she expected. A hint of sexual arousal threw her off a bit. She had to remind herself, she had joined the animal kingdom. Violence equaled power. And power could make you horny.
Really not so different from mortals now that she thought about it.
After holding up the head and rotating her arm to give all the attendees a good look, Teresa set Scud down on the podium, face out, a constant reminder of what she had accomplished and what it meant to the pack.
For those who needed more than a visual demonstration, Teresa began her prepared speech. Not even a speech really. A few choice words. Words that would lock her in place as the new Alpha, or trigger a pack war.
“Scud Dellany meant to kill me, to exile me from the pack in the most ultimate of ways.” She paused, let her eyes meet several of those facing her. “But he showed ultimate weakness, as well. Which allowed me to kill him in my place.”
In any other kind of gathering like this, Teresa would have expected an excited murmur, some disbelieving whispers, a rustle of uncomfortable bodies shifting in their seats.
Silence filled the room.
The only change was the smell. Some of these dogs, even in human form, had wet themselves.
Teresa smiled. It was good to be king.
“By killing him, by showing his weakness, pack law affords me his place as the pack’s rightful new Alpha.”
Now came the wave of muttering. And a few soft growls. If she couldn’t handle some dissent, though, she didn’t deserve Alpha status. Right now she had Trent and Aaron covering her tail. Aaron might not know the best tool for scratching his…tool, but Trent had brains and strength in a tight package, almost as slick as his waxed mustache. With him at her side, she could do this.
She could really do this.
“Before we start arguing pack law,” she went on, “I think you all know Trent Zurich.” He nodded his way. “And Aaron Klaplazki.” She tilted her head his way. “They’ve seen the evidence up close. Not just the head, but over at the warehouse where the rest of Scud was until we burned him.”
That got the biggest reaction of all. Cremating their former king sent a twang of under-the-breath curses and gasps of disbelief all through the hall. They all exchanged looks with the eyes of dreamers asking, Can this be real?
Teresa almost wanted to pass the head around so everyone could get a close up confirmation that the story was true, the law was in place, and they now answered to her. She didn’t want to rub their noses in it either. Besides, she still had her last play to cap this all off.
“Not a lot of you know me personally,” she said over the noise of their disbelief, preferring to keep them off guard until her last word. “But you know of me. A version of me. Many others of you then helped welcome me to the pack.”
The choice of words there nearly gagged her. She gritted her teeth and stared them all down, daring one to so much as titter. They didn’t. The humiliation was part of bringing a wolf in. Once you survived it, the event became an honor, not a point of shame.
“The point is, things are different now. I am not your enemy. But I can lead you to your enemy. The wolf killer, Lockman.”
More growls. Several faces grew thick with hair. Some even looked as if parts of them had shifted—claws, snouts, and wicked teeth in pink and black gums.
“But this is even bigger than him,” Teresa said, raising her voice, tapping her passion. “Because his daughter, the Chosen One as some refer to her, poses a threat to this world, a world we have learned to live in and command as we see fit. A world crowded with mortals, but still one that belongs to those of us whom the mortals most fear…and respect.”
Every wolf’s eye, no matter what state of shift it was in, from the most mortal-looking to the glowering black orbs gazing out from under furred brows, stared at their new leader and began, Teresa hoped, to understand what she meant.
“This isn’t about one little vamp going on a rampage in Alaska,” she said. “This is about a creature prophesized with the power to destroy the world.” She pounded her hand on the podium next to Scud’s head to emphasize her next four words. “She. Can. Not. Live.”
“Sounds like a personal crusade to me,” someone in the back shouted.
Teresa didn’t waste time trying to call them out. What they believed about Jessie as a threat didn’t matter. The question came down to what it always does.
Power.
And she was about to offer them a great deal more than they’d ever had.
“The wolf killer has joined a new Agency. One much more powerful than the one you must all remember disrupting your operations, dismantling the businesses and homes you tried to build in this world you never asked to find yourselves stuck in.”
Shaking heads. Scowls from all manner of shifted faces.
“But I have inside knowledge. I believe I can get us into this Agency’s headquarters. And I think, as a pack, we can take it over. With those resources at our disposal, not only can we staunch the threat of the Chosen One, you can finally get your revenge against Lockman.”
Another voice from the back. Teresa was pretty sure it was the same one. He had a craggy waver when he spoke. “You would hand over your friend to us?”
She had expected the question. She’d been asked it once before already. A lot had changed since that last time. She had a very simple answer.
“I am the Alpha of the Vegas pack. All of you are my family and my only friends. The last wolf I killed, I did so with honor.” She placed a hand on top of Scud’s head. “And I am just as interested in you as bringing this dishonorable wolf-killer to justice.”
They stood. Almost all of them. They howled and they bayed. Many tore loose from their clothing, unable to hold back the shift. A full moon was on the horizon. Strong emotion would make it hard for any of them to stay out of their true form.
Teresa glanced to Trent. His waxed mustache had lost its neat shape as his beard had grown as thick as the hair on his head. Hell, even Teresa felt the soft fuzz on her own face tickling the corners of her lips and the cups of her ears.
She signaled with her eyes toward the crowd.
He nodded, knowing his job, and started counting and indentifying those that had refused to stand with the others. They would each have one more chance to join the will of the pack, or leave it forever.
One man far in the back sat with his arms crossed and his jaw set. He looked as mortal as everyone else had when they first entered the hall. Nothing had provoked even the slightest shift. Not even anger had drawn out a beard.
Teresa nudged Trent and pointed toward the man. “Who’s he?”
Trent’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t know.”
“One of ours?”
“I don’t think so. But he looks familiar. Maybe from another pack. Sometimes the neighbors come by to check out what’s new. Makes sense they’d send someone if they heard about you.”
Teresa’s thoughts started cycling on overdrive. “How many neighboring packs in Nevada?”
A shrug. “Half dozen. None of ‘em big as us, though.”
“Still, that’s a lot more wolves. They all friendly?”
Trent snorted. “Wouldn’t say friendly, but they ain’t hostile. We don’t do pack wars out here in the desert. Scud was pretty good about keeping the peace.” He ducked his head. “Not that—”
“Forget it. I want a meeting with their Alphas. Can you set that up?”
He hesitated, but only for a second. “I guess. Yeah. You want to bring them in on this?”
She licked her lips, staring at the man with the crossed arms who stared right back at her. “We’ve got a big pack. I think we could make it on our own, but it might hurt. Six more packs? We won’t feel a fucking thing. I don’t even know what their setup is like yet, but this Agency won’t stand a chance against six packs of werewolves. No one could.”



Chapter Thirty-One
The air felt like shaved ice scraping against her body as she flew. Jessie had climbed as high as she dared, and traveling over the Midwestern terrain at night, except for the occasional house light or blinking yellow traffic lamp at a lonely intersection, below looked as black as above. She squinted against the wind, pretended she soared through the darkness within herself. Only here, no souls approached her expecting a meal.
Since the farthest she had traveled from Kress’s building was to the private airport about four miles away, she really had no sense of where or how far she had gone until the glow of a distance city beckoned her.
She had an idea where she was before she got there, but once she saw the St. Louis Arch, she felt a fist-sized twist in her gut, as if she’d swallowed a rock. Her north-bound travel had been no mistake, her direction more deliberate than mere instinctive wandering.
Flying above St. Louis, though, tore through the dreamlike fugue that seemed to come from the whistle of the wind in her ears as much as it did her own denial.
Do you really want to do this?
Where else would she go? And what did she have to lose?
She’d done a good job of making her dad hate her, or fear her at the least. She knew that whole argument had fallen on her shoulders, and yet she kept lugging it along, as if those petty things she said meant anything in the scheme of things.
And what, exactly, was the scheme of things?
Everyone thinks I’m the Chosen One, when all I really am is a gross monster.
Yes, she knew she sounded like a whiney baby. She figured she’d earned the right to complain. After all, she looked more bat than human now. Some folks had issues. Jessie had picked up a lifetime subscription.
Thus, the point of this trip, the reasoning behind her destination. Her last chance at doing something, helping someone outside of herself. Prove that even monsters could care.
Or some dumb shit like that.
Navigating by air, in the middle of the night, without the GPS on her iPod would have been a bitch. Even her built-in vampire GPS wouldn’t have worked since she didn’t really know what sort of scent she was searching for, at least not until she picked it up about a mile away from the Detroit hospital.
Once she caught a whiff of the desperation and chemically flooded blood, she tucked her iPhone in her pocket and flew the rest of the way guided by her own devices.
The old building had great stone ledges outside their barred windows. She circled the building, making her body into a shadow to avoid the glass eyes of the surveillance cameras outside, until she found the window she was looking for.
The first time she tried to land on the outside ledge, her boots slipped. The ledges were ample, but she couldn’t find the traction to stay on them without having to continue flapping her wings for balance.
She kicked the boots off, didn’t even gasp at the change to her feet, the talons that had torn through her black knee-high socks at the toes, or how the toes themselves had curled into finger-like appendages. When she flexed them she saw that she could easily grip something with them, even hang upside-down in a belfry by a rafter probably.
Rather than bemoan her mutation, she teared up only a little, then flew to the window and used her new claw-toes to grip the ledge so that she could crouch there and peer in, wings folded behind her and aching from her long flight.
I just flew in from Duluth, and boy are my vampire wings tired.
The stupid joke only made her tear up some more.
She wiped more tears from her eyes. If she hadn’t made herself into a shadow and someone saw her, they could have mistaken her for a stone gargoyle carved in the wrong direction. Despite her scant amount of clothing, the cold didn’t bother her. She felt it, registered the cool dew mist in the air of a typical Michigan spring night, still not ready to give up winter, but Jessie didn’t shiver or have to rub her arms for warmth. Being a vampire, after all, was only one step up from being a corpse.
She tried to shove the dark thoughts away. Maybe someone inside could give her some pills to help. A niggle of guilt wormed in her stomach for thinking so snidely. Because through the window she could see into a common area, lined with uncomfortable looking couches and chairs along the walls, a scarred and dust-covered piano in one corner, and her ex-boyfriend, Ryan Whitaker, sitting on the floor in front of a pretty nice-sized flat panel TV, his eyes aimed at the moving picture, but his gaze one million light-years into some other galaxy. They probably had him pumped up good with meds, and they were probably the only things keeping him from tearing himself apart at the seams.
The tears on her cheeks felt as cold as the night dew collecting on the window ledge.
Others milled about the common room, some dressed in hospital issue pajamas that looked like they hadn’t changed out of in days. Greasy hair, spiked or ratted. Wandering, sad eyes. Not everyone looked like doped up zombies, though. A few just looked lost and lonely, as if they had no place better to go. The awareness in their eyes haunted Jessie nearly as much as the vacancy in Ryan’s.
A kind-looking man with a set of keys clipped to his belt loop approached Ryan, patted his shoulder, then pointed to one of the couches only a few feet behind, obviously trying to convince Ryan to get off the hard tile floor.
Ryan pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. He shook his head and rocked gently.
The kind-man patted Ryan’s shoulder again, said something else, then walked away. Must be an orderly. Somehow he looked as though he enjoyed his job. Jessie couldn’t imagine surrounding herself with all that misery everyday for what probably amounted to a scant paycheck.
The exchange between them reminded Jessie that she had better hearing that she was using. A habit she’d formed early on, part of her denial about who she was. She used her vampire senses when she needed them. Otherwise, she held back.
Pretending I’m not a monster. How cute.
Why had she come here? She couldn’t spend all night leering in at Ryan. She couldn’t go in to see him—though wouldn’t that have been a trip, buzzing the gate, arriving at the door looking like something that belonged on the set of a Guillermo Del Toro film set?
Truth was, she had nothing better to do. How something as twisted as her could bring about The Return, the mortal plane’s salvation, was—
Stop feeling sorry for yourself.
The voice springing up in her head was neither her own or her dad’s. It was Mom.
A shudder ran through Jessie that hit hardest in her chest. Was it her imagined version of her mother’s voice? Or had she actually spoken to her from some place…beyond? Once upon a time, questions like that were a cinch to answer.
She waited. A breeze whisked into the hollow of the window she stood in and curled around her like a failed tornado, breaking against her. Despite the cool wind, a breath of humidity hung in the air with the settling dew. It occurred to Jessie that midnight had passed and dawn had begun its slow approach.
If I was really feeling sorry for myself, I’d wait for the sun to rise and melt me into goo right here on this window ledge.
She had hoped to provoke a response. She got silence instead.
Mom’s voice had come from inside her after all. She sighed, shook her head, considered flying off to find shelter from the coming sun. She pressed her hand against the window which had what looked like chicken wire baked into it. Through one of the wire diamonds she looked inside at Ryan, who hadn’t moved.
She looked inside.
Jessie’s vampiric heart began to beat a quicker rhythm. The cold on her skin evaporated. She even started to feel a little warm. The penny taste in her mouth from her last meal grew more pronounced. Her senses were waking up.
She was waking up.
Inside.
Sometimes you are such a dip, Jess, she scolded herself.
How many souls did she have inside of her. Gabriel had made it sounds like millions. A virtual Big Apple of spirits walking the streets of her inner city. When Kress had caged her, forcing her down in there, she hadn’t looked for any specific soul. How could she? She didn’t know any of them.
Gabriel probably knew several. Either through research or personally. He’d spent a good amount of time trapped with them in the artifact before he ever followed them into her.
Was that the trick to getting their help? Knowing who to ask?
Inside.
That word felt like it had so much meaning now. But why? Something she’d thought to herself, something that had triggered this excitement in the first place.
Before Mom had pulled him out, the only soul inside of Jessie that Jessie knew anything about was Gabriel. And then only because he had tapped enough power to make himself known. Even before he had taken her over, he had spoken through her. His soul had lived at the surface of her…
Inside.
That place that she could go to, that deep floor of her own soul, where the others lived. It’s where she met the strange old soul that told her The Chosen must choose as if speaking fortune cookie answered everything.
Same place she had met the dark thing that had wanted to eat her.
Down low.
Inside.
Stop thinking about the word and figure out what the fuck it means.
She had both hands on the window now, pressed hard enough to make her wrinkly knuckles turn white and her fingertips to draw smears down the glass. Ryan stared in the direction of the television, which now depicted a woman showing off her soft, manicured hands after doing the dishes. Mom had made Jessie wash her fair share of dishes, and her hands had looked more like they do now afterward than the woman’s on the TV commercial.
All at once, Ryan shot to his feet. He glanced from side to side as if meaning to cross a busy street. Then he turned. With his atomized gaze, she couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like he was looking at her through the window.
Impossible. Mortal eyes would only see deeper than usual shadows around the window’s edges as she had taken on a shadow form. The trick didn’t turn her invisible. But most mortals who saw strange shadows that didn’t seem to quite belong thought their eyes were fooling them. They didn’t immediately think, Hiding vampire! Hiding vampire!
Still, Ryan’s gaze screwed to a focus she hadn’t seen on him since her last visit to the hospital—and things had ended so well that time.
She should fly away. He didn’t need her driving him anymore insane.
What good was a rational thought if emotion couldn’t rebel against it a little.
She hung to the window ledge and watched as Ryan shuffled across the common room, skirting furniture without having to actually look down and see it in his way. Now Jessie knew he was staring at her, or whatever it was he saw of her. He came right up to the glass.
Jessie gasped when he placed his hands right where she had hers.
Last chance, a voice from within said, one she didn’t recognize at all.
And then, the old soul—The Chosen must choose.
And finally, Mom. Find me, Jess. Find me.
She stared through the window into Ryan’s eyes that seemed to stare through her.
I want to help you so bad, Ry. I want to make you all better.
The way her thoughts arranged those last words would change Jessie’s life forever, but she wouldn’t realize it until later. Right now she needed to—
Find me, Jess.
But where? They had blown up the memory artifact with her soul inside.
Inside.
Jessie tried to swallow and her throat locked. She felt both brilliant and idiotic at the same time. The answer had been there all along. Why had it taken her dense head so long to realize it.
Inside.
If there were anything left of her mother, that was where she would find her.
And if there were anyone who could help Jessie get her mojo back, it would be Mom.



