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BRANDED
Unturned – Book One
Rob Cornell



This one’s for Karen Sprague (a.k.a. Bonus Mom). A lifelong mystery finally solved. A new relationship finally formed. I’m so glad we finally met.



Chapter One
I chased the vampire all the way from MacArthur Bridge to the William Scott Fountain on Belle Isle and my lungs burned. I’m okay with a foot chase as long as it doesn’t go on too long. I’m more of a sprinter.
The vamp had already taken three hits from my fire bolts, but he kept running. His name was Darius Strong, and he lived up to his last name just fine. His leather coat was half melted to his flesh, and I had singed off most of his hair so that he kind of looked like Darth Vader without his helmet.
Yet the bastard kept running, and he was fast.
Blue and red lights illuminated the white stone lions perched on the fountain, the colors in observance of Independence Day. The vamp headed straight for it. I had no idea where he thought he was going. Maybe he planned on jumping into the fountain to put out my flames.
Not happening.
I drew on the heat in the damp Michigan air with a simple act of will. My right hand grew warm and then burst into flame. I focused my magical energy into the flame then threw it.
A good fifty yards stood between myself and Darius, but I managed to hit him square in the back.
The force of the bolt sent him flying off of his feet. He soared like a flaming comet straight into the fountain’s basin with a wild splash. The water put the flames out immediately with a steamy hiss.
“Aw, man.”
Darius flailed in the water and then came up and spun to face me.
His lips peeled back a good two inches from his gums, exposing two-inch fangs. His mortal glamour had fallen away after the first time I had burned him. He glared at me with his red eyes. The skin on his wrinkled, gray face looked like it might slough off in a strong breeze. Pus oozed from pockmarks in his cheeks.
I jogged to the edge of the bricked area surrounding the fountain, puffing and huffing like an old man. I really needed to work on my endurance. I have a six-pack and some nice looking bulges in all the right places, but absolutely zero stamina.
I don’t usually need it.
“All right,” I said. “Might as well take it like a vamp.” I raised my right hand and clenched my fist. Again, my hand ignited.
I started to push my will into the flames, preparing to toss the bolt at him, when he was hit with another kind of bolt all together.
I heard the zip of the shot an instant before I saw the arrow slam into the vamp’s chest, inches from his undead heart.
The vamp’s eyes went wild. He threw back his head, and the screech that came from his throat made my ear drums quiver.
I released the magical energy powering the flame around my hand and the flame went out. I glanced back to try to spot the source of the arrow. The midnight shadows made a lot of cover for anyone to hide in.
But I had a pretty damn good idea where that arrow had come from.
“Oh, hell no,” I said and shifted my focus from the balmy heat in the air to the nature of the air itself. These kinds of shifts came easy to me. Not all sorcerers could manipulate the elements as easily. I was that good.
I turned the air around the vamp into a solid wall, forming a protective dome around him like a tipped over glass bowl.
I no sooner worked the spell than another arrow whizzed through the air. It shattered against my invisible shield.
The vamp flinched, then growled. It’s gaze fell on me. He looked like he wanted to chew through my guts and play jump rope with my entrails.
“Hey, that wasn’t me,” I said.
The vamp moved toward me and slammed up against the inside of my dome. It would have been funny the way his face collided with the hardened air if not for that damn screech he emitted again.
Another arrow cut the air about four inches from my head. That shot didn’t go anywhere near the vampire. It was a warning shot, meant for me.
If I was right about the shooter’s identity, then I didn’t need to worry about taking a arrow through the throat. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—shoot me without serious repercussions.
Another arrow hit my shield around the vampire and snapped to pieces on impact.
I scanned the darkness in the general direction from where the arrows were coming from.
“Anda,” I shouted. “Come out.”
Silence answered. The humidity had made my cotton t-shirt stick to my chest. Sweat greased my neck and arms. I wanted a shower. I wanted a cold beer. I wanted a good Lawrence Block novel.
Most of all, I wanted to burn this vampire and collect my damn bounty.
Bounties paid for beer and paperbacks better than any other kind of money I’d earned in my thirty-two years.
“Come on,” I said. “I know it’s you, and you might as well come out because you aren’t getting this one. He’s mine.”
One of a hundred shadows moved. Out of the darkness, Anda emerged. She had a dark red smirk on her pale, angular face. She wore a pleated skirt with red and black stripped tights and a leather bomber jacket a couple sizes too big for her petite frame. Her dark eyebrows were drawn together above her exotic black eyes. 
She held a crossbow down at her side as casual as a handbag.
“You son of a bitch,” she said. “I’ve been tracking him for three days.”
I snorted, shook my head. “I just got the ticket last night. What took you so long?”
“Some of us have to actually use our brains instead of just conjuring up solutions.”