Chapter Thirty-Two
“Every damn bit of resources you have available,” Lockman said, trembling as if he might fall apart at any second. “We need to find her.”
Kress held out his hands in a calming gesture, though the bandages across his knuckles tainted the effect. “Calm down, Craig.”
“I’m going to reveal a little of myself to you, Kress. Are you ready for the weighty confession?”
Kress’s eyebrows quirked up. He stayed silent.
“I fucking hate it when people tell me to calm down.” Lockman crossed the checkered tile floor of Kress’s penthouse living room to where Kress sat on his couch in a silk robe like Hugh Fucking Heffner. He even had his initials embroidered in gold stitching on one lapel. The tips of his hair were still wet from his shower, and though he obviously hadn’t run a comb through it yet, looked stylishly unstyled.
Kress flinched at Lockman’s approach. “Enough bullying,” he said, raising his hands further and bringing them together in front of his face. “I have men right outside because I know how you are.”
Lockman stopped halfway to the couch. He’d had no intention of laying a hand on Kress. Whatever his “condition,” it had started making the actor paranoid as well. He certainly didn’t have the chops to continue leading this operation. But that put Lockman next in line, and right now he needed the freedom to move, not get stuck behind a desk hoping others—like that three-foot gnome in the expensive suits—could handle the work that needed getting done. Which started with finding Jess, talking her down, bringing her back in the fold before something really went FUBAR. Out there on her own, as angry as she was, she was a liability who—
Fuck.
Now he sounded like Teresa.
Problem number two they had to deal with. Running with the Vegas wolves made her a shitload more volatile than before. Fate sure liked to try and put out its fires with gas.
He scowled. When had he started believing in fate?
“I’m not going to hurt you, Kress. You’re my CO, for Christ’s sake.”
He parted his hands and peeked at Lockman through the inch gap between them. “That didn’t stop you from trying before.”
“I’ve lost my temper. It’s a different thing. I’m not going to torture you. I want you to do your fucking job and rally a team to pursue Jessie. I want to lead that team. And I want it to leave within the next four hours.”
Kress’s demeanor shifted as quickly as a werewolf in the first light of a full moon. He dropped his hands, folding them in his lap. Crossed his legs. The lavender scent of his shampoo started to grate on Lockman.
“So now you are in charge?” Kress asked.
“You’re sick. You told me so yourself. I’m not giving orders, I’m giving advice.”
“You have a very direct way of…advising.”
“We don’t have time for this.”
Tears filled Kress’s eyes. He blinked and one set loose down his cheek. “I’m a mess. I need to be locked up.”
Last thing Lockman had expected to hear. “Are you serious?”
Kress shrugged. He looked down at his bandaged hands. “I broke three bones and bloodied the hell out of my knuckles punching the wall in my shower. The tiles have a little stain in the grout, but they otherwise fared just fine.”
Lockman swallowed. Waited.
“I probably should be hospitalized. I’m more a risk than a help anymore, I’m afraid.”
The juices in Lockman’s gut churned. “Are you stepping down?”
Kress smiled, tears glistening in the track lighting installed along the ceiling above the long couch. “I suppose I am.”
“I’m not a beaurocrat.” Lockman couldn’t think of what else to say.
Kress seemed to understand. “But you’re my second in command, as ordered by the president himself. Denying your new position would equate to treason.”
“We can’t find anyone else?”
“With your experience? Knowledge? And charming manners?” Kress laughed as more tears streamed down his face. “I know you feel responsible for what happened to all your men and women in Barrow—”
“I am responsible.”
“Just as I’m responsible for what happened to my dear Mica. I sent her on a mission that effectively rendered pixies extinct, not to mention lost a woman I…respected very much.” His mouth turned down. He pressed his lips together and breathed hard through his nose, each breath shaking as it came out of him. “But that’s what leaders do.” He looked up at Lockman. “Before this Agency, I ran my own shop. We started with a few other supernaturals. Mica and Wertz were two of the first. This was twenty-two years and ninety-one days ago that we made our blood pact to fight for supernatural rights.”
He waved a hand.
“Sounds foolish now. But we meant to fight. And once rumors of The Return came down the pipeline, I put everything I could afford behind this operation. I don’t need the fucking president.” He pointed a finger at Lockman. “And I sure as hell don’t need you.” He let the finger drop. “But we all need Jessie. If there’s any hope for The Return. We all need Jessie.”
“You’re rambling.” That constant itch that even worked in his sleep dug at Lockman. “What’s the next move.”
He stood, taking forever to get to his feet, as if he’d aged a hundred years in the last twenty minutes. He rubbed his back like an old man suffering bed sores. The only thing not aged about him was that putrid sweetness of his lavender shampoo and a less powerful, but clean-smelling body soap.
“The next move is for you to get your ass into the glass box and make that call.” His gaze trailed over the shelves that held his various acting awards. “I’m turning myself over to the medical personnel.”
He walked past Lockman without another word and left the penthouse.
Lockman stood in the center of the living room, not exactly sure what had just happened, but no less worried about bringing Jessie home. Only now it looked like he would have to handle that goal differently.
Lockman left the penthouse and headed for the command center and the “glass box” as Kress had called it. Maybe taking charge wouldn’t be such a bad thing. He thought of his old boss, Creed, and how he’d handle the situation.
By the time he took his place behind Kress’s desk—his desk—he felt a little better.
But only a little.
He scanned the phone for the right speed dial button and poked it, which automatically put the phone on speaker and brought up the dial tone. After only half a ring, Wertz’s voice came on the line.
“What is it, boss?”
“Some things have changed,” Lockman said.
“Shit,” the gnome whispered, but he didn’t sound surprised. “Okay…boss, let me guess. We’re sending out a team to retrieve the Chosen One.”
“Correct.”
“But you aren’t going to play by the rules and insist on leading said team.”
“Correct again.”
Silence for a moment. Lockman thought Wertz might try to argue. Then he asked, “How’s Kress?”
“Hurting.”
“He’s a good man, you know.”
“You don’t have to defend him to me. Want to prove his worth? Show me how good he is at picking his people.”
Lockman could hear the grin in Wertz’s voice. “I’ll have hueys ready in an hour. Might take a little longer to scramble a mystic that can track her.”
Lockman thought a second. “We don’t need mojo. I have an idea where she’s headed.”
“Then meet me on the roof in sixty minutes.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
Jessie went inside.
Down.
Into the darkness within her.
Where the souls roamed like ghosts in space.
Like last time, none paid her any mind. Though this body belonged to her, as did the real estate inside, a lack of physical boundaries—of physical anything made the place a free-for-all. Out of millions of souls, hers was one more wandering speck.
The same could be said for those around her. Anything that resembled corporal reality was merely a conjuration of her own imagination. She couldn’t imagine what she didn’t know. Hence the darkness.
Yet she knew from experience, it didn’t have to stay that way. She’d had plenty of conversations with Gabriel as if they stood together on a street corner or across each other in a corner booth at a greasy spoon diner. She’d pictured dozens of different scenarios whenever they met, though they seldom came this low. No need to mingle with all the other souls when perfectly clear mental territory existed above it all.
No chance of running into hungry souls with shark teeth and blank eyes that sucked at your essence like black holes.
So how to go about this?
Create a world. A familiar world.
She imagined the street she grew up on, the rows of cookie-cut houses on either side, each with matching squares of grass manicured into perfect greenness. She saw her house, recognizable not only by the gold numbers on the diagonal plaque bolted above the mailbox on the façade beside the front door, but by the tan shutters, the shape of the shrubbery, and the bent frame of the screen to her bedroom window from one of the nights she snuck out to meet up with Ryan and pushed too hard to get the screen loose.
Right now, this street resembled a preserved ghost town, like something out of the Twilight Zone. Rod Serling could step into frame at any moment and comment on the perfect little town without any people living in the perfect little houses.
Rod wouldn’t get the chance, though.
From memory, Jessie populated her street. The Dawson twins two houses down fighting with plastic swords while wearing identical Batman costumes. Mr. Orson pushing his lawn mower across his front yard for the third time that week, the sweat brought on by the summer sun making his glasses slip down the bridge of his nose. Crazy Allison Cornelissen, dressed like a hooker clown with black and white striped thigh-highs and pink gym shorts that had the word TASTY patched on her butt in all caps. Her yellow halter top barely covered the anthill breasts that made her look anorexic whenever she showed off the boney center of her chest that qualified as her cleavage.
While Allison skipped down her driveway to the waiting Mustang, her latest “date” behind the wheel, she waved at Jessie.
That’s when Jessie realized she had cast herself among this mental movie set she’d constructed. And no wings or vampire skin on her, dude. In this place, Jessie could be her old self, wearing Doc Martins and cutoff shorts that hung to her knees and a Nirvana t-shirt she bought at the mall on the fourth anniversary of Kurt Cobain’s suicide.
She waved back, even though she had never waved to Allison Cornelissen, no matter how bad she felt that her parents set her on a certain life path by giving her what sounded like the name of a porn star.
Jessie even smiled when she waved.
The sun felt great prickling over her skin. A reddish hue on her arms spoke of the sunburn to come. She’d always been fair-skinned, sparking a love/hate relationship with the sun since her first major burn. A petty irony considering what the sun did to her now.
In this place, it was back to worries of sunburns and melanoma, though. Actually, she didn’t have to worry about that either.
Because none of this is real. Don’t forget that, kiddo.
Not real. Familiar. And that was the point.
She approached her house as the neighborhood continued to flesh out around her. She stepped up on the porch and lifted a finger to ring the doorbell, laughed at herself, opened the door, and went on in.
She hadn’t expected Alec to greet her in the living room. Apparently, her imagination had taken on the same kind of life it did when she used to write scripts. Details she never planned materialized out of the ether, bits and pieces coming together from her subconscious to make the scene feel more real.
For most of her teenage life, Alec had served as her step-father. Wasn’t till the very end she learned he had really been a werewolf planted into her mother’s life by Otto Dolan with the hope she would someday lead the way to Craig Lockman.
Good plan, seeing as Jessie helped make it work.
Alec smiled at her. The smile looked real. While she’d never got along with him, she could never claim she had the slightest clue the evil inside of him. She hated him like any kid hated their stepfather—not because they’re monsters, but because they try to tell you how to live.
“Hey, Alec,” she said.
“Hey, yourself. You looking for your mother?”
Jessie nodded. “She home?”
His smile curled downward. He shook his head with his eyes rolled back into his head like Jessie was the dumbest kid he’d ever met. “You really think it would be that easy?”
“Girl can hope.”
“She isn’t here, Jessie. She’s gone. You and your dad made sure of that when you vaporized her soul in the artifact.”
Jessie shook her head, trying to imitate his You are so dumb look. “A soul isn’t a thing, dweeb. It’s an essence. It can leave traces of itself behind.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, really? How come you know so much about souls?”
The smile felt like a good stretch after a long nap, satisfying as hell. “Because I have a few million of them hanging out inside of me.” She made a gun with her hand, pointed at Alec, and dropped her thumb like the hammer while making a soft pew sound.
Like mist in a shaft of sunlight, Alec evaporated.
She strolled through the house from room to room and found no sign of Mom. Of course, Alec had it right. Finding her here would be too easy. She had to…go lower somehow.
Well, duh.
When she found herself standing at the top of the stairs leading down to the basement, she thought of Ryan. She wondered how much time had passed outside of her. Barely a breaths worth based on her experience. The reason she thought of Ryan was because it was his basement they cowered in as the ghost stalked them after killing Ryan’s mother.
Basements were good places for ghosts.
As she descended the stairs, the staircase itself grew longer. The steps turned from linoleum tiles to dusty, cracked stone. The smell of mold and ancient grout replaced the lilac air freshener Mom used to be obsessed with spraying everywhere. By the time she finally reached the basement floor, all signs of her familiar house had passed away behind her.
She stood in an open chamber that reminded Jessie of Kress’s, only this one was shaped like an octagon instead of a circle, and the walls looked like the inside of a desert cave, sandstone covered with pictographs or mortals doing battle with monsters. Some of the monsters Jesse recognized. A few looked like the real her. Then there were the giant dogs, the green men depicted as tall as they were wide with giant square teeth and fiery orange hair.
Other things looked like nothing she’d seen yet, and she was glad for it. Especially the thing that looked like a ten-foot tall Easter Bunny, only with fangs instead of buck teeth wielding a blade that looked like a meat cleaver for the Green Giant’s not so jolly older brother.
“You came.”
Sitting cross-legged in the center of the octagonal cave, the old soul that had given her the useless advice the last time she came down looking for some mojo to help Kress and his Return hurry it along a little.
“This time,” he said, “you came for the right reason.”
“You reading my mind?”
“Our minds occupy the same space.”
“Good point. But then, how come I don’t know what you’re thinking?”
He smiled. “Because I have created my own space.”
“You made your own space in my…wherever? Kinda rude, don’t you think?”
“We’re all trapped here. What choice do we have but to chisel out a place of our own.”
Jessie crossed her arms and cocked her hip. “You talk an awful lot of sense for someone whose best line was The Chosen must choose. What happened to all the cryptic?”
His wrinkled old eyes dipped. He sighed. “So you haven’t chosen.”
“Chosen what? I’ve never been given a choice in anything since this whole thing started. Shit, since the second Craig opened his door and found me standing on his porch, he’s been barking orders at me. Then came the prophecy, and that pretty much locked me out of any choice. I’m the Chosen One. I don’t get to choose. I was chosen. You dig?”
The little old man giggled. “Your fire. So warm in such a chilly place.”
“So it’s cold in me? You’re complaining about the temperature of my soulspace. Really?”
“Oh, no,” he said, still chortling. “I gave up complaining four centuries ago.”
Jessie snorted. “Then what do you do for fun?”
His laughter turned brittle, then broke. He folded his hands as if he meant to pray and pressed a knuckle to his lips. He stared into space a while. Jessie thought he had zoned out for good. When he finally spoke, it startled her.
“You won’t find her here.”
A tremor ran through Jessie. She made fists with hands that didn’t really exist, yet she could feel her nails cut into her palms. “There’s got to be something left.”
He shook his head. “The one named Gabriel was a very powerful spirit. Not alone, of course. But his ability to chain the powers surrounding him, use them as if they were his own… I was born in another millennium, yet I have never seen such a thing.”
What tasted like turpentine filled Jessie’s mouth. Her stomach squeezed down to a knot. “You sound like you admire him.”
“Admiration is the face on the coin opposite fear.”
“Oh, good. We’ve got the fortune cookie philosophy back.”
“Your anger won’t change what is real.” He unfolded his legs and stood. This stooped, ancient looking man moved as lithely as a yoga instructor.
Jessie had to remind herself that he was merely a representation of an old soul.
He approached her, rested a hand on her shoulder. His breath smelled like a damn fortune cookie. “The reason I explained the magnitude of Gabriel’s power wasn’t to brag on his behalf, it was to marvel at the strength of your mother. To hold him, to pull him free…” He shook his head. The way his breathing turned unsteady made Jessie’s heartbeat pick up.
“So…what? She was really the Chosen One? That’s the end of the prophecy. And I’m stuck being a plain old, ugly vampire?”
He hung his head. “Until you can get past your self-loathing, you will never see the truth.”
She shrugged his hand off her shoulder. “I don’t need a fucking therapy session. I need an answer. How do I save him?”
“Who?”
“Ryan. My boyfriend. The kid who’ll never live a normal life because he put himself between me and a damn ghost.” She lanced a finger in the soul’s direction. “Which, to me, isn’t much different than you.”
“You made your way all the way here to help one boy?” The wonder in his voice made him sound at least a few thousand years younger than his real age, though not quite a kid at Christmas.
“I came here to find my mom so she could help. But, yeah. I want to…cure him, I guess. I want to give him his sanity back.”
The old man shook his head. “You’ve come to the wrong place.”
The cave around them wavered. The anger boiling in her begun to dismantle the visual construct she’d created in herself. A deep breath didn’t help much with the acidic roiling in her belly. “She’ll help me. I know she will. And some piece of her still has to be here.”
“You haven’t listened to—”
“Because it’s bullshit. My mom wouldn’t leave me. She would never leave me.”
Either the tears or the breakdown in her imagination turned her surroundings to a blur. She turned away from the old man, couldn’t stand to look at him another second. What was he anyway, but a cliché guiding spirit out of some lame ass sword and sorcery B-movie. She could write better material than this.
“She was very powerful,” the old man said to her back. His creaky voice grated, sent an itchy cringe up Jessie’s shoulders and neck. “But she had to use everything to take him away. If she’d left anything behind, so would she have left Gabriel within you.”
Jessie planted her hands over her ears.
La, la, la. Now I’m three years-old. I can’t here you. La, la, la.
The old soul touched her back, his hand warm and firm through her Nirvana t-shirt. “She did not leave you. She saved you. Just as Ryan saved you. Just as your father puts his life on the line every day to save you.”
She noticed he didn’t say anything about Kress, or the others at the Agency, and knew it was deliberate. Ryan, Mom, and Dad—in his freaky own way—protected her because they loved her. Christ on a Ritz, she had pushed Craig away while all he wanted was to make sure she was okay. That look in his eyes might have been fear, but fear had shades and one of them was worry.
Well fancy that. My dad is worried about me.
Which means right now he’s got like an army of tanks rolling to come find her.
She had to get out of here. But she couldn’t leave yet. After coming all this way, she would not leave without something to show for it.
“I need my mojo back,” she whispered.
The old man came quick with an answer. “Your power never left. You only became dependant on Gabriel’s guidance.”
“Then how,” she said and turned back to the old man, “do I get over my dependence?”
His smile was so tiny, his eyes so bright, Jessie knew right off she wouldn’t like his answer.
“The Chosen,” he said, “must choose.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
The thwumping of helicopters yanked Jessie out from inside as if waking from a dream.
More like a nightmare, but who’s counting?
Ryan had left the window. He sat on the floor in front of the television watching a late night talk show host do his opening monologue.
God, how long had she perched on this ledge?
Her bent legs ached a little. When she took her hands off the glass, she left greasy palm prints behind. The air smelled like rain, but none had started falling yet.
The sound of the helicopters grew louder.
Jessie knew who they belonged to. Dad had come for her.
But she’d be damned if she left here without accomplishing something.
That something hinged on her earlier turn of phrase.
She stared at the back of Ryan’s head.
I want to make you all better.
I will make you all better.
Hell, I choose to make you all better.
She slammed her hands against the glass again.
A number of the patients in the common room heard the sound and turned toward the window. She could feel all their eyes on her, could feel all their hurt. Their delusions, illusions, depressions, mania, paranoia, and things Jessie didn’t have names for, feelings that didn’t make sense in a person, but that churned in some of them, tearing up their minds like a tossed handful of jacks with sharpened ends.
At least fifteen people stared toward the window.
Jessie concentrated on pulling the night in around her, thickening the shadow she had made of herself, but they saw her. Somehow they all saw her. And then Ryan stood, noticing the collective gaze at the window and looked himself, and he saw her, too. She knew it. More so, he recognized her somehow. His eyes widened. His mouth dropped open. He mouthed a word Jessie swore was her name.
“I want to make you all better, Ry,” she said.
The light exploded out of Jessie as if her whole body had become a flashbulb. Pure white and so strong it blinded her a second. She felt a force launch out of her, as if something she’d been keeping inside, some caged animal, finally found the cage door open and galloped free.
The light filled the common room for less than a second.
Then the whole experience had passed, so quickly Jessie had her doubts it had happened at all. Except for one thing. The fifteen pairs of eyes that had stared toward the window possessed a clarity they’d probably not know for years, maybe…ever.
They stared at the window a few seconds longer, then turned toward one another, exchanging wide-eyed glances, brows furled, some with hands to their hearts, others with tears in their eyes. And several, most even, with growing smiles on their faces.
Including Ryan, who had a gaped-mouth smile that made him look like someone had told him he’d won the lottery. His were also the only set of eyes still gazing at the window.
A few patients shouted out. Not panicked, but definitely surprised.
The kind-looking orderly and another woman rushed into the room and stopped short at what they saw. What had once looked like a shambling collection of zombies now looked like an impromptu social gathering. Patients spoke to one another. A couple ran over to the orderlies and hugged them tightly, then spoke quickly and on top of each other, trying to explain what had happened.
Both orderlies glanced at the window, but they didn’t see anything.
A few seconds later, the doctor stormed in, frowning. “What’s all this racket?” He actually used that phrase. But when his eyes and ears showed him what his mind could not believe, even he smiled, the file folder in his hand slipping free and dropping to the floor, pages fluttering out like scattered autumn leaves.
Through the surrounding commotion, Ryan crossed to the window. He stared out, but now he stared through her, her shadow trick working. She wanted so badly to reveal herself, to look in his eyes and have him look back into hers, but what he saw would probably drive him back into the madness he had only just escaped.
Tears filled her eyes as a pair of helicopters landed on the hospital’s front lawn as if they belonged there. A pair of the hospital’s security guards rushed out the front door and skid to a stop on their heels at the sight of the two double-rotor choppers. The wind from the rotors knocked the cap off one of the guards.
From the choppers, bright spotlights scanned the surface of the building. Another kind of light, deep red, that cast only the faintest glow, also traced the façade. That was the light that focused on her on the window ledge.
At that point, the other lights went out.
Through a PA speaker loud enough to hear over the thundering rotors of the helicopters, Jessie heard her dad.
“Come on, Jess. Time to go home.“
Home. He didn’t believe that place was a home any more than she did.
Oh, well. She had accomplished what she had come for and then some. It took some effort, but Jessie turned away from Ryan to look over her shoulder.
“I helped him,” she said, voice cracking. “I helped them all.” She laughed through her tears. “I made them all better.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
“Unacceptable!”
Lockman sat behind what he still referred to as Kress’s desk because he could not adjust to the idea that it belong to him now. He hadn’t gone through any of the drawers or reorganized anything on the surface, either—not that he’d had time for such mundane tasks.
Jessie now wore a pair of jeans and a t-shirt cut in the back to accommodate her wings. She stood before the desk like a student sent to the principal’s office, so she should have felt right at home.
She said nothing. But the half-smile on her face burned Lockman.
He leaned back in Kress’s chair and let loose a long, disapproving sigh with his gaze lasering into her eyes. That didn’t faze her either. She was too hyped up on what she thought she’d accomplished at the hospital.
“There will be questions,” he said. “Lots of them.”
She shrugged. “We’re government now. Can’t we just do a cover-up?”
Lockman slapped the desk. “This isn’t funny, Jess.”
“No. It’s fucking amazing, and you’re too locked up in protect-my-daughter mode to see the forest for the trees.”
One thing at least, she was talking to him again, civilly. Vamp prophesied to save the world, but still a moody teenager. “I don’t want to argue with you.”
“Then don’t. Isn’t it amazing? I got some of my power back. I cured a whole bunch of mentally ill people. I’m like…awesome.”
“You made a scene, too. I’m not talking about our noisy extraction. I’m talking about those people. And the doctors that have been treating them for years. What are they going to think?”
“They’re going to think miracles happen. And they’re going to be right.”
Lockman swiveled away and stared at the American flag on the wall. The Stars and Stripes. The symbol of all he swore to protect when he first signed on with the original Agency. He believed this country needed protecting against people who would use the dark powers out there to achieve their own ends. But like any idealistic bureaucracy, they slowly began to use the same power in their fight, claiming their aims were for the greater good.
That kind of thinking created people like Otto and Gabriel Dolan. Or like Teresa now. Or like…
He swiveled back. “That kind of talk makes you sound like one of them.”
Her brow wrinkled. The smile finally dropped from her face. She folded her arms. “Like one of who?”
“We used to call them paranormal terrorists. We used language that made sense to use. Basically, fanatics who thought that using mojo could save the world.”
Jessie shot an arm out, pointing as if the hospital they’d come from was in the next room. “You didn’t see those people. If magic can save people like that, it can save the world. Besides, isn’t that what this whole operation is about?”
“According to Kress, if you believe his cover story. But his truth is as slippery as yours. And it’s the reason he’s not in charge anymore.”
While he had brought her into Kress’s office, stood her there while he sat behind Kress’s desk, took on the role of disciplinarian, she obviously hadn’t realized what it meant.
“What happened?”
“He’s ill. Whatever kind of natural mojo his people have, it’s driving him crazy. He finally stepped down, which—”
“Puts you in charge.”
“The real reason he wants the Return so badly—”
“I already know all that. He told me. It’s why I finally agreed to go inside the first time. And I don’t care. If The Return is real, it’s still the best thing that could happen to this world.”
Lockman couldn’t disagree. But he didn’t want Jessie half-cocked about some world-saving mission they didn’t really know anything about. “Do you know how it’s supposed to happen?”
“What? The Return? Not exactly.”
“Not at all.”
“So what?”
“No one knows. For all we know, sending all the supernaturals back to their various planes also means wiping out the human race.”
“That’s stupid.”
“Why? A burst of power that strong? Blowing all those supernaturals into another dimension, and you think our world’s going to end up unscathed?”
“Well, maybe that’s not how it works.”
Her voice had a frustrated tremor. He was getting her where she needed to be. A little afraid. Enough to make her cautious instead of giddy at the wonder of her achievement. “Then how?” he asked, leaning forward.
She swallowed. Her wings twitched when she shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Lockman took a deep breath and eased back. He made himself visibly relax so Jessie could see the transition he wanted to convey. “None of us do, Jess. I’m not even sure it’s legit. Sounds too good to be true. But can I give you one last illustration?”
The black veins and graying skin did nothing to hide the typical teenage look of skeptical shock. “You’re asking permission to lecture me?”
“The people in the hospital, the ones you helped. They were innocent bystanders.”
Jessie’s face scrunched up. She unfolded her arms, shaking her head. “I helped them.”
“But you didn’t mean to. You went there to save Ryan, not the others.”
“Big deal. That should be a good thing.”
Lockman said nothing. He had to let her come around to the point on her own, otherwise she’d never fully believe it.
The silence made the air feel thick. Lockman’s nose itched, but he refused to scratch it. A ghost of Kress’s cologne hung in the office.
Jessie looked at the floor. “If I hadn’t helped. If I’d screwed something up…” She met Lockman’s eyes. “I could have hurt them, is that what you’re saying?”
He kept his teeth clenched.
Jessie shifted from foot to foot. Her wings fluffed once, blowing a breeze that smelled of sweat. “This whole un-lecture thing you’re trying? Driving me a little batty.” She rolled her eyes. “Uncomfortable’s probably a better word. I’d like to avoid bat puns for a while, if that’s cool with you.”
He couldn’t hold back the smile. The girl had a way of turning the most serious of things into a joke, which wasn’t much of a skill, except that her jokes were actually funny. “Okay. So next time we play an op by ear, I shouldn’t say we’re winging it?”
She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “That’s just awful. Even for you.”
Her skills with the jokes and sarcasm also had the knack for turning away uncomfortable conversations. Time to call her on it.
“Funny time’s done.”
She gave him an exaggerated salute. “Sir, yes, sir.”
He responded with a flat stare.
“Fine,” she growled. “I get it. Not that I didn’t already know it. Remember me? The girl who got possessed by an evil soul and murdered thousands? I know mojo can backfire. I know it can fuck shit up faster than a bad roofie at a rave.” She waited half a second to see if that got any reaction—an eyebrow raise, maybe—and was disappointed. “What you seem to always forget is that it can do good. And the more I learn about my own power, the more that becomes true.”
Lockman thought of the cool touch on the back of his neck, that tiny spark that seemed to hold him together when he felt ready to fly apart. He had thought—hoped—it was a sign from Kate, but according to the debrief on the chopper on the way back to HQ, Jessie had explained that wasn’t possible.
Kate was really gone. For good.
Still, something had touched him. Something had helped focus him on the next move. Mojo? His own internal instincts? Who knew anymore? So many times those things had become a blend impossible to separate. He knew he had a hint of the power of his former soul within him. Either passed on by genetics, or left behind like a fingerprint, even Craig Lockman had a little mojo.
And Jess was right. If anyone had shown him the good mojo could do, it was Kate. She had used it to make the ultimate sacrifice, and probably saved the world in the process.
“That’s a fair argument,” he said.
Jessie looked ready to fall on the floor. “Did you really just—”
“Yes. Give your father some credit, for crying out loud.”
She nodded, took a pair of long strides toward the desk, and held out her hand. “Shake on it.”
“Jessie, this is serious.”
“I’m being serious. I want a promise that when the time comes, you’ll trust the process.”
“You mean blindly ignore the situation on the ground.”
“I mean trust the process. Whatever it turns out to be. Even if it means I have to do something like Mom did.”
The fire had cooled to an ember, and she had to say something like that to gas the fire within him. He gripped the edge of the desk to keep from flying out of his seat. He locked his jaw. Deep breath through the nose.
The fire died as quickly as if caught in a frigid rain.
“I couldn’t stand losing you, too.”
She started to say something, but he held up a hand to interrupt.
“You want promises from me,” he said, “then you have to make me one. Do everything in your power to survive. I don’t care what this Return might mean for the world. It’s not a world worth saving without you in it.”
His mouth felt dry. His nerves buzzed like overworked telephone lines. The spin cycle in his gut kicked up the taste from his last cup of coffee and seared the back of his throat.
Jessie blinked. She looked as if Lockman had Tased her. A tear ran down her sallow cheek.
“You okay?” he asked.
She circled the desk and threw her arms around him. Behind her, her wings spread some. She didn’t seem to notice, and Lockman did not give one wit. Her skinny arms around his neck nearly cut the circulation of blood to his head. He didn’t care about that, either. The feel of his daughter against him.
That’s all that mattered.



Chapter Thirty-Six
Spreading word to the other packs took less time than Teresa had expected. It helped to learn more than a few representatives of the Nevada packs had attended her meeting in the hotel hall. Still, she had every available wolf run out and make their case for a united front.
None of the packs cared about the vendetta against the famous wolf-killer, Craig Lockman. To them, that was pack business, and it didn’t involve their pack. But the opportunity to overthrow a mortal stronghold with resources that could put their kind in a significantly better place, give them real power in a world that, no matter their strength, their numbers still paled, forcing them into a secret underworld that made them easy to disrespect.
This was the common cry of most supernatural species. They were so much stronger than mortals, yet they remained vastly outnumbered, outgunned, and in foreign territory.
Taking over this new Agency could tip the scales for the wolves.
And we’re talking just Nevada here. Hang on, sis. By the time I have these guys organized, I’ll make sure not only that nasty, winged bitch goes down. We’ll wipe every vamp off the face of the planet.
Teresa had her own suite at the Bane now. Not Scud’s. His they had already converted to accommodate celebrity guests. Hers had been custom designed to her tastes. Tastes she didn’t even know she had. Like making sure the ceiling had a mirror over the bed. That fresh lilacs were placed in vases throughout every morning. The Jacuzzi tub. The four-person shower with the tower sprayer. Luxury items tucked among every inch of the place, including a carpet made from sheep’s wool that, when she walked round barefoot, felt like walking on a cloud. She also couldn’t help the groaner of a joke when they installed the carpet that she was now a wolf on sheep’s clothing.
She looked at herself in the mirror. Other than the nearly invisible blond peach fuzz on her cheeks, she looked exactly the same as she had in mortal life. Yet she could turn into something powerful and dangerous at any minute.
After applying her lipstick, she smiled at her reflection, then kissed the mirror and left an imprint of her lips behind.
With the Nevada packs together in agreement on the assault, Teresa had one last step to take care of before they could initiate the attack. She had to learn as much as she could about this new Agency—layout, manpower, security measures, any tactical mojo they employed.
Lucky for Teresa, they had the perfect source. If they could get her to talk.