“You know a large part of being a sorcerer has to do with mental strength.”
She laughed. “So you aren’t a very good example of your species.”
Species? Cute. Sorcerers were born—typically—but we weren’t any different than a regular mortal, in any other way. It was more like a genetic difference than anything. Like blue eyes instead of brown.
“You might as well scoot,” I said. “I’ve got this.”
Her jaw bulged as she clenched her teeth. I could see the fire burning in her eyes almost as clear as the actual red glow in the vamp’s.
She shook her head. “I need this one, Light.”
“What? You expect me to just give him over to you?”
She puffed through her nose, nostrils flaring. “Seriously, what is your problem? You hog every bounty in Detroit. You can wipe these freaks out barely breaking a sweat.”
“Au contraire.” I pulled at the collar of my sweat-soaked shirt. “I’m sweating plenty.”
“Sebastian.” She took a couple steps toward me. Her thick soled boots clocked on the bricks. “A girl needs to eat. When have you ever wanted for something?”
“Don’t give me that. You eat just fine. And you don’t seem to have any trouble shopping at Hot Topic.”
“My clothes come second-hand, you prick. Thrift shop stuff.”
“But that’s in now, right?”
“You asshole.”
I had to admit, I was giving her a harder time than necessary. I had no idea what her actual financial situation was like. But frankly, I didn’t care. She had no right to expect me to hand over bounties for the sake of her grocery bill.
“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “I’ll dust this vamp, then buy dinner.”
She curled her lip. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in public with you.”
“That’s sweet. Way to appeal to my softer side.”
She raised her cross bow and aimed it at me. “Enough shit, Light. Back off or I’ll start with you before I get to this guy.” She nodded at Darius, still snarling and splashing in the fountain, hemmed in by my shield.
“You can’t shoot me.”
“I can shoot you just fine,” she said. “I’ll have to deal with the fallout. But, really, I think I’ll get thanked before anyone bothers punishing me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Even if you pulled the trigger, you know damn well the arrow would never reach me. I’d either turn it to ash halfway here, or spin it around and have it land right in your smart ass.”
She lowered the crossbow and spat on the ground between us.
“Someday,” she said. “You’re going to get in shit so deep, your fancy magic tricks won’t be able to get you out.”
“You think so? You’ve never even seen the good stuff.”
She spun around, her little skirt flaring away from her thin hips, and marched back out into the darkness.
The shadows slipped around her as if welcoming her presence. She disappeared from sight, becoming one with the night.
I turned my attention back to my fangy captive. “Hi there,” I said and smirked. “You ready to get this over with?”
He snarled and punched at my shield. Sounded like he broke some fingers in the process.
“Do you have any last words for the Ministry before you become dust?” I asked, as was required for every demon slay under the laws. You actually had to treat these creatures like regular people. Which I never understood, but whatever. I just collected the checks.
“Tell the Ministry it has reached the end of its days.”
“Seriously? What a cliché.”
“The time is coming.” He pointed at me with one of his long, yellow nails. “Your time is coming.”
“Yeah, right.” I raised my hand, fingers splayed as if reaching for something. Then I quickly made a fist, using my will to draw the hardened air around the vampire in with immediate force.
The vampire imploded with a crunch of bones and squish of pulverized organs.
His remains left a tremendous mess in the Scott fountain. No big deal. The nature of such creatures took its course. The blood, bone, and sinew disintegrated to dust and ash, which slowly dissipated in the fountain water, leaving little more than a murky cloud.
“Shit,” I said, realizing my mistake. I needed to collect that dust for this contract.
With a sigh, I moved to the fountain’s edge and began working my magic to draw the dust out of the water and into the leather pouch I had brought with me.
It’s good to be a sorcerer.



Chapter Two
Sly’s Smoke Shop is a head shop on John R Road in Hazel Park. But it’s more than that, and it was my destination on that humid morning following my run in with Anda and her crossbow.
Sly is an old friend, and when the bell dinged announcing my entrance, he looked up and smiled big, showing off his tobacco-yellowed teeth. “Brother Sebastian,” he said. He calls everyone brother or sister as if he were a member of some old school religious sect. He kept his gray hair in a tiny ponytail at the nape of his neck and had a diamond stud in one ear. Today he wore stonewash jeans pegged at the cuffs and a pair of Nike Air from over three decades ago, yet they were shiny white as if he’d pulled them off the shelf that morning.
In other words, he looked like he made frequent shopping trips to the 80s.
He came out from behind the glass counter that held all manner of “tobacco” smoking products. Lots of fancy glass bongs and some hash pipes. A shelf behind the counter held a multicolor plethora of rolling papers. Why anybody needed so many different kinds of paper to roll a joint was beyond me. I didn’t get into drugs. Unlike with druids, they blunted my magic.