Some might start to say Teresa had a fetish with severed heads.
She’d heard someone whisper, comparing her to that guy from the zombie TV show who kept heads in aquariums.
Stupid. Two heads did not a fetish make. And as much fun as it had been brandishing about the head of an alpha werewolf, this next bit of business made her stomach hitch a little.
The mystics—three female wolves, all from the same family, each a representative of her own generation (which made the eldest a hundred and twenty something, and the youngest about twenty-six)—had placed the pixie’s head on a pedestal in the middle of what one might call their workshop. The room sat down the hall from the hotel’s boiler room. You could hear the hum of the equipment in there and feel the buzz of it through the floor. The cinderblock walls weren’t covered with moss, but most of them had a bookshelf against it with tomes that either looked as old as the first Bible or as new as the latest bestseller. Other shelves sagged under the weight of glass bottles and racks of vials filled with various colored fluids. Dust caked much of the glass, but clean streaks in the shapes of fingers marked many of them, as if held and replaced exactly the same way every time.
Of course, the room stank. Not only from the burnt sugar smell of the pixie’s dried blood, but also as if none of a century of farts had been allowed to escape the room. Teresa had walked onto some putrid crime scenes, and witnessed mass murder at the hands of supernatural terrorists. Normally, she knew how to breathe deeply at first and get used to a smell.
There was no getting used to this smell.
The women stood around the wooden pedestal, which looked a little like a giant spool tipped on its side. Old brown streaks and splatters marred the surface, soaked into the wood, as permanent as the workshop’s putrid smell. Blood from ages of work on this pedestal. The women held hands and chanted while the youngest held her free hand over the pixie’s head, hand in a fist, blood dribbling from the slash in her wrist.
Much of the girl’s blood pattered onto the pixie’s scalp and ran through her hair. That white streak that Teresa thought for sure had been dyed, but on closer inspection realized was as natural as the black on either side, ran thick with dark red now. She winced at the sight of that perfect white getting stained, which was kind of silly considering what they had planned next.
The three generations of witches—a better word than mystics to Teresa—chanted as they held hands and their youngest member bled onto the pixie’s hair. The words sat slow and mumbled in their mouths, indistinguishable from gibberish in Teresa’s ear. Some parts of how mortals practiced mojo, Teresa knew, were gibberish. Things passed down through custom and superstition, rather than any measurable effect on the magic itself.
On the mortal plane, using mojo boiled down to whatever the hell worked, which almost always involved the sacrifice of flesh.
After what felt like an hour of muttering and bleeding, the young girl’s eyes occasionally rolling back into her head as she swayed from the loss, the mojo finally sparked. Literally. The blood lit up like glow-in-the-dark paint, a phosphorescent blue that flashed, forcing all of them to squeeze their eyes shut and turn away.
Blinking away the remnants of the light still floating across her vision, Teresa looked back. The young girl who had offered her blood for the ritual had collapsed to the stone floor. The edges of the cut in her wrist looked singed, like a bad cauterize job, but the wound hadn’t closed. She’d used too much of herself for the ritual to save any for healing herself.
The other ladies promptly picked her up, each gripping an arm, and dragged her to a dusty sofa that looked older than the grandmother of the trio. They flopped her down and a puff of dust motes exploded into the air around the girl, whose eyes fluttered enough to show white, her eyes rolled back.
Neither woman did more than move her to the sofa, though. They both brushed the dust off their hands as if they’d moved a piece of furniture instead of a person, then they turned back to the work at hand…or head.
Unlike the girl on the sofa, the pixie’s eyes were wide open and rolling around to take in her surroundings. Her mouth was bent on one side as if she’d suffered a stroke. The blood in her hair had evaporated, leaving that streak down the middle as clean as fresh snow. Her gaze locked on Teresa.
“Well if it ain’t the wolf bitch,” the pixie said, her accent distinct and impossible to identify. “Good thing you got me tied up, love, or I’d show you what I do to naughty dogs.”
Teresa cringed. The pixie had yet to grasp her situation. What had been hours of death felt like unconsciousness to her. And the lack of a body to move? She’d reasoned that one out, but her logic would fall apart soon. Rather than wait for the pixie to come to terms with reality on her own, Teresa figured it best to get the facts out of the way first.
“I don’t have you tied up. Or any such thing. You are just a head.”
The pixie’s face scrunched up. Her eyes rolled down. Maybe she saw the edge of the pedestal, the dried blood stains, or noticed the total lack of feeling in her body. In any case, she came around quick.
As did her memory.
“You fucking killed me.”
“Yes, I did.” Beating around the bush would help neither of them. Besides, Teresa didn’t know how long they had with the pixie’s head reanimated. “And I have some questions for you now.”
The amount of life in the pixie’s expression despite her total lack of body and the fact that she’d been dead—was technically still dead—made Teresa’s skin ripple. A chill trickled down the center of her back. Because that pixie was looking at Teresa like she meant to murder her, and Teresa had to remind herself she had nothing to fear from an expressive head.
“I ain’t answering shit, love. This sick spell of yours can’t last long. Then I go where I go. Which is a better place than you’ll ever see.”
“All pixie’s go to heaven?”
The pixie spat—or tried to. Had to do without a full throat. The sound came across like a pierced bike tire. “What do you think you know about heaven and hell. Ideas. All of them. Good ideas, but just that. Reality stinks a whole lot worse.”
“You seem to think you know a lot about it.”
The pixie smiled, a gruesome expression when found on only a head.
Teresa’s skin did another slow crawl across her muscles. She held back just shy of shivering.
The pixie sensed the discomfort, though. Teresa must have had it spattered across her face as obvious and shining as the pixie’s blood had been. “You ain’t all wolf, are you, love.”
“I’m not your love either. I’m the one who’s going to make you tell me everything about your Agency. The headquarters. How to breach. Who to attack first. Everything I need to take the primary facility over.”
That air-pistol spit again. “Love, first off, there’s no primary facility. It’s one big fucking place, and their ain’t no way, even if I helped you, which I ain’t gonna, that your little wolf pack could take it.”
“What about over a half-dozen packs?”
The pixie’s mouth formed a line. She said nothing.
In the silence, Teresa glanced up at the two women who had abandoned their youngest relative on the sofa. They stood behind the pedestal, eyes wide and mouths hanging open like the loose jaws of a pair of zombies. Apparently, the effectiveness of their mojo surprised them. Either that or they couldn’t believe a reanimated head could have such a biting attitude.
What you are in life, you are in death.
Someone had said that to Teresa before, but she couldn’t, for the life of her, remember who. It kind of sounded like something Lockman would say. The old Lockman.
To the pair of witches, Teresa said, “Why don’t you grab me that item I had prepared?”
They turned their stares at each other, then the eldest nodded her wrinkled chin and the two of them scurried out of the room.
The pixie heard the movement behind her, rolled her eyes to try and get a glimpse, but the angle prevented any view. The best she got was the sound of the metal door clanging shut behind the women.
On the sofa, the younger witch moaned as if the loud noise hurt her head. But she grabbed her wounded forearm instead of her head, and curled into a ball on the sofa, her skin the color of a bleached sheet.
Teresa returned her attention to the pixie’s pedestaled head. “I did a little research while you were dead. You’d be amazed the library these wolves have available. Here most folks think they’re just dumb dogs.”
“The low ones like you are, sweets. How’d you get access to a wolf’brary?”
Teresa’s grin stretched so wide it almost hurt. “Of course, you haven’t heard. I’m the Alpha now.”
Teresa savored the stunned look for a few seconds, then continued. “During my research, I learned that pixie’s were nearly extinct. In fact, the rumor was, only one still remained, and she had escaped to the mortal plane.”
“Thanks, but I don’t need the history lesson. I lived it.”
Her voice started to slur. They didn’t have much more time. Thankfully, the women returned. Between them they carried an iron pot, something you might cook a stew it. They lugged it as if it contained stone stew. That was the problem with turning a wolf into a witch. They lost their physical strength wasting all that time with their faces in books.
Teresa took the pot from them and hefted it easily to the pedestal. “That’s the thing with history,” she said and set the pot on the floor, far enough away that the pixie, even headless, could gaze down to see it.
When Teresa stepped back, the pot gave one, angry shake, as if something had bumped into the inside wall.
The pixie’s nose flared. She could smell the iron. Much like silver to a vamp, pixies didn’t much get along with iron. It didn’t kill them outright like silver could a vamp. For them, it worked more like an allergy to the element.
“What’s that for?” the pixie asked, a tremble along with the slur.
“Something history missed,” Teresa said. “The real last living pixie.”
The pixie’s eyes bulged. Her chin quivered. “A wee one?”
Teresa smirked, nodded. “That’s right. Unlike you, she didn’t adapt to the mortal plane. She resembles Tinker Bell a little better than you.”
“What are you gonna do wiff her?”
“These ladies here are going to make good use of her dust while it lasts. Once she’s stopped producing, we’ll move onto her blood. Which I promise to take better care of than I did yours.”
“Seemed mine took fine care of you.”
Teresa remembered the burns. But the pain was a memory. She was a wolf now, and things like a little singed fur and burnt skin didn’t stick long in one’s craw.
“We could also let her go,” Teresa said. “I’m not Hitler. I don’t want to be responsible for wiping out a whole species.” Her gut tensed and a sick green feeling filled her as she said this. She tried her best not to let any of it show on her face. She played it hard instead, tensing her jaw and crossing to the pedestal where she leaned down and looked the pixie straight in her rheumy eyes. “Give me everything you can about the Agency facility, and I’ll let the pixie go.”
“You promise?” If she’d been any more than a reanimated head, tears would have skated down her cheeks. “I mean, if she’s really the last… You got to promise.”
Teresa found it odd the pixie she killed would accept a promise of any kind from her, but her desperation—which Teresa had banked on through this whole ruse—made Teresa’s word good enough.
Teresa nodded. “Promise.”
The witches had to stir the young girl from the sofa and use more of her blood to prolong the reanimation. Teresa never figured why they couldn’t use their own. Not powerful enough, she supposed. It took over three hours for the decapitated pixie to describe the fortress Romeo Kress had built from scratch, the new facilities installed since their becoming an official government agency, and the methods for which they could break in with an army of wolves.
The magnitude of the place left Teresa in awe. The prize was even larger than she could have hoped. But it would take some doing, even with all of Nevada’s wolves at her command, to take over the facility. After that, they wouldn’t have much time to entrench themselves and put out the necessary threats to keep them protected. As close to the president’s command as this Agency operated, plausible deniability might have him order a nuclear strike and answer questions later.
The two Alpha dogs would have to come to a certain understanding.
In any case, the pixie gave them everything she could before the reanimation spell finally sputtered out. Her eyes filmed over. Her mouth seemed to zipper shut. The smell of sugar and rot plumed from the head as if it had sat on that pedestal for weeks.
Once Teresa was certain the pixie was long gone, she bent over and opened the pot as promised. The ferret inside hissed at her, ran in a circle around the pot, then leaped out and scurried under a bookshelf.
“Sorry, love,” Teresa said, and set the lid back down on the pot. “You really were the last.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Lockman called in the gnome.
Wertz sat on some government procedure manuals stacked on the chair across from Kress’s desk, the cuffs of his Armani skewed, one button undone, his tie now crooked, and his hair sticking up in back as if recently woken from a nap. But Lockman saw in the little man’s red veined eyes, the weariness that goes along with a heavy weeping session.
“You doing okay?” Lockman asked, surprised at himself for not getting straight to business.
The gnome waved a hand. “Easy come, easy go. You mortals got that expression from us gnomes, only it makes a lot more sense in the original gnomish.”
Lockman would have to take Wertz’s word for it. They didn’t have time for a language lesson.
Wertz seemed to recognize the same urgency. “What’s the plan, boss?”
His tone was neutral enough, but Lockman couldn’t help taking the boss as a dig of some kind. “Do you have an issue with my current leadership role?”
Another wave of his small hand. The pair of gold rings on his fingers glinted. The gesture also waved over the scent of an exotic cologne that smelled vaguely animal veiled with a sweeter musk. “I got enough problems occupying my mind to give a shit that the muscle is now in charge.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You really want to make an argument out of it, boss?
That time he undoubtedly used boss as a dig. He didn’t let it bother him. Wertz didn’t know Lockman was as unexcited by his new role as nearly everybody else at this Agency. But the insult before that, he couldn’t let go.
“Is that what I am to you? Muscle?”
“You’re a warrior. One the ogres worship as if you’re a god. Me? I like a little bran with my muffin. Something to keep me satisfied more than an hour past breakfast.”
“You don’t know me.”
“I know of you. The stuff of legends, my friend.” He leaned forward. “Fourteen.”
Lockman felt the set up coming, should have stepped back and got to the business at hand. But unlike Wertz’s assessment, Lockman did like to use his brain, and right now it was telling him he needed to know… “That supposed to mean something to me?”
Wertz took a long, shaky breath. His attitude shifted. He came in feeling confident. Now he appeared to feel his size. It would take Lockman nothing to toss him through one of the plate glass walls of the office. Not that he would. But Wertz had it in his head that was exactly how Lockman operated.
The gnome wiped sweat off his hands onto his miniature designer slacks. He set his mouth, came to some internal decision, and leaned toward Lockman. “That number should mean a whole lot to you, Mr. Lockman. It’s how many gnomes you got killed sending them into Barrow, Alaska earlier this year.”
Lockman’s whole body sagged in his chair. The hole in his stomach felt so real, he absently touched at his belly, expecting to feel blood and stomach acid on his shirt.
“Gnomes,” Wertz continued, “are not warriors. Not even close. We’re business men, we’re chefs, we’re swindlers, and even thieves. But we don’t fight, and you should have known better than to march them against a vampire army.” He covered his eyes with a hand and shook his head. The hue to his skin turned yellowish, which highlighted the dirty stubble on his cheeks—another fashion faux pas Wertz would never normally make.
Lockman’s fingers still felt for that hole. His mind skipped back to that moment he stepped last through the portal to Alaska, last because he was the leader, not a frontline soldier. That status had saved his life. It had also offered him a view of the largest slaughter of supernatural and mortal beings he could have imagined. So many dead. Some still struggling to fight even as vampires chewed open their throats and drank themselves to three times their natural strength. Lockman had sent everyone in at once, because it was supposed to be a surprise attack. Instead, he had delivered a meal to a waiting army of vamps.
He squeezed his eyes shut, which only made the images more vivid. The smell of snow and blood and the whisk of an Alaskan wind cutting through his parka like dozens of straight razors.
When he opened his eyes, he found Wertz staring back at him. The yellow cast to his skin made him look sickly. The hard chill in his eyes made him look lethal, all three feet of him. “What do you want from me, Lockman? Unlike most of my brothers and sisters, I can shoot. But I’m no commando. If you’re planning a second run at Vegas, I can talk logistics, but fuck you if you think I’m going.”
“You talk to Kress like that?”
“Kress has purpose, an ideal. A real fucking goal.” He worked at his tie, managed to make it crooked the opposite way. “What’s your purpose?”
“To protect my daughter at all costs.” The answer dropped from his lips as if he’d studied for the question. “Which makes me a hell of a lot more honest about my purpose than Kress.”
“Why? Because he wanted to go home? Be with his people? Understand his illness? Oh, and save the mortal world against an eventual paranormal apocalypse. Can’t forget that little detail.”
“It was all about him.”
Wertz shook his head. “You’re wrong. He started the search for the key to The Return long before he experienced any of his…symptoms. But if you want to argue that his personal goals have muddled his judgment more recently, I can’t argue. After all, he put you in charge.”
“I don’t like it anymore than—”
“Don’t try to bullshit a gnome. You like being in charge just fine. What you don’t like is the responsibility comes along with it.”
“I like being in charge of myself. There’s a difference.”
“No, it’s another way of saying exactly what I just said.”
“I didn’t call you in to argue semantics. You’re right. We need to hit Vegas again before Teresa tries to make another move. If—”
A strange, musical tone filled the office. It sounded like Jessie listening to her iPod with the volume cranking high enough to turn her ear buds into regular speakers, only this tune repeated the same bar over and over, and the instruments all sounded like various sized bells.
Wertz’s eyes tripled in size. He stared up as if the music came from the heavens. His tiny mouth turned into a tiny O.
“What the hell is that?” Lockman asked.
“A fucking miracle,” Wertz said, his eyes wet. “If the doors are locked down, but one of us needs in fast, we each have special security tones we can broadcast straight to the command center here. That tune belongs to Mica. It means she’s alive.” Wertz slipped off the stack of books. A few books toppled off with him and thumped to the floor, crinkled their pages. “Mica’s on her way in. We have to open the doorway.”
Lockman shot to his feet and tried to make a grab for the gnome across the desk, but the gnome slipped out of the office as fast as if he had wheels in his small, designer shoes. Lockman’s gut pulsed in time with his heart. He’d looked into her eyes. They were dead eyes. He’d been around death enough to recognize it.
And all that glittering blood.
Too much spent. She couldn’t have survived. Could she?
A corkscrew of cold burrowed through Lockman’s spine.
Not a chance.
As he ran around that infernal desk, making a promise to never sit behind it again, he reached out again as if he could grab Wertz and stop him. The gnome was long gone. Lockman shouted as he raced out of the office.
“Don’t do it, Wertz. It’s a trap.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Lockman took the stairs, could hear Wertz’s miniature shoes clopping along the metal steps at least two floors below him. Then he heard the creak and clang of one of the doors to the stairwell opening and slamming shut.
The doorway room sat three floors down from the command center. Wertz knew the codes to get into the room—hell it was part of his job to operate that room—and the gnome had a hell of a head start. With his expertise, Wertz could have an interdimensional door open before Lockman reached the floor.
Still scrambling down the steps, Lockman glanced over the railing, judged the distance to the landing of the doorway room and thought, Hell with it. He stopped, grabbed the railing with both hands and swung his legs over. The space in the center of the stairwell went down at least another twenty stories. Lockman had to throw his weight just right so he could—
The wind exploded out of his lungs as his chest slammed against the railing along the edge of the floor’s landing. His hands scrabbled for purchase. He had meant to swing the bulk of his weight over the railing, but misjudged it and now he felt himself slipping, falling into the gap.
When his fingers locked around the railing, his legs dangling below, he pulled with all his might until he lifted himself high enough to cock a leg up and get purchase with his foot between a pair of metal bars bolted to the floor.
He took half a second to catch his breath, then pulled himself up and over the railing. Gasping, ignoring the tremor in his legs and the image of him flailing uselessly down the stairwell, Lockman charged into the door to get out onto the floor proper.
His shoulder thundered against the metal, but the door didn’t budge. He slapped the metal release bar again and again without effect. The fucking gnome had locked the door.
Now Lockman stood no chance of keeping Wertz from answering Mica’s emergency ring tone as he’d come to think of it. He could go up or down a floor and take the elevator—assuming Wertz hadn’t overridden the ‘vator as well. Lockman doubted he would have taken the time when he could just as easily lock himself in the door room and operate without any interference from Lockman.
As the new Agency head, Lockman should have had access to those codes and even the ability to operate them remotely, locking Wertz out of the room. But his transition to CO had hardly come smoothly or with any kind of training. He didn’t know the codes, didn’t know where to get them, probably wouldn’t know how to use them even if he had.
And trying to take the stairs to the next floor and use the elevator would give Wertz more than enough time to answer Mica’s call, if it was Mica—
It’s not, Lockman thought. In fact, I’m betting it’s an old Agency friend recently gone furry.
—before Lockman could ever reach him.
In other words, they were screwed.
If he couldn’t stop the situation, he could prepare for it. Which, in this case, meant getting protection to Jessie.
Lockman raced down the stairs to the next floor below and found that door locked as well. Through it he could hear an undulating hum that sounded both human and machine, like a robotic chorus. Whatever mojo supported and operated the doorway room must have sat on this floor, which meant it was probably always locked. He mentally marked the floor number for later reference, then continued onto the next floor.
The door opened easily. Lockman stepped out into one of the complex’s famous long hallways with mysteriously unmarked doors. Industrial gray walls and matching carpet, with cheap Picasso and Monet reprints framed and hung on the walls, it looked like a cross between a corporate office space and a seedy hotel.
The paintings and their failing mission to cheer the hall had Lockman wondering if these weren’t living quarters for Kress’s menagerie of supernatural buddies.
Even in this hall, the repetitive ting-tong of Mica’s emergency ring tone blared from unseen speakers. Of course, if it was a mojo thing, they wouldn’t need speakers.
During the course of any mission, plans had to change.
Lockman wanted nothing more than to race back to Jessie and check on her safety. But if what he thought was coming really was coming, he’d need more than himself and a pair of Glocks loaded with silver to save her this time. He needed help.
Door-to-door, banging like a cop with a warrant, he went, not bothering to wait for an answer, only making sure he hit every door—all fifteen of them—in the hall, first down one side, then the next. By the time he reached the last door and looked back down the hall, about ten different faces all leaned out of their rooms and stared at him as if he was a door-to-door salesman trying to do his work in batches. Out of the fifteen faces, all but two looked supernatural. The blue-faced woman with the scales and the dark auburn hair. The fella living next door to her, with carrot colored curls, a mouth wide enough to reach his ears, and purple freckles dotting his cheeks. Son of a bitch, they even had a werewolf who had shifted half way, and looked a little like the Lon Chaney wolf man that Lockman knew about only because Jess had forced him to watch the movie at least a half-dozen times.
Though, I have a feeling she’ll want to skip that flick from now on.
Only one of the doors remained closed. The ghost merely passed the upper half of his body through the door, leaning out as if from a train window, watching the station receded behind him.
Lockman had met the ghost before. And Kate had explained plenty about the specter to make Lockman hate him. He didn’t see the point keeping one around. Non-corporeal beings could do serious damage to a person’s psyche—he and Jessie had seen it firsthand more than once. But it was a slow and wicked way to fight. And their only way, since you couldn’t put a gun in a ghost’s hands.
They did make excellent interrogators if you had the stomach to let them practice their art. In the end, though, even friendly ghosts had to resort to not-so-friendly tactics. A ghost proved more liability than asset. Kress, however, appeared never to have met a supernatural he didn’t like.
“Shit’s going down,” Lockman said.
The half-shifted wolf looked up as if he meant to bay at the moon. Lockman realized he was focusing on the chimes, though. “That’s Mica’s song.”
Some of the others muttered agreement.
“But Mica is dead,” Lockman said flatly. “I saw her die.”
“If tha’ths true,” said the blue woman with a lisp. “How do they have the code?”
Good question. They’d never interrogated her. Never had the chance. Was it possible he was mistaken? That she’d remained alive long enough to divulge her code song to Teresa? But the pixie’s blood had set Teresa on fire. Teresa might have since healed, but the timeline felt wrong. Too many things happening all at once.
“I don’t know,” Lockman said.
“Easy,” the ghost said. “Reanimation.”
A sickness wormed through Lockman’s gut. “Are you saying they turned her into a zombie?”
The ghost made a face that made it look like Lockman’s question smelled like rotten trash to him. “Give me a break. There’s no such thing as a zombie.” His arm came through the door and he waved a dismissive, translucent hand. “Temporary reanimation of a corpse as long as the brain is still intact makes for an interesting interrogation candidate.”
“You would know.”
“I would.”
The ghost didn’t seem the least bit insulted or ashamed by Lockman’s dig.
“That’s bullshit.” This guy looked mortal, muscled like a soldier, and tats up and down his arms and covering every inch of his bare chest. “Even as a corpse, Mica wouldn’t give us up.”
The ghost’s spectral eyes remained on Lockman. “You’d be surprised the ways you can find to get someone as hard as Mica to talk.”
Lockman sliced a hand through the air. “It doesn’t matter. Wertz has already gone to the door room to let whoever is waiting on the other side in.”
The guy with the tats shrugged, and one of his tattoos of a snake slithered across his six pack abs like an animated cartoon. “Not a tragedy. Wertz might get trapped in there with whoever. But no one can get out of the door room without codes.”
“Codes,” the ghost said with a raspy, whispering voice, “that Mica knew.”
Tats exchanged a look with the ghost, then dropped his gaze to the floor. He whispered something under his breath that could have been either a curse or a prayer.
The ghost coasted all the way through his door and stood in the hall. Entirely made of shades of green light, he looked like a glowing Heineken bottle shaped like a man. “What are we looking at?” he asked Lockman.
Lockman shrugged. “Pack of wolves, probably.”
“What are they after?”
The pinch in his chest made Lockman hesitate. “Jessie.”
“The Chosen One?” Tats asked.
The blue woman chewed on her lower lip, eyes focused on the space in front of her. “No.”
“No what?” Lockman took a tentative step forward.
“There’s more than a single pack. And they’re here for more than just the Chosen.” She blinked her eyes and scanned the hall from face to face until she stopped at Lockman. “Seven full wolf packs are at our door, all being led by a female alpha named Teresa.”
Alpha? What? Lockman gaped at the blue woman too long for Tat’s taste. He marched out of his room and snapped his fingers in front of Lockman’s eyes. “Wake up, hombre. Della is a CV, and she’s got a ninety-five percent correct average.”
CV. Lockman sifted through his old Agency jargon and came up with the meaning. Clairvoyant Visionary. Basically, someone who could literally visualize future events.
But Teresa as Alpha dog made the whole idea seem too ludicrous. He was about to tell them this must be the other five percent when Mica’s tune fell dead. In its place, the heavy breathing of everyone in the hall.
The undulating hum Lockman had heard outside the door to the floor under the door room pulsed through the ceiling like a techno bass beat, picking up speed until the undulation became a steady whirr.
“Doors’ are powered up,” Tat said.
Della went back to staring into space. Whatever the space showed her, she didn’t like. Her jaw dropped. She gasped. “They’re in.”
“Fucking Wertz,” Lockman growled.
Tat got up in Lockman’s face. “He did what any of us would.”
“Not me. I know a trap when I see one.”
Tat made a face, but turned to Della instead of arguing. “What about Wertz?”
“I can’t see him.”
“The fuck you mean?” A tattoo of a vicious-looking spider about the side of a dinner plate crawled up Tat’s back and settled on his shoulder. “If he opened the door, he’s got to be there.”
“Unless the wolves ate him already,” the ghost offered without the slightest hint of sarcasm.
Tat shook his head as if trying to screw it tighter on his neck. “That’s loco, bro. Della would see…something.”
Della narrowed her eyes, pressed her lips together. A second later her eyes bloomed wide and she smiled. “I think he slipped through another door, but I can’t see to where.”
“Just as well,” Tat said. “If you can’t see where he went, neither can the wolves. But we gotta get our asses down there and shut that door.”
As if on cue, an alarm sounded—something a lot more straightforward than tinkering bells. The wail of the alarm hit Lockman’s eardrums like a pair of ball peen hammers.
He stared down the hall at the menagerie of odd faces staring back at him, realized they were waiting on his order. Every instinct wanted to have them fall back with him to Jessie’s position, lock her up in the apartment, and fight off anything that got near.
A bad plan.
He pointed at the ghost. “What can you do?”
The ghost’s gentlemanly green smile gave him a hungry look. “Haunt them.”
“Do whatever you can to bottleneck them in the doorway room itself.”
Without a word, the ghost floated up through the ceiling, out of sight.
“Wish I knew that trick,” Tat muttered.
“What is your trick?” Lockman asked.
Tat offered a half smile, half sneer. The spider tat on his shoulder wriggled. For a second, Lockman thought his vision had gone blurry. Then the spider stood on Tat’s shoulder in full 3-D with a lot more detail than any ink drawing.
“I have friends,” Tat said, and all over his arms and torso his tattoos writhed to life—bats, snakes, alien creatures, even the barbed wire around one bicep curled around and down his arm like a living thing. All of them, unlike the spider, remained as moving pictures on his body, but Lockman guessed Tat could call anyone of them into the corporeal world as its real-life counterpart.
“Take your friends and a team of six you trust with your life upstairs to the engine room and see if you can’t shut down all the doors.”
“And if we can’t?”
“Destroy the damn thing. We have the advantage of a bottleneck right now, no matter how many they got. But they’ll keep coming and eventually pour through the whole damn facility if we can’t cut them off before they even get started.”
Della’s spacey eyes stared in Lockman general direction. “We cannot destroy the doorways. Romeo had them built as part of our Return.”
Of course he fucking did.
“I don’t give a damn. There won’t be a soul alive in this place to Return if we don’t stop the invasion.”
“Is that what this is?” the carrot-topped guy said with the worry of a child, even though Lockman glimpsed the wicked needle teeth in his over-sized mouth that looked like they could help him bite through a steel pipe.
It fit Teresa’s style in an exaggerated sense. Take ‘em down in their own home, she used to say when they were assigned with clearing a vamp nest. And if Teresa really had command of that many wolves…
“Yes,” Lockman said. “This is a full on invasion, and if we don’t divert it before it’s in full swing, we are all dead.”



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Teresa discovered the packs outside of Vegas had a number of brilliant core members. Their Alphas had Betas with brains. It was from one of the northern packs that the suggestion to push through multiple doors came. They had doorways throughout the state and its neighbors. According to their gathered intel from the pixie, the Agency’s “doorway room” as the pixie had called it had enough interdimensional portals to accommodate at least one per each of the seven packs.
Plan was simple.
Spread out to the other doorways, each pack taking one. Synchronize watches. Program a chain of phones all with speed dial to the others. Pack one would make the initial breech with the emergency ruse. Once inside, they could program and open the other doors, and all seven packs could file into the facility to begin the attack.
Worked perfectly.
Turned out they had doors to spare. But most of her pack was in and working the codes to get out of the door room and into the facility proper when the others began filing through after Aaron’s call sending the all clear. Aaron had traded his white track suit for a blue one with green stripes. He looked ready for a game of B-ball, rather than an invasion. But after his quick shift to put down Cage and his ability to slip right back into his clothes when he shifted back made Teresa wonder if she shouldn’t find more practical dress for herself. Most the wolves wore hand-me-downs and thrift-store finds, knowing they wouldn’t last long. But Teresa had never been much of a bargain hunter.
They received no resistance coming through. Not even a sign of whoever activated the doorway on this end. Apparently, this Agency carried a level of hubris the old one never suffered from. They had thought themselves impervious.
“Got it,” Trent said, his mustache twitching as he smiled at her over his shoulder. He stood at the heavy metallic door that led out of the room, fingers of one hand still a couple inches from the keypad on the wall beside the door. A loud clank followed by a short hiss sounded.
Aaron stepped forward and swung the door open, quickly standing aside in case of a counter attack.
Behind Teresa, the other wolves continued to pour in. Some of them had already shifted. The room quickly grew crowded. Bodies in various stages of shift pressed against her as she stood before the open door, trying to decide her next move.
Could it be so easy?
The pixie had described the facility as heavily secure and ready for anything. The impression she was getting is that they were ready for nothing. Something else must have had their attention. Combine that with her brilliant ruse to get in through the interdimensional door, and this whole op could go as smooth as Bombay had back in the eighties.
She wondered if Craig remembered Bombay, the easy slaughter at the nest of the lizard-like things simply because they had picked a rare cool day for the op, and the lizards could hardly get their cold-blooded asses moving before the first flashbang was thrown.
“Ma’am.” Trent cleared his throat.
Teresa pulled herself from the reverie. She nodded. “Time to move in.”
In her old life, she would have checked her rifle, pulled the bolt, and took up a defensive firing position. But her hands were empty. She held them out before her and watched her fingertips turn to claws.
More and more pressure against her as the wolves continued to push their way in through the doorways. The room smelled like an abandoned kennel. Some of the fully shifted had marked their new territory.
Aaron zipped out of his track suit. Naked, he gingery folded the suit, looked around him, realized he had no place to set the outfit without it getting trample, and tossed it aside with a shrug. He shifted.
Trent shifted.
Finally, Teresa fully shifted.
She took the lead, running out into the hallway, an army of giant wolves following her with blind obedience. Not for the first time, she thought to herself…
I should have gone wolf a long time ago.
A small voice at the back of her mind dared one contradiction before falling silent as obediently as her pack.
Then it would have been you who killed your sister.



Chapter Forty
Lockman led the remaining supernaturals straight to his apartment. Teresa had come with a takeover in mind, but part of that involved killing Lockman’s daughter, the Chosen One, and he’d be damned if he didn’t lead a team to cover her.
On the way, they passed several groups of mortals dressed and armed with military grade gear, all headed for the door room, each squad leader asking the same question as they passed in opposite directions.
“Are they in?”
Lockman would answer each with the same clipped tone. “Breach achieved.” Two words, but enough to get every squad running double-time to the appropriate stairwell, elevator, or guard post depending on their assignments.
Kress probably had all that information memorized. Lockman didn’t have a clue what the protocol for such an eventuality was. The response felt especially slow to him, though. Kress had taken the impregnable nature of his castle for granted, refused a basic tenant of any secure facility—there is always a way in.
His hubris could get them all killed.
They arrived at the apartment and found the door ripped off its hinges. Lockman drew is pistol and led the way inside. Gun arm up, he swung the barrel around like a flashlight, scanning every inch of the apartment.
The place was trashed.
The massive plasma TV had a hole in the screen that continued through the wall. Lockman could peer through the cracked screen and ragged drywall to his bedroom. The furniture made of wood lay in splinters across the floor. Any piece with cushions had been slashed, the stuffing torn out and scattered about like sheep shearings. In the kitchenette, Jessie’s special fridge lay tipped face down with lines of blood rolling away from it as if the machine itself were a murder victim.
The others spread out behind him, quiet and quick. They had the rest of the apartment searched in thirty seconds, voices calling out, “Clear,” like an evolving echo.
Lockman lowered his weapon and turned to take in his impromptu team. Every face, even the most warped, insect-like one, wore a mask of somber professionalism.
Kress might have been a dick, but he knew how to recruit talent.
“No sign of her,” a pasty-faced thing with an androgynous voice and who smelled like raw dough said. He or she carried a rifle, but otherwise had no clothing. Its body looked made of what it smelled like, dough.
The thing nodded at Lockman’s scrutiny. “They call me Doughboy around here, sir. Took me a while to get it, but this ain’t my world. To you it’s pretty obvious, huh?”
Lockman nodded absently. “Thanks. Any thoughts on what happened?”
“The Chosen One, according to observation and study, can tend toward erratic.”
That won a grunt from Lockman. “She’s a teenager.”
Doughboy carried on. “I believe this is her work.”
Taking a second look at the mess, Lockman thought Doughboy just might be right. It did look a bit like the aftermath of a temper tantrum—on a vamp level. “She’s having a hard time adjusting,” Lockman said, which was an understatement. “We’re sure the wolves couldn’t have made it here before us?”
Doughboy shook his fat, doughy head. “Not from the door room. We would have run into them on the way down. Or they would be…shit.”
Doughboy had time enough to turn toward the apartment door when the wolf hit him. Doughboy went down, the wolf landed on top, pinning the rifle between them, and then the wolf turned Doughboy’s face into crumbs.
Lockman raised his pistol as three more wolves charged through the door. Big wolves. Which forced them to come in single-file. Lockman blew the snout off the first one, teeth and blood exploding from its face as momentum carried it a few more steps before it dropped and rolled onto its side, writhing and making a high-pitched keen through what remained of its mouth.
The rest of Lockman’s team reacted as quickly. They opened fire on the remaining pair of charging dogs, their rifles on full-auto and turning the wolves into furry ground beef.
Then all weapons aimed for the doorway, expecting more.
Four and a half heartbeats went by in silence except for the sounds of gunfire and screams echoing throughout the facility. The silence broke when the hand grenade thumped to the floor and rolled.
“Grenade,” Lockman shouted and sprinted for the couch. A headfirst leap took him over the top of the couch. He slammed to the floor on the other side, letting go of his pistol so he could cover the back of his head with both hands. He had no idea how the others were reacting. Some probably not acting at all, but stunned in that brief moment between the realization and the reality of death.
The force of the explosion kicked the couch in the air and over Lockman, fiery tassels fluttering from where the fabric burned. The air pressure expanded for an instant, pumping deafness into Lockman’s ears. His old training had taken over, though. In a battle, you never pause, even for a second to wonder how the hell you’re still alive.
The couch hit the floor and Lockman shot to his feet. He scooped up his pistol and fired blindly toward the doorway while he ran in a zigzag, making his way to the other side of the apartment suite and finally into Jessie’s room.
He glimpsed some of the carnage during his retreat. Spattered guts, blown-off limbs, and faces perforated with debris shards. He couldn’t be sure if the entire team was down, had no time to make a body count, so could only hope someone on his side could still fight.
Meanwhile, he slammed Jessie’s door shut, the sound like thunder. An iron door, with reinforced steel strapping was no light thing. A keypad beside the door had a light that shined solid green. After Lockman tapped in a code, the light flashed red. The massive lock inside the door thunked while a few smaller bolts clicked into place. The walls in here were constructed with the same metal combination.
Lockman’s own bedroom had no such protection. But when you’re the Chosen One, you get special treatment.
Lockman leaned his back against the door and wiped away the sweat burning his eyes with the back of his wrist. He panted. His heartbeat pulsed hard enough for him to hear the blood whooshing in his ears underneath the ringing the sound of the explosion left behind.
He listened.
The reinforced door and walls made for good sound-proofing as well as protection, but couldn’t stop him from hearing more chattering gunfire that abruptly stopped before a long and terrible scream that turned wet and garbled another second later.
Lockman recognized the pattern of sounds, especially that last, the sound a scream makes while the throat gets torn open.
He dropped his head back against the door and pressed the side of his gun against his forehead like an icepack for a headache.
He’d done it again. Led more supernaturals to their death.
“You better drop the guilt shit,” a familiar voice said. “Or we’ll never get out of here alive.”
He turned his eyes toward the sound. The open closet, filled with nothing but clothes and shadows.
Shadows.
His realization came a second before Jessie materialized from those shadows—which didn’t look so dark now that she stepped out of them.
“I can see it in your eyes,” she said. “Woe, is me, I’ve led everyone into doom.“ She flapped her wings once, the sound like a wind-snapped flag. “We aren’t playing that role anymore. Neither of us. Got it?”
Lockman lowered his gun hand to his side and, couldn’t help it, laughed. “Sure thing.”
“Well, then, with that out of the way… What’s the plan, Stan?”
He glanced around at his surroundings. Despite the clutter and the illusion that a normal teen lived there, they occupied one of the safest locations in the facility. Under the bed, out of his sight for the moment, a trap door, also code-locked, led into a smaller room with provisions. Food, medical supplies, weapons. As far as emergency threats to the Chosen One, they stood exactly where they belonged.
“Mica didn’t have the code for your room,” he said, mostly to himself. “Just me and you.”
“And Kress.”
Lockman squeezed his eyes shut and sighed. Kress had all the fucking codes. After all, this was his “house.” The government merely rented a few rooms. And Kress was in no condition to suffer extreme interrogation. If they could get to him, they could conceivably get him to give up the codes, rendering the safe room not so safe, and more along the lines of death trap.
How much time they had to figure out an escape depended on how fast the wolves could find Kress, figure out what he knew, then force him to share it all.
“Are we in another one of our Totally Screwed moments?” Jessie asked.
“This time might be the real deal.”
Jessie pouted with her hands on her hips. “Well that sucks.”
Lockman shook his head. He was still a little out of breath. He waved a hand at her. “As a vamp, you are no longer allowed to use that expression.”
Her phony pout turned into a real frown. “Nice. That’s…that’s real sensitive.”
“Quit yer crying and move the bed. Let’s find out what we’ve got down below.”
Hopefully something that could kill a lot of wolves.



Chapter Forty-One
It was hard being an alpha wolf without fully understanding what it meant to be a wolf in the first place. But Teresa was quickly learning.
Like the way she could communicate with the others while in wolf form through scent. The variations in smells became the new language when she was on all fours. The different smells translated themselves to words once they hit her brain, the whole process quick, a little like telepathy.
“Listening” came easily once she got the hang of it.
“Talking” by consciously tweaking her own body odor, on the other hand, took some work. Instinct helped a lot, as it did for most things werewolf.
However, by the time they had breached the facility and moved forward with the plans they had sketched out ahead of time based on the pixie’s intel, she had wolf-talk nailed, and used the smell of her body to give orders as easily as her voice.
Now she paced on all fours in the apartment suite’s living room, making sure to stay clear of the gore scattered across the floor. Trent, as wolf, his muzzle hair curled in a wolfish imitation of his mortal mustache, plodded over to her. He wore the equivalent of a saddle bag over his shoulders. The belted pocket on either side bulged with weapons. It’s where Aaron got the grenade he tossed while briefly taking human form.
The three expendable wolves and the grenade were all part of the breach plan into this apartment suite—although the wolves themselves, strategically picked one each from packs outside Teresa’s, didn’t know going in they were mere cannon fodder.
The pixie had explained the security strength of Jessie’s bedroom. The hope had been to distract her long enough to keep her from locking herself inside her room. If the grenade toss went lucky and killed her first, so much the better.
Luck didn’t want to play on their team, though.
We should order more wolves in, Trent “said” to her. Enough of us hit that door, it’ll come off the hinges.
Taking time and resources away from other parts of the operation wouldn’t work. Trent had no training. He didn’t understand how the cogs in an operation worked, as in most cases they did not. They were less like cogs than wheels. Once you hit the battle field, you could fuck the plan, but you had to keep the wheels spinning. The most important part of this op, much as Teresa hated to admit it, wasn’t about getting to Jessie, it was about taking control of the facility. Once that happened, they could take all the time they needed to cut Jessie out of her box.
She snuffed and shook her head.
Then what? We’re wasting ourselves just standing here.
Good point. Besides Teresa, they had eight wolves with them, all from the Vegas pack—now that their distracters were dead—which included Trent and Aaron. They couldn’t waste time hoping the others in the facility could bring the operation to a close. Because if they couldn’t overtake the building, they could not leave until that vamp demon hiding in her bedroom was finally dead.
This line of thought almost changed her mind about pulling wolves off other parts of the op to try and ram the door open. But the flashing red light on the keypad next to the door stopped her. The pixie didn’t know the code to get into Jessie’s room, but someone besides the girl herself had to. She had seen Lockman run into the room with the girl as the smoke from the grenade cleared. So she couldn’t get the code out of him, and probably couldn’t have through any kind of torture or mojo, either. The bastard’s instinct to protect that thing made him too resistant.
Who else, then?
The pixie had laid out the Agency’s hierarchy. The famous actor, Romeo Kress, actually stood at the head of this beast. As CO, he probably would know the code, or at least some way to breach the room, and definitely what to expect if they did.
Using her newly learned language of smell, she ordered Trent and Aaron to split off with her. She gave the other six wolves to hold this position as if their lives depended on it.
They were so close. Just one damn wall between Teresa and her prey. She imagined she could smell the thing’s sickly skin, the blood on her breath, the sweat between the wrinkles in her folded wings.
She barked, jerked her head, and led Trent and Aaron out to find the Agency’s leader.

Finding him turned out easy. His scent had touched nearly every inch of the place at one point or another. Once they had it picked out, they followed the strongest trails. This led them up to the penthouse apartment the pixie had described and which Teresa had found hard to believe until she saw it herself. Mr. Kress liked to dance along the border of palatial and gaudy.
Trent pounced on the door to knock it loose—not nearly as secure as Jessie’s bedroom door, obviously—and landed on top of the door, skating across the slick checkered tiles as if riding a surfboard. He lowered his head and growled, not at all amused by his short ride.
When Teresa stepped inside, she understood Trent’s disfavor immediately. The slick tile did not accommodate a wolf’s paw very well. Not that she slipped around as if on ice like the door had, but she wouldn’t want to have to run on such a surface.
The three of them suffered through walking across the tiles, and when they didn’t find Kress in his living room, all of them snorted in relief to find carpeting along the hall leading back to the bedrooms.
“I’m in here,” a ragged voice said, a voice that sounded as if it had been shouting all day.
They exchanged looks, their scents changing to form the same question—
Trap?
Teresa crept forward, the others to either side and a little behind, forming a triangle as they traveled down the hall. They found him in the master bedroom. The room looked large enough to hold the floor plan for most single family homes. The ceiling vaulted. Polished pine rafters gave the room a country cabin feel. Despite the fancy silk sheets on the perfectly made bed, the shining mirror above the antique dresser, or the freshly vacuumed carpet, some trails from the vacuum still visible in the knap, the bedroom smelled of sweat and urine.
Kress stood on top of the dresser, fully clothed in a designer suit except for his feet, which were bare. Along with his political looking blue and white striped tie, Kress also had a noose around his neck. The opposite end of the rope was tied to the middle of one of the rafters with enough slack that it looked like he could play Tarzan and swing across the room—if he were holding the rope instead of dangling by his neck, that is.
Kress’s eyes were wet and pink around the edges as if he’d been crying for a long time.
He gazed at Teresa with those sad eyes and her gut clenched. She lowered her head and whimpered, unable to hide the sudden wave of empathy she had with this man. Had their infiltration drove him to this? Made sense. Kill himself before they could try to extract any intel. But it looked so forlorn, in so much psychic pain that Teresa felt in her bones there was more to it than the Cold War equivalent of a cyanide pill.
“I’ve been up here half the day,” Kress said, answering some of Teresa’s questions without her having to ask them. “I just can’t seem to make myself do it.”
Teresa felt her eyes water. She couldn’t stand seeing him like this, so pathetic, alone. She shifted into human form. Her companions whimpered, but from the smell, she knew those cries were meant for Kress, not her decision to approach him in human form.
When she reached the dresser he stood on, she reached out and touched his calf. A flock of emotions fluttered through Teresa, tickling her insides like bat wings—anger, sadness, hopelessness, all laced with a hint of joy.
Something isn’t right, she thought as tears streamed down her hot face.
She sniffled and looked up at him. “Why are you doing this?”
He reached a hand down to her. “He took over. Everything that I worked so hard to build, and now he is in charge.”
Teresa took his hand, didn’t have to be told who he was. Lockman, of course. Damn you, Craig. Can’t you see the pain this man is in? Don’t you care?
“Will you stand here with me?” Kress asked. “For just a moment.”
I’m forgetting something.
But she couldn’t figure out what.
Aaron and Trent both shifted into human form. No one seemed to notice or care the three of them were naked. They cried like Teresa. Beads of tears caught in Trent’s disheveled mustache.
“Please?” Kress begged.
Teresa had never heard such desperation. How could she deny him a moment of comfort before he took his life. Maybe he would even share the security code they had come for.
That’s what you’re forgetting. You have to get—
The thought broke into pieces as Kress squeezed her hand and gently tugged. He helped her up onto the dresser with him, and once at his side, she put her arms around him. It felt so natural. All she wanted to do was take care of this poor, hurting man.
So it confused her when he slipped the noose off his neck, hooped it around hers, and gave her a hard shove off the dresser.
As the rope tightened around her neck and she swung across the room, her toes brushing the carpeting at the center of her pendulum arch, the spell on her emotions shattered. On the swing back toward the dresser, breath and blood cut off, she realized the trick. Kress was an empath of some kind who could share his emotions with others. A nasty trick.
A trick that worked perfectly.
She continued to swing back and forth. She tried digging her fingers in past the noose, but her body weight had cinched it tight. While she struggled, her vision going red around the edges, she saw Kress draw a pair of Glocks from under his suit. Tears in his eyes, still with Trent and Aaron still shocked frozen by Kress’s emotional spell, Kress double-tapped each of them in the forehead, one Glock per wolf, and Teresa’s newest allies dropped to the floor dead.
Meanwhile, Teresa had managed to slow her swinging by stretched her legs as far as she could and scraping her toes against the carpet mid-swing. The tips of her toes burned. Her calves and arches of her feet cramped. Precious oxygen refused to leak enough into the straw her throat had become.
Shift, you idiot.
That could go one of two ways. Either the rope would rip open when her neck expanded, or it would hold and all but sever her wolf head.
Kress jumped down from the dresser. He tucked away one of his two guns and used his freehand to grab Teresa’s arm to stop her swinging.
Now she could stretch her legs just enough to stand on the tips of her rug-burned toes. If she reached up and held onto the rope, she could get a scant whistle of air in through her throat and to her lungs.
Kress looked her up and down, not as if admiring her naked figure, but more like she were a specimen he meant to study. He pressed the barrel of his gun into the side of her face, right where her teeth met. His eyes still glistened with tears. In fact, when he spoke, he sounded choked up and fresh tears ran down his cheeks.
“You think you can come into my home and undo over two decades of work? You think you can take the Chosen One away from me?”
This, Teresa quickly realized, wasn’t an act. She felt nothing of the emotion he now expressed. No. This guy walked a line between sanity and sense, and looked close to tripping over his own feet.
And her life was now in his hands.
“I have a dossier on you,” Kress said.
All Teresa could focus on was keeping the air streaming in and out of her lungs. The cramps in her calves grew more painful, and more cramps started up her arms as she clung to the rope. Still, she kept a vague awareness of what Kress said, like background music you were forced to listen to at a department store.
“We meant to recruit you,” Kress continued. “Can you believe that?” He laughed through his tears, high-pitched and girlish. “Then you had to waltz off the rez and go crazy.”
Look who’s talking? Teresa thought in lieu of her forced silence.
“This vendetta you have with Jessie…” Kress shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts. “What’s the purpose?”
He waited for an answer he must have known she couldn’t give.
When he again shook his head, it was like a disapproving parent. He backed off a step and aimed his Glock in the center of her face.
So this is how it ends.
She would soon join the ranks of Marty, Adam, Rodriguez, Creed, and all the others who had died protecting what they should have destroyed.
She started to close her eyes, but decided to face her death as best she could.
“Did you come to me because you thought I’d give you the code to her room?” Kress asked.
Teresa stared at him, her hands slipping on the rope, the noose tightening, the world turning into a spinning, hazy red.
Panic had made her forget again.
Shift. Now it doesn’t matter if the rope takes off your head. He’s going to kill you anyway.
“I never would have given them up.”
Teresa shifted.
For a second, it felt as though her face might blow apart, explode outward from the sudden pressure like a squeezed balloon.
Then the rope came apart at her neck with a rip that, to Teresa, echoed through the entire facility. She did not bother with a first deep breath. She leapt at Kress, who began frantically firing his weapon.



Chapter Forty-Two
Every ten seconds or so came another echoing bang against the door. To Jessie’s eyes it looked like the wolves had started a dent. She swore the center of the door showed a slight bulge on their side.
“If they keep hitting it like that, it’ll come down,” she said, sitting on the edge of her bed. She had her Kress-issued smart phone in one hand and used her thumb on the touch screen to play the world’s worst round of Angry Birds. Not that she cared. She just needed to give her hands something to do. Slinging birds at pigs seemed as good a choice as any.
Bang.
Craig sat on the chair by her desk. He straddled it backward with his forearms resting on the chair back and his chin resting on his arms. “I’ve been counting the strikes. There’s about seven of them out there taking turns. You can tell by the variation in intervals. They’re using a lot of strength, which means having to rest more and more.”
Bang.
Jessie scrunched her face. “Is that, like, a math lesson. It kind of sounded like a story problem.” Somehow she clung to her sense of humor while her nerves snapped and crackled like wet wires. She had also gone into her movie title listing trance earlier until Craig had threatened to throw her to the wolves himself if she didn’t stop.
“Basic logic,” her dad said, ignoring her sarcasm as usual. “If there were more wolves, they’d be hitting that door more often. Then we might have to worry.”
Bang.
They had slid the bed all the way to the wall. The trap door in the middle of the floor hung open. It reminded Jessie of the scene from Star Wars when the rebels all hide in Han Solo’s secret cargo holds he used for smuggling. Because that, according to Dad, was Plan B—if the wolves made it through the first door, she and Craig would hide in the compartment down there that was about a quarter the size of her room. But it had its own toilet, ventilation, and fully loaded gun rack. So there was the silver lining around that cloudy idea.
Bang.
“Maybe I should do something,” she said.
Craig lifted his chin off his arms. “Like what?”
She shrugged. “I tapped into my mojo at the hospital. Why not do it here?”
“But what would you do? Turn the wolves into bunnies?”
Jessie shivered with some drama. “Ew. I hate bunnies. Their red eyes freak me out.”
Bang.
Craig shook his head. “You can’t be serious for a second.”
“Will letting go of my sense of humor make a bit of a dif’ in surviving this?”
He rolled his eyes.
Nice. She was supposed to be the apathetic teen in this relationship. “Lighten up, Dad. If we’re going to die, at least we go down fighting together, right?”
She couldn’t read the look he gave her. A sudden focus in his eyes. A quick lift of his chin. Then he smiled. “Right.”
His smile quickly faded. His eyes narrowed.
Jessie felt it, too. Something different.
No banging.
“They’ve stopped trying to get in,” Jessie whispered as if they might hear her through steel, iron, and reinforced concrete.
“Haven’t stopped trying,” Craig said. “Changing tactics.”
“How do you know? Maybe they gave—”
The keypad next to the door bleeped. The flashing red light turned to a solid green. Next came the clicks, snaps, and final clang of the bolts releasing.
Craig hopped to his feet and kicked the chair aside. “Go, go, go. Down, down, down.”
Jessie hesitated for only a second. She shot off the bed, tossing aside her iPhone, and dropped feet first through the trapdoor, tucking her wings tight against her. She thumped to the metal floor of the secondary safe room and scooted aside right before Craig landed right where she had.
A chain with a metal hoop on the end dangled by the metal ladder that lead out of the tomb-like space. Craig grabbed the hoop and yanked. Above them the trapdoor, attached to the other end of the chain swung closed with a thundering boom. He climbed halfway up the ladder to reach the control that engaged the lock. That familiar sound of large bolts locking into place rang through the small space.
The prime difference, her dad had explained earlier when he inspected the subfloor safe room, between this door and the one to her room was that this room could only be locked and unlocked from inside. Another, significant difference, however, was that this door wasn’t nearly as strong.
We’re just buying more time before that wench can get her literal paws on me.
Jessie felt a quiver of bravado. Let the bitch in. Let Jessie have a go at her, one-on-one, and see who came out alive. Only Teresa wouldn’t play fair. She’d have her whole wolf pack behind her, and Jessie wouldn’t stand a chance.
A muffled female voice came through the door. Then three solid poundings against the door. Followed by silence.
Jessie looked to her dad.
He had a pistol in hand that he’d taken from the gun rack down here. He held it, barrel up, arm cocked, all business. She had recommended he use one of the three assault rifles on the rack, and he simply told her he wanted to save them for later.
He had expected this fight.
But he had to know they would lose.
Once Teresa and her pack got through the trapdoor, they had no more saferooms to retreat into. It would be the two of them, a rack of guns, and a bunch of supernaturally powered wolves flooding into the room.
They needed an edge.
They needed mojo.
A nerve scratching whine of metal twisting against metal filled the room. The trapdoor visibly jerked. Jessie’s vampire senses kicked in. She could smell fear on her father, a special kind of musk most men saved for that special moment right before they knew they were going to die.
“I want you to stand behind me,” he said.
She barely heard him. She had plans of her own. But she did back up, which seemed to appease him. She took a seat on one of a pair of army cots. She closed her eyes.
Jessie went inside.



Chapter Forty-Three
Lockman watched Jessie sit on the cot and close her eyes, knew immediately what she was doing. “Stop.”
No response. Clicked off like a light.
Her eyes rolled around under the lids as if in REM sleep. Her shoulders relaxed which made the bony top joints of her wings sag to either side, slightly unfolding them behind her.
The trap door jerked again.
Lockman turned toward the sound.
Had he seen a flash of light from the corner of his eyes? Had they gotten the thing briefly open a crack?
He shuffled back, close to the weapon rack, took a regulation shooter’s stance, and aimed up at the door. He would empty the pistol the second the door flung open, keeping any curious faces from peering in to assess the threat. Then he would drop the gun and grab one of the rifles. The first head or paw he saw would get obliterated. Then it was a matter of keeping them guessing. How much ammo did they have, they would wonder. How many of them down there and armed? How long should we wait before trying again?
Or they could lob another grenade into the hole and end it in a few seconds.
The door popped. No crack of light. But however they were pulling on it, they got it to move despite the steel bolts keeping it in place. The little trap door was a mere impediment to the inevitable. Unless a few of those armed squads came to the rescue, Teresa and her pack would get down here, get to him…
To Jessie.
He let his gaze crawl over the weapon rack. Guns. Rifles. A sword with a wickedly serrated edge, almost as ornate as it was deadly. He stood close enough to inhale the scent of gun oil. A nice collection.
Worthless to them, though.
He turned back to Jessie. Her only signs of life the movement of her chest as she breathed and her rolling eyes. She’d gone deep, and got there fast. No doubt her power had evolved as much as her vampirism. Curing an entire floor of mentally ill patients without utilizing a single drop of blood. Everyone except Lockman seemed to overlook that point. She had made no painful sacrifice of any kind, yet the mojo had worked and worked big.
He looked down at the pistol in his hand. A useless piece of plastic and metal in this situation. He hung it on the rack where he’d taken it from and joined Jessie on the cot. He put an arm around her waist—across the shoulders impossible now with her wings.
She muttered something, but otherwise remained in her trance.
The door hitched again, along with the sound of twisting metal.
They were making progress.
A cool hand touched the back of Lockman’s neck.
He shuddered. “What do I do?”
He didn’t care what some ancient spirit hiding inside Jessie had said. This third touch to the back of his neck was Kate. Maybe only the tiniest fragment. But her, nevertheless.
He closed his eyes. Asked again, “What do I do, Kate?”
He felt himself being drawn down, as if falling in slow motion. He let it happen. If any mojo remained in this body from when it belonged to Gabriel, he had to tap it, share it with Jessie, give her that extra push that might give her back the magical strength she once had. Like jumper cables.
Once he made this decision, the slow fall turned into a gut spinning plunge. He felt both weightless and heavy as he soared down into the darkness of his psyche. When he landed, he could not believe where he stood.
Before him stood the old cabin he, Jessie, and Kate had tried to restart their lives in. The smell of pine and the fresh, fishy smell of the nearby creek filled his nostrils as he took a long, relaxing breath. For the moment, he forgot all about the wolves at the door in the real world outside.
Then he heard the clang of metal against metal, but this sounded like it came from back behind the cabin. It rang out a second time. Lockman followed the sound around the cabin and found Jessie wielding an ax.
She looked exactly like the first day he met her.
That cocky slant to her shoulders, the dark dye in her hair, the piercings. No wings. No gray and wrinkled skin. And when she noticed him standing there and smiled at him, no fangs.
“You actually did it,” she said and balanced the axe handle on one shoulder. “You followed me in.”
“The odds out there aren’t in our favor.” He furled his brow. “Did you expect me to come?”
She shook her head. “The old dude thought you might.”
By old dude, Lockman assumed she meant the ancient soul she had spoken to before. The one that had said there was nothing left of Kate.
“That is not at all what I claimed,” a voice to Lockman’s side said.
Lockman spun, grabbing for a gun tucked in his waistband and clutching at a fistful of air instead.
An old man who stood about as tall as Jessie stepped out of the woods, his eyes on his feet to avoid tripping on the undergrowth. “I said she was no longer here.” When he reached the clearing at the back edge of the property, he stopped and glided an open hand around him to indicate their surroundings.
“What is this place?”
Jessie snorted. “Sometimes you are so clueless.”
He gaped at her, waiting for an answer instead of an insult.
She rolled her eyes, gestured with the axe in a similar fashion the old man had with his hand, tracing a half circle through the air in front of her with the axe’s blade. “This is Me country. My inner soul.”
“The fact that you are able to leave yourself,” the old man said as he crossed the clearing toward the cabin, “indicates you have great power.”
A mosquito buzzed Lockman’s ear. He shooed it away with a wave. “No. This isn’t my territory. Whatever power I might have is left over stuff from Gabriel.”
The old man chuckled. He stopped within a few feet of where Jessie stood. He looked down at the stump used for a chopping block. Whatever caught the old man’s eye, Lockman couldn’t see past a stack of quartered logs. “The power Gabriel left behind is now yours.” He looked up. “Wouldn’t you say that’s fair?”
“Fair or not, mojo ain’t my thing.”
The old man just smiled and shook his head.
“Hey, Dad,” Jessie piped in. “You need to come check this out.”
Lockman went over and saw what sat on the chopping block. A golden cube with all manner of ornate carvings. The memory artifact. The cause of all their troubles in a way.
“Watch this,” Jessie said.
She lifted the axe over her head, swung it down in a perfect arc, and struck the cube square in the middle. That metallic clang he’d heard when he first arrived echoed outward, startling an owl out of a nearby tree. The axe blade bounced off the cube and didn’t leave the faintest mark.
“We already destroyed it, Jess,” Lockman said. “This is just a…a dream.”
“My point is, you wouldn’t have been able to break this thing with an axe. You can ease up on the guilt department now. Axe wouldn’t have done shit-diddly.”
“But I didn’t even try.”
Jessie shrugged, held out the axe. “Try now.”
“It wouldn’t mean anything,” he said, but took the axe anyway. “We’re in a dream world. None of this is real.”
“Just give it a go.” She stepped aside to give him room to swing.
He started to protest again, explain to her they faced a physical danger out in the real world that this dream one couldn’t save them from, then pulled himself short. If none of this meant anything, why’d he bother finding his way here.
He swung the axe with all his strength.
The axe blade cracked, a piece shooting off into the gnarled grass. The reverberations up Lockman’s arms felt real enough.
The cube remained right where it had sat on the tree stump before his mighty swing, unscathed.
He tossed the axe aside. His hands buzzed as if he’d been sitting on them for a long time. “Still could have thrown it in the ocean or something.”
The old man hitched a shoulder. “Few can read the splitting tines of destiny.”
Lockman cocked an eyebrow. “Um…what?”
Jessie laughed, the sound like the tinkling of wind chimes in a spring breeze. So refreshing and real. “What Cookie is trying to say—”
“Cookie?”
“Cause he talks like a fortune cookie sometimes. Anyway, he’s saying you couldn’t have known what was going to happen, and even if you did, you might not have wanted to stop it.”
“Not want to stop the slaughter of thousands? The death of my friends? The loss of…” He cut off when he almost said wife. It sounded so natural. Only they had never had the chance to make it official. He had proposed. She had accepted. And then the Agency forced him to disappear.
“Kate,” he said after a second.
“Dad, there’s something going on here that’s bigger than all that. Bigger than just us.”
“You,” Lockman said, pointing, “are all that matters anymore. I don’t care if everyone thinks you can save the world. You’re my world. I swore I would protect you against all of these dark things. I failed in a big way in New Orleans—”
“And have been trying to make up for it ever since.” She held out her hands before he could say more. “Why did you come here?”
He looked around, the surroundings so real. The buzzing mosquitoes, the smell of earth and the hint of coming rain. The vivid colors. “Because we’re out of options out there.”
“You chose to give this a chance, to come here and combine whatever mojo you got with mine. You set aside your gun and came to me.”
“I didn’t have any other choice.”
Jessie exchanged looks with the old man, and traded wizened smiles while they were at it. “There is always a choice,” she said. “That’s the point. Now that you’re here, that you actually gave yourself over to the magic…”
She slapped her forehead, shook her head. “I’m so dense.”
“What? What are you talking about?” His pulse picked up a few extra beats.
Again, she turned to the old spirit. “There’s always a choice.”
He simply nodded.
“All this time, I could have…just because…fucking A.”
“What is going on?” Lockman insisted.
Jessie looked him in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Dad. You’re not the biggest screw up here. I’ve officially won the title.”
Some of the cryptic nature of that old soul had rubbed off on her. Lockman felt near ready to shake a straight answer out of her. “Why? What did you do?”
“It’s what I didn’t do.”
“Tell me.”
“The Chosen must choose,” she whispered. She shook her head. “It can’t really be that simple.”
“Simple?” the old man said and grunted. “The answers that change the world are never simple.”
Now Lockman wanted to throttle them both. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on.”
“The Chosen One,” the old man said. “She has finally chosen.”
“Chosen what?”
Jessie took Lockman’s hands. “Will you help me?”
“If it means saving you from Teresa and her wolf friends…name it.”
“I need all the mojo you’ve got.”
“But—”
“It’s there and you know it. Now is not the time to deny it just because it makes you…uncomfortable.”
She was right. This was why he’d come here in the first place. “Okay. I’ll try.”
“Not to get all Yoda on you, but don’t try, just do. Make the choice and stick with it, and I promise I’ll do the same.”
“One condition.”
“Are you serious? We’re about to get eaten by wolves.”
“What did you choose?”
Her eyebrows went up. “Oh. An easy one.” She smiled. “I chose to be The Chosen.”
Before he could complain about her opaque answer, she squeezed his hands and he immediately felt an electric pulse roll through him.
“Holy shit,” she said to the old man. “He’s got the goods.”
The old man smiled.
Then she looked back at Lockman. “Whatever happens, I want you to know—”
“Don’t start with that shit. Just tell me the plan.”
“Simple,” she said with a smirk. “I’m going to start The Return.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like—”
A giant boom swallowed her last word, a sound Lockman imagined not too far removed from an atomic bomb. At least in here. But he had a feeling he knew what it really was.
The big bad wolves had huffed, puffed, and blown the trap door open.



Chapter Forty-Four
Three members of a pack from northern Nevada came running out of the girl’s bedroom in human form. “Clear, clear, clear,” one of them shouted. Naked with their cocks waggling like tails stuck on the wrong end, they looked utterly comical to Teresa, and she allowed herself a smile as she, herself, stood in human form safely on the opposite side of the apartment suite.
The three men ducked behind the flipped couch and clapped their hands over their ears.
The twelve other wolves, still shifted, paced around Teresa, furry flanks occasionally brushing against her bare legs, some whimpering softly, others growling under their breath.
Teresa wasn’t the only one frustrated with their failed attempts to open the trap door. But she comforted herself knowing that Jessie wasn’t going anywhere and time was on their side as she’d heard several reports that takeover of the facility was near complete, with only a few holdovers like Jessie and Lockman. She’d even heard a rumor that a gnome was using ventilation shafts to sneak around and take potshots at the wolves.
Cute. But if true, he couldn’t keep that up forever.
The only other tough player they’d had to deal with was a fucking ghost. That Craig had aligned himself with such a thing spoke volumes about how far her former colleague and lover had fallen. Made her sad to think about. Especially because she knew she would have to kill him. Probably knew it all along, but didn’t want to admit it. Part of her wanted to believe she could bring back the Craig Lockman of old, who recognized terrible danger when he saw it, and acted in the interests of the greater good, not his personal feelings.
Pathetic.
The eventual explosion didn’t sound nearly as loud as Teresa had expected. A whip crack and a muffled whump, then smoke filtered out of the bedroom door.
The trio cowering behind the couch uncovered their ears and filed back into the bedroom to survey the results.
A few seconds went by.
Teresa waited for the all clear and an indication of success or failure.
The wolves weaving around her legs slowed their pacing. Some sat and watched in the direction of the bedroom.
The little bit of smoke cleared enough that she could see into the bedroom, but she didn’t have an angle to view the section of floor with the door. She saw no sign of movement. No shifting of shadows.
Right before she commanded one of the wolves to check on them, one of the explosive setters called out.
“We’re in.”
Teresa smiled, then shifted into wolf form. She found she could command her pack, and even the members of the other packs, more easily with her scents rather than verbally. She growled, barked, and gave the wolf equivalent of the command—
Kill them.



Chapter Forty-Five
When Lockman opened his eyes in the real world, he found himself holding hands with Jessie like they had inside. The smell of blown C-4 filled the room. Tendrils of smoke reached down from the seams in the trap door. The door remained in place, but they might have blown the hinges. If they could gain leverage with something to pry the door—
The door swung up and then fell out of sight.
Still holding Jessie’s hands, he yanked her to her feet and instinctively shoved her further back into the safe room. Then he went for the gun rack.
“We’re in,” he heard someone shout as he yanked a rifle off the rack and pulled back the bolt.
The first face he saw peer in looked mortal. He wore a dumb, curious expression, like a kid staring down into a dark well.
Lockman fired, and the face turned into a red mist.
The curious wolf’s body flopped out of sight.
Lockman kept aim on the opening, ready for the next idiot to try taking a look. A bunch of shouting, barking, and growling followed, but no one was dumb enough to peek in. From the commotion, he guessed Jessie’s room was full of wolves. Trying to climb out and shoot his way through wouldn’t work. All he could do was wait and hope they didn’t drop another grenade while Jessie did her thing.
He glanced over his shoulder at her.
Her wings were flared out as far as the shelves of supplies would allow. Her eyes glowed vampire red. She had her fangs bared in a scowl as she concentrated on some point in the space between them.
Come on, Jess. You are the Chosen One. You are the Chosen One.
He couldn’t put his finger on any single phrase or experience, but after joining hands inside of her soul, he no longer doubted her power, even if she still did. He also believed he had a little power of his own. It explained his superior reflexes, his sharp senses, his peak strength. Nothing obviously beyond mortal, but now that he knew what lay dormant inside of him, maybe he could wake it up.
“The Chosen must choose,” Jessie whispered to herself. “I choose to be chosen.”
She closed her eyes and immediately gasped, as if she saw something in the dark behind her eyelids that either frightened or excited her. Then the smile spread across her face and Lockman knew the tide was about to turn.
He moved his attention back to the opening.
The sounds of panting and dozens of paws scrabbling across the floor came through.
He hoped that tide turned soon.
“Any of you motherfuckers want to have a peek down here, now’s the time.”
Not one. Or two. Not even three.
Six wolves all jumped down through the hole, which was wide enough to accommodate them coming in pairs. They came fast. Too fast to stop them from getting inside.
Lockman opened fire, spraying them as they charged.
Blood and fur splattered in all directions. One wolf dropped instantly as a series of rounds took off the top of its head. Another wolf slipped in the blood from the one in front of it and slammed against the wall, stunned. The other wolves ran against the onslaught of bullets as if braving a hard rain. Chunks from their flanks and backs tore loose. Ears ripped. A few eyes shot out.
But they kept coming.
Built tough, werewolves could take a lot of damage. Brutal headshots were the quickest, and only certain, way to put these dogs down. Spraying rifle fire, even in controlled bursts, could only slow them down.
Of the original six, three made it through the barrage to Lockman before Lockman had a chance to empty the magazine. One wolf ripped the rifle out of Lockman’s grip as easily as pulling on a chew toy. Two others pounced on him, pinned him to the floor. The last one alive out of the half dozen bit into Lockman’s belly.
The instant of pain before shock numbed his body made lights pop in his vision like old-fashioned camera flashes. Even once the shock settle in, he could feel the wolf’s snout rooting into the hole it had chewed, followed by what felt like a cord unwinding out his stomach.
Lockman clamped his jaw against the scream that wanted to escape when he realized the wolf had hold of his intestines. They wanted him to die slowly, painfully, gruesomely. He was The Wolf Killer, after all. But he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. No even if they pulled him apart a piece at a time.
The longer they spent torturing him, the longer Jessie had to work her mojo.
But one thing became coldly obvious as the wolf jerked its mouth and what looked like bloody rope came out of Lockman.
He would not survive.
This fight was his last.
And if that were the case…
…he needed to make it count.
Lockman closed his eyes.
The wolves holding him down must have decided he’d given up. They scrambled away to fight over their own piece of Lockman’s innards. He could feel the tugging, ripping, the warm gouts of blood splashing far enough to pepper Lockman’s face. One droplet landed at the corner of his mouth.
Lockman thought about Mica, her blood turned weapon in her final seconds of life. He didn’t have pixie dust in his blood, but if he believed what he’d admitted in Jessie’s soulplace, that he held some semblance of power that came more from his body than his soul, maybe he could use Mica’s last act as inspiration for his own.
Though Jessie had seemed to tap into mojo that did not require a flesh sacrifice, he didn’t have any reason to try such a thing. He had plenty of his own blood getting flicked around to use as fuel.
He thought of fire.
Changed his mind.
Too dangerous and impossible to control. Jessie might get trapped by the flames.
How did you kill a dog without a gun?
The answer came to him right on the heels of the question.
You poison their food.
Lockman imagined his blood turning into a toxic fluid, a cocktail of poisonous chemicals.
Nothing seemed to happen. The wolves continued to fight over Lockman’s sweetbreads. One set of jaws, probably unable to get past the three already at his guts, began gnawing on Lockman’s leg. The fresh wounds sent a needle of pain up through his body sharp enough to pierce the shock that had protected him.
That pain also worked like a jump start.
The drop of blood by the corner of his mouth sizzled and began to chew away at his face like acid. Then the gagging started. Repeated chuffs from the wolves as if they all had something stuck in their throats.
Lockman dared open his eyes. He saw some of his blood glowing a bright blue. Those drops and pools flared and the blood evaporated. The rest of his blood, especially the blood staining the wolves’ mouths, had turned a yellowish green, like a cartoon rendition of poisonous goo.
The wolves spat and vomited. But it was too late. The poison was inside of them.
Before he blacked out, Lockman watched the wolves choke on his blood and die.



Chapter Forty-Six
When Jessie came out of the trance she had induced, she saw her dad on the floor, his stomach torn open and most of his organs missing. Four wolves lay by his legs with what looked like the kind of snot you blew into a tissue when you had a virus. None of them moved or showed any sign of life.
She had time to take in this scene and the metallic smell of it, before Teresa dropped down into the saferoom without a stitch of clothes on. Tears burned Jessie’s eyes.
“What did you do?”
Teresa looked down at the mess of gore at her feet, mouth open, shaking her head. “I couldn’t have stopped them if I wanted to.” Then she turned her eyes up to Jessie. “Looks like your dad had a little bit of Gabriel still in him, though.”
Jessie felt her lower lip catch on a fang when she scowled. “Had nothing to do with Gabriel. That was all him.” Her vision went blurry. She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand and bore down on the explosion of emotion that wanted out that instant. She could use that emotion. She would use it. At the right moment.
“It doesn’t matter,” Teresa said. “He only managed to save you long enough for me to stake you myself.”
“Unless you’ve got one hidden up your vajayjay, I think you’ll have to pass on the staking.”
Teresa reached a hand up toward the trapdoor opening. A hairy arm reached down and handed Teresa a wooden stake. Looked about eight or nine inches long. Teresa held it with the pointy end up.
“Way to go on the gross phallic symbolism. If you were a guy, I’d say you had penis envy. But then the stake would have been a few inches longer.”
“Your dad’s corpse is still warm, his guts scattered all over the room, and you still make wisecracks. I’ve been right about you all along. You are a monster.”
“Wrong, bitch. I’m the Chosen One, and its time the darkness of this sick ass world returns to where it belongs.”
Teresa flipped the stake in her hand so the pointed end faced down now. A proper stake hold, as you could drive more force behind an overhead stab than one straight on or underhand. Of course, Teresa knew all that. She also knew silver bullets were a lot easier. The whacko had become so wrapped up in her vengeance scheme, she was making stupid choices.
“Are you still talking about The Return,” Teresa asked as she sauntered around the dead, but paid no mind to traipsing through the blood in her bare feet. “You’re so stupid. If there’s a Return, that means you leave with the rest of the demons. It doesn’t make any sense.”
Jessie agreed. None of it made sense. What would happen to her when she triggered The Return? Did she no longer deserve a place in the mortal plane?
Teresa drew closer.
“Stop,” Jessie shouted and gave her wings a single flap, the winged vamp version of stomping her foot.
It startled Teresa enough to halt her advance.
The bitch was toying with her mind.
It doesn’t matter what happens to me. It just matters that I can get rid of all…
She looked over the dead wolves lying by her father.
…all of this.
“It’s time,” Jessie said.
Teresa wrinkled her brow and gave Jessie a You just don’t get it look. “Your right, sweetie. It’s time I put you down.”
Jessie held out her hands. They trembled. A shredded ribbon of doubt remained twined around her heart.
What if this didn’t work?
What if it sent her to some version of hell?
What if it did work and she got to stay?
That last was the most frightening question of all, because it mean going on in this world without the last person left who believed in her humanity.
Her father’s pale, unmoving face had twisted in death and frozen in an agony Jessie had seen on him only once, when Mom died. Her damn eyes blurred up with tears again at the sight. Then she felt something cool across the back of her neck, like a comforting hand.
Teresa began her approach again, cocking her arm back over one shoulder so she could swing it down into Jessie’s chest.
Jessie wouldn’t give her the chance.
The soft touch on her neck worked to untie that last piece of doubt, especially because she knew it was Mom’s hand. The ancient soul had said there was nothing left of Mom inside of Jessie. He hadn’t said anything about the world at large.
Jessie spread her hands out to either side and looked Teresa square in the eye. “You ready for this?”
Teresa growled and charged at Jessie with the stake raised.
Jessie answered the attack with one word.
“Return.“
Because the ancient soul inside of her had finally convinced her. The Chosen had to choose, and she chose to believe.
I am the Chosen One.
Moving too fast, Teresa slipped in the blood and landed hard on her ass. For an instant, she stared back at Jessie with a question in her eyes. If Jessie had been texting on her iPhone, she would have framed the question with three simple letters—”WTF?”
But it wasn’t about her fall. It was about Jessie.
Jessie’s skin glowed. Her dark veins drew back like vines growing in reverse.
Un-growing, Jessie thought as she watched her skin tone return to its former, mortal hue.
She felt a tug at her back as if by a giant and angry puppeteer pulling the strings on a puppet he no longer liked. Her wings ripped loose from her back and dropped to the floor. That wasn’t exactly right, either. They hadn’t been ripped from her. She had shed them.
She ran her tongue over her teeth and didn’t find the sharp point of either fang.
Was this possible?
She wondered only because it was natural to wonder such a thing. But she never honestly questioned it. She knew from the moment she said the word Return what it all meant, how it would go moving forward, and who she would be for the rest of her life.
They all thought I would trigger The Return.
I am The Return.
“Is she fucking dead yet?” a voice shouted down through the saferoom’s hatch.
The stake fell from Teresa’s grasp. It made a hollow tock against the bloody tiles. Her eyes filled with an intensity that bordered on the insane. “You…you’re cured.”
She could call it whatever she wanted, Jessie didn’t care. But it wasn’t a cure, it was a return, lowercase r, thank you very much. One return performed. Her first, but not her last by far. No, there was still no cure for vampirism, but the demon inside of her went to wherever demons belonged. So had Gabriel’s Millions of Ancient Voices. She listened for them inside herself and heard nothing but her own heartbeat and the hum of her mortal soul.
Trying to explain that to a freaked out Teresa, however, would take too much time. An illustration would work better.
“Return,” she said and four of the six dead wolves in the room turned to a glowing blue mist and evaporated. The remaining two got the glowy mist treatment, but when the mist cleared, they were only a pair of mortal men.
Teresa’s gaze roamed from one end of the room to the other as if Jessie had simply hid the missing wolves instead of sending them…well…back. But when Teresa’s eyes returned to Jessie, she held up a hand, palm out. She understood perfectly now.
“Wait,” Teresa said.
“Return,” Jessie answered, and the mist puffed around Teresa and then fell away.
She didn’t look any different, but they both knew her sense of smell wasn’t so keen anymore. Nor would she be running on all fours again.
Teresa’s eyes watered. One tear ran down her cheek. She turned her wet gaze from Jessie, to Craig, and back to Jessie. “What have I done?”
Jessie fought back the urge to tackled Teresa and rip out her throat. As a mortal again, she didn’t have the tools for that kind of fight. Luckily, she had a whole rack of tools that did a fine job of killing things without a hint of mojo.
Watching her step to avoid stepping in as much blood as possible, Jessie went to the gun rack and pulled off a Browning 1911-22, the same kind her dad had first taught her to shoot with. Like circles. Everything coming back. Everything returning to its start.
She took aim with the pistol.
Once more, Teresa held up a hand and pleaded for her to wait.
“What the hell’s going on down there?” the grumpy dude outside the saferoom shouted. “I’m coming down.”
“Don’t,” Teresa called.
Too late. An extremely hairy guy dropped straight through the opening and landed in a crouch. His eyes scanned over the scene before him and he quickly shifted into a wolf and bound toward Jessie.
One hand still holding the gun on Teresa, Jessie reached out toward the oncoming wolf and said, “Return.”
In mid-leap, the wolf turned into an electric blue mist and then disappeared.
“Kinda neat,” Jessie said, trying not to notice how close she stood to her father’s ravaged corpse. “You can tell which ones are originals and which got turned by whether they disappear or not.”
“And now you can kill me in cold blood right now, no problem, huh?” Teresa asked.
“Cold blood? Fuck that. My blood is boiling.” She pointed down at her dad. “He was your friend. He fought with you, for you. And for what? Because of your sister? You would use your sister’s memory like that to justify killing one of your best friends?”
Jessie thumbed the hammer back on the pistol.
“I should just kill you.” And her finger curled real tight on the trigger like she meant to. “But I think your furry friends upstairs are waiting for some answers.”
Teresa’s eyes widened. “You can’t make me go up there.”
“What the fuck?” a new crabby voice called down. A female this time. “What did you do to Paul?”
“Do not come down here,” Teresa said.
“What the hell’s going on? I can smell your fear clear out here. Just fucking kill them already.”
Jessie took the pistol in both hands and spread her legs in the proper shooter’s stance Craig had taught her a gazillion years ago on some other planet. “I need to say goodbye to my dad and I’d rather not have you hanging around for it.”
“Jessie, if I’d known—”
“None of us knew, you bitch. But some of us believed. Craig believed. In me. Now here I am, finally back to my old self, and he’ll never know. He’ll never know that everything he fought for came true today. And that’s on you.”
“If I go up there, they’ll know I’ve changed. They’ll kill me.”
“Not seeing how that’s my problem.” The cold edge in Jessie’s voice even freaked herself out a little. Not that Teresa didn’t deserve it. “I want alone time. Maybe if you talk fast enough, you can tell them I’ll return them if they want.”
“What do you mean, If they want? You’re going to give them a choice?”
“As long as they don’t force me to make it for them.”
Teresa shook her head. “I thought The Return was supposed to send them all back…poof.”
Jessie snorted, rolled her eyes. “You should know by now that nothing in this world is poof. Everybody’s predictions and prophecies don’t matter. As my step dad and fellow ex-werewolf used to say, You git what you git and you don’t throw a fit.“ Jessie shrugged. “This is what we git.”
“If that’s true, you have a lot of work ahead of you.”
“Let me worry about that.” She jerked her head toward the open hatch and steadied her aim with the gun.
Teresa took her sweet time getting to her feet, like a three year-old putting off bedtime by moving in slowmo. Jessie remembered doing that with Mom. Thinking about that sent a pang of loss tolling through her, and reminded her of the loss she had yet to face.
When she reached the ladder, Teresa turned back to Jessie. She had tears streaked all down her face. “I’m sorry.”
“Not yet.”
Teresa set her jaw and climbed up the ladder.
Then the shouting started. Then growling and barking and frantic pleading from Teresa as she fumbled for words to describe what just happened. She didn’t make it far into her explanation when her words turned to screams.
Jessie waited, forcing herself to listen to Teresa die, not for the sake of any kind of satisfaction—Jessie actually found herself feeling sorry for the woman—but because that was when the wolves would come down for her.
When they did, she returned them all.
Only one of them remained on this plane. A woman, actually a girl not much older than Jessie. When she looked down at her mortal body and realized she couldn’t turn back into a wolf, she looked at Jessie with tears in her eyes and said, “Oh, my God. Thank you. Thank you.”
After the girl climbed out the trapdoor and Jessie was finally alone, she looked down at her dead father and wept.



Chapter Forty-Seven
Jessie knelt beside her dad’s body and cradled his head in her lap. She cried and shivered, the opening in the back of her shirt that had accommodated her wings letting in the cold, recycled air of the saferoom. She stroked Lockman’s hair, sniffling, eyes burning from tears and the terrible visions that refused to stop playing—the sight of her father getting ripped open by wolves.
“I’d started to think you were immortal,” Jessie said, voice thick and stupid sounding to her ears. “I always envisioned us as the last ones standing. I never thought they could get to you…”
Her throat closed as sobs made her whole body hitch.
Could it really end this way, after she had finally reached the potential everyone had predicted for her, received a power that could really make a difference to the world? No more fighting. No more dangerous operations. Just a simple command.
Return.
A morbid pull wanted her to look down at the damage the wolves had done to him. She fought it and stayed focused on his face. The more she ran her hands through his hair and stroked his forehead, the less agonized his expression looked. A trick, of course. Her mind’s way of helping her cope. She accepted the gift without regret. She wanted to form a final picture in her mind of her father that she could carry happily—or at least somberly—for the rest of her life.
Trying to use magic to…raise him…crossed her mind. She knew it wouldn’t work. Perhaps she could power a shambling representation of Craig, a gutted Frankenstein monster, but she couldn’t fix him for real. In fact, she wasn’t sure what kind of magic she still possessed. Her vampirism cured, the souls set free, she was just a kid again. Well, except for the tiny detail of her ability to return supernaturals to their natural place.
One of her tears dripped onto Craig’s face.
If this were a movie, the tear would begin to glow, the damage to Dad’s body would knit itself closed, and his eyes would flicker open, at which point he’d smile and say something pithy that made them both laugh, then hug, then swelling background music to indicate to the audience that the end of the movie had arrived and everyone was going to live happily ever after.
None of that, of course, happened.
She used her t-shirt to wipe the tear away.
“I can’t do this without you. I don’t want to.”
She felt a cool pressure on her shoulder.
When she turned her head, she saw nothing but the rest of the saferoom, yet the pressure remained on her shoulder.
“Mom?”
The pressure increased for too brief an instant, then faded.
Jessie gritted her teeth. As much as she would have liked to stay her with her father until she starved to death, she didn’t need vamp senses to hear the shouts and screams throughout the rest of the facility.
She placed a hand on her father’s cheek. “I have to go now.”
He would understand. He would have kicked her out of the saferoom himself at this point. Quit yer stalling and go evaporate those wolves, he would have said.
She felt another ghostly pressure, this time on her other shoulder. This touch felt firmer, warmer. But when she looked for a source, she came up empty again.
“Dad?”
The warm pressure turned to a squeeze, then it, too, dissipated so that she had to wonder if she really felt anything or she was having a breakdown.
No. No breakdowns. You’ve now lost both your parents, but you lost them in a fight that put you on the winning team. Honor them. Do the work you’re meant to do.
She gently rested Craig’s head back on the floor. She stood, wiped the tears out of her eyes with the heels of her hands. She gave herself one last snuffle and a final goodbye, then she climbed out of the saferoom, spent only a glance at Teresa’s body and rushed out of the room when she found her detached head—dead eyes wide and horrible—staring at the ceiling as if she saw something up there right before the wolves ripped her head from her shoulders.
That image burned into her soul, Jessie got straight to work.
Four hours later, Jessie had returned every wolf in the building. Many of them disappeared, but a surprising amount returned to mortal form. Some thanked her like the girl in the saferoom. Many tried to attack her, but with those from the Agency free of the werewolf threat, the attacks were short lived.
The supernatural members of the Agency watched with awe as she did her work. They all seemed on the verge of asking her if she could return them, too. But they held back, knowing there was time for that later, once the wolf threat was neutralized.
The last wolf she returned had been locked in a closet by a weary trio of Agency soldiers who had managed to capture it with the intention of later interrogation. She could see in the soldiers’ eyes how desperately they wanted vengeance for the loss of their squad mates. Yet they conceded when Jessie asked them to back up and let her return the creature.
The return left behind a boy not much older than ten. Twelve at the most. He crouched in the closet, staring out at Jessie with a frightened, feral look. “Don’t you understand? I was part of the pack. I had to obey. I didn’t wanna. I had to.”
One of the soldiers shoved Jessie aside and raised his rifle to fire in at the boy, froze at the sight of him. “He’s just a kid.”
“He’s a victim,” Jessie said.
The soldier lowered his rifle, shaking his head. “If he was still a wolf, we would have killed him. We would have killed a little kid.”
“We might have already,” another member of the trio said, looking around the room at the wolf corpses mixed with their own fallen.

Four hours.
Jessie also returned the dead. It seemed the honorable thing to do.
At the conclusion of her work, little sign remained of any wolves. But there were plenty of dead. Some naked. Some dressed and equipped with military grade garb. At some point, Wertz joined her side. He walked her through the facility, both guide and protector.
He asked about Lockman.
Jessie could only manage a small shake of her head. She was certain the look in her eyes said enough.

Once all the wolves were gone, other supernaturals began to approached Jessie, lips parted—if they had lips—the question they wanted to ask stuck in their throats. Jessie contemplated organizing some kind of lineup, like Santa at the mall, all the supernaturals waiting their turn. But all the returning she’d already done left her feeling both exhausted and high at the same time, as if she’d been up for three nights straight consuming nothing but Red Bull.
Wertz saved her.
He shooed the curious approachers, then escorted Jessie to a bedroom. The gnome helped her get her boots off. He waited patiently outside the bathroom door as she forced herself to shower and scrub off as much of the day’s events as she could.
She kept picturing her future.
The one with her alone, without Mom and Dad.
The shower spray and her tears were indistinguishable.
Wertz had a fresh set of clothes for her on the bed. She changed while he waited outside the bedroom. The gnome would only ever allow one doorway between them. Once she was dressed and in bed, Wertz came in and asked if he could get her anything.
She had one sarcastic spark left in her and she spent it on an answer for Wertz. “Long list, dude. I’m afraid it would be too tall for you.”
He didn’t laugh, crack a smile, or roll his eyes. He only said, “Anything in my power, I will get for you.”
“I’m not a queen, Wertz. I don’t need the royal treatment.”
“You might not need it, but you deserve it. Romeo would have wanted it that way.”
Among all the returning, Jessie realized she hadn’t thought of Kress once. “He needs to get back.” She sat up, started to get out of bed.
Wertz gently pushed her back down against her stack of pillows. This close, the gnome smelled like gunpowder, blood, and that fancy cologne he always wore. “It’s too late for him.”
Jessie squeezed her eyes shut and sighed as she settled back onto the bed. “Jesus Christ, did anybody survive?”
“You did.”
The reverence in his voice made her blush. She didn’t call him on it, though. She knew she was special, particularly to supernaturals. She had a gift that could change the world. Feigning modesty at this point was…pointless.
I am the Chosen One.
I am The Return.
And as that ancient spirit had taught her, the power came from her own choice to accept her role as the Chosen. She had made her choice. She wouldn’t turn back now. Not for anything.
She owed it to Mom, Dad, and even Kress. She owed it to the supernaturals who yearned for a way home. She owed it to the mortals threatened by the darker things and no means to protect themselves from what they couldn’t understand or believe.
She owed it to herself.
She had found her place.
She only wished her parents were here to see it.
As she drifted off to sleep with Wertz standing guard right outside the bedroom door, she felt two comforting hands on each shoulder, one cool, the other warm.
Maybe they were here after all.
I’ll make you guys proud, she thought right before tumbling into the darkness of a dreamless sleep.



Epilogue
Three years later.
 
Wertz walks with her as they enter the high school gymnasium. The abandoned school smells of dust and rotten school lunches. Otherwise, it didn’t look too different from the high school she graduated from last spring. It gives her a little shiver to see such a familiar, average place so empty. There’s graffiti on some walls from kids and vandals at large who found a shut-down high school too tempting a target to pass up. Some of them probably working out frustrations they suffered during their tenure at this or some school like it.
Back when Wertz, who saw himself as a surrogate parent to her, insisted Jessie reenroll in school seeing as she could no longer get a doctor’s note about being a vampire, she fought the decision.
I’m the Chosen One, she shouted like a spoiled princess. You can’t make me do anything.
Apparently, Wertz had pulled strings with the prez himself and obtained legal guardianship of Jessie. So, in the end, yeah, he could make her go back to school, Chosen One or not.
The guardianship expired when she turned eighteen, but the relationship remained intact. Despite the horrors she suffered in high school, she always managed to comfort herself with the notion that she knew things none of the other kids did—like vampires did not sparkle in the sunlight, but pixie blood did.
The gymnasium doors hang open and as they approach, Jessie can hear all the voices of a gathered crowd. They are guttural voices, most of them. Deep and craggy. It’s a blatant stereotype, but Jessie always thought their kind sounded the same, except for some quirks of speech. She couldn’t count how many times she’d accidentally called Adam by his brother’s name.
A tall ogre dressed in a suit and a tie around his thick neck that hangs too short greets them at the door. He smiles at the sight of Jessie.
“So you’re her,” he says.
“I’m her.”
Wertz, whose temples have gone gray in the last couple years, introduces the ogre as Christophe. “He’s organized this gathering. Very involved in the supernatural community at large. He’s doing great things.”
Jessie shakes hands with the ogre, her hand disappearing inside of his.
His grin widens, showing off blocks of teeth as large and white as sugar cubes. “It’s an honor.”
“If I can help your people, the honor is mine.”
She’s gotten better about accepting all the reverence. At first it embarrassed her. Then it annoyed. Now she accepts it for what it really is—a deep and true appreciation of her power.
“You’re too kind,” Christophe says. He gestures to the open doors. “Shall we go inside.”
The gym’s bleachers are packed. Hundreds of ogres. Maybe a thousand. The gym floor itself remains clear except for a small platform at the center draped in what Jessie recognizes as a religious blanket sewn by ogre shaman. The blanket and the platform aren’t necessary for Jessie to perform her work. Neither will they interfere.
All the chatter ceases as she steps up on the platform and looks around her at all the green skin and red hair. She thinks of Marty and his beautifully foul mouth. Adam and his stoic strength. At moments like these, right before beginning a return, Jessie finds herself often remembering the dead. Including her parents. She has found that those memories can fuel her power just like she feels the gathering energy around her now. Her body is already reacting on instinct, ready for what’s to come.
She nods to Wertz, who stands by the doors. He and Christophe step outside and close the doors behind them.
A growly chain of whispers rolls through the gymnasium.
They wonder what to expect next. Most are curious to see the ritual, only there is no ritual. There is only that one word.
Jessie raises her hands out to either side of her and whispers, “Return.”
The whole gym is lit up by electric blue mist.
A couple seconds later, the mist has cleared and not a single ogre remains.
This was the largest test of her power since the Agency changed its mission statement and Wertz took command. Jessie feels a little shaky, as if overloaded on caffeine, but otherwise notices no ill effects.
When she exits the gym, Wertz and Christophe are waiting for her in the hall. Christophe gnaws on the corner of his thumbnail, but drops the hand from his mouth and asks the inevitable question. “Did it work?”
Jessie nods.
“All of them?” Christophe asks, the awe in his deep ogre voice a strange contrast.
She nods again.
“How are you?” Wertz asks.
“I’m good.”
“By gods,” Christophe says and the next thing Jessie knows she’s wrapped in a bear hug and lifted off her feet by the ogre. He sets her down gently after an ample squeeze. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
“You don’t have to. This is what I do.” She glances over her shoulder into the now empty gym, then looks back at Christophe. “How come you didn’t go along with them?”
“There are still ogres out there who want to go home. Now that I’ve seen what you can do, they’ll be easier to convince that the prophecy is true.”
Jessie fakes a smile. She has grown tired of the idea that this life was foisted onto her by destiny, but how can she explain that this life was her choice? She doesn’t try. The only one that halfway understands is Wertz, and Jessie thinks he’s probably pretending to make her feel better.
But Christophe turns out to be a perceptive ogre. Something in her face gives away her weariness. “Have I insulted you?”
Jessie shakes her head. “You’re fine. It’s a personal thing.”
“Well, Miss…” The ogre touches a hand to his lips. “My gods, I realize I don’t even know your name. How embarrassing.”
This is also not unusual. Most supernaturals are happy enough to call her the Chosen One and leave it at that. “Don’t sweat it.”
The ogre shakes his head vigorously. “No. I will not take you and your gift for granted. You must tell me your name, so I can spread the word properly.”
The little annoyances fade. Jessie smiles. She always did like ogres. What history had characterized as brutal, thoughtless apes, came nowhere near the truth about ogres. But mortal history got a lot wrong about the darker things around them—such as, not all of them were dark or evil. In fact, so many of them were not.
“I appreciate that,” Jessie says. She holds out her hand as if they were meeting for the first time.
Christophe takes her hand and smiles, playing along. “My name is Christophe Charles Anderson. May I have the pleasure of knowing your name, Miss?”
“My name is Jessie,” she says. “Jessie Lockman.”



The Chronicles Continue…
The Lockman Chronicles #5
Coming soon!



About the Author
An accidental nomad, Rob Cornell grew up in suburban Detroit, then spent five years living in Los Angeles before moving to Chicago to receive a BA in Fiction Writing from Columbia College. He has traveled full circle, now living in rural southeast Michigan with his wife, two kids, and dog, Kinsey—named after Sue Grafton’s famous detective. In between moving and writing, he’s worked all manner of odd jobs, including lead singer for an acoustic cover band and a three-day stint as assistant to a movie producer after which he quit because the producer was a nut job.
For more information and to contact the author, please visit rob-cornell.com.
 
Be the first to learn about Rob’s latest releases. Sign up for the New Release Newsletter and never miss out on a new story.



Books by Rob Cornell
The Lockman Chronicles
Darker Things (The Lockman Chronicles #1)
Dark Legion (The Lockman Chronicles #2)
Darkest Hour (The Lockman Chronicles #3)
Darkness Returns (The Lockman Chronicles #4)
 
Mysteries and Thrillers
Red Run
Last Call (A Ridley Brone Mystery)
The Hustle (A Ridley Brone Mystery)
Saving Sasha Brown (A Ridley Brone Mystery)



Published by Paradox Publications
Copyright © 2013 Rob Cornell
All rights reserved.
 
Cover Design © LFD Designs For Authors
 
Darkness Returns is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.




Table of Contents
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Epilogue
The Chronicles Continue…
About the Author
Books by Rob Cornell



Table of Contents
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Epilogue
The Chronicles Continue…
About the Author
Books by Rob Cornell


cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpg
ad

PARADDX





images/00004.jpg