I had only made it three steps into the shop when Sly reached me and wrapped his arms around me and gave a big squeeze.
I would have hugged him back if he hadn’t had my arms pinned to my sides. He smelled like mint and marijuana, pretty much his regular odor.
He waggled his eyebrows when he pulled back from his embrace. “Have you got the stuff?”
“Got it last night. Is your part ready?”
“Ready and waiting in the lab.” He turned around and called out, “Green!” A big boned kid in his early twenties shambled out of the backroom, eyes bloodshot, mouth hanging open as if his chin was too heavy. He covered most of his bulk with an over-sized Red Wings jersey.
“Sup?”
“Mind the store will ya?”
Green shrugged. “Yep.” He trudged over to the stool behind the cash register and took a seat. The wooden stool groaned under his weight.
I raised an eyebrow at Sly. “New guy?”
Sly rolled his eyes. “Nephew. Trying to do my sis a favor. He’s a pot head that barely made it out of high school with a pair of brain cells. Sis says, what better future for him than working at a head shop?”
“She thinks highly of your business.”
He waved a hand. “Nah, she’s all right. She knows what I really do. Frankly, I think she’d rather have the head shop be the legitimate business.”
“Well, I’m glad it isn’t.”
He guided me into the cluttered backroom. Cardboard boxes of various sizes lined every wall, stacked to the ceiling. They were all marked with a black Sharpie with cryptic lettering—abbreviations like WHIPR, and SNLZ. I didn’t understand the code in the least, but I knew it told Sly everything he needed to know to retrieve whatever he might require. What I didn’t know was how the heck he got into one of the boxes at the bottom of a stack.
Sly took up a position behind the workbench in the center of the room. It nearly stretched the entire length of the space, leaving only a couple feet to get through on either end. An assortment of lab equipment was neatly lined up on the bench. Everything from Bunsen burners to a centrifuge. Lots of vials filled with liquid of murky blues and bloody reds and milky yellow. It looked a little like a mad scientist’s lab from a cheesy 50s horror flick.
“Welcome,” Sly said, “to the apothecary.”
As if I’d never been there.
“Always a pleasure,” I said.
He clapped his hands together and rubbed them as if trying to warm them. Which, considering he must have had the AC turned down to fifty degrees, I could understand.
The sweat that had formed between the time I got out of my car to coming through the shop’s front door had turned to a cold film on my skin. I shivered.
“Sorry about the temp,” he said. “I have to keep my stuff nice and fresh. The fucking humidity could put me out of business if I let it get in here.”
“No worries.”
He held out a hand. “Give me the dust.”
I pulled the leather pouch out of my pocket and handed it over. He pulled open the drawstring top and sniffed at the contents.
His brow furled. “This get wet?”
I groaned. “I thought I had dried it out well enough.”
“No big deal. Won’t affect the potion, but…” He looked at me. “What happened? You take the vampire to a swimming party?”
“Don’t ask.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Tell me. There’s a story here, I can feel it.”
“You know. The competition got in the way. And…well, I forgot I needed the dust until after I had crushed him in the Scott Fountain.”
“On Belle Isle? Nicely done. How did you get the dust out of the water?”
I held up both hands and wiggled my fingers. “Do you really have to ask?”
“Wow. Your dad would be proud of how powerful you’ve grown.”
I looked down. A film of dust coated the tile and looked like it had crusted on to become part of the floor. “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe.”
“No maybe about it.” He cleared his throat. “But anyway. The task at hand.” He set the pouch of vampire dust down and pulled out a vial from a drawer in the workbench. He grabbed a bottled filled with a yellow translucent fluid, popped the cork, and poured some into the vial. He recorked the bottle and set it back where he took it from without having to look. Then he took a pinch of the vampire dust and dropped it into the vial.
“How much of this can I use?” Sly asked.
“Not too much. Vic will give me shit about collecting if it’s too light.”
Sly snorted. “Vic the Prick. Yeah, he’ll weigh it, I’m sure.”
“He won’t have to.”
Sly reached into the pouch and withdrew another pinch, let it fall into the vial, then another. And one more. After adding each bit he would shake the vial and the dust would dissipate into the fluid. Eventually the liquid went from clear yellow to a dirty brown.
Sly sniffed at the vial’s opening, shook his head. “Fuck me.”
“What?”
“It’s not taking. I don’t know why.”
I sighed. I had gotten my hopes up, now Sly was about to drop them on me. Not that I hadn’t gone through this emotional roller coaster a hundred times already. “Anything I can do to help?”
Sly screwed his lips up to one side. He hummed a tune I was sure was from the 80s, but I couldn’t place the song. I had missed that era of music by the skin of my teeth. Thank the universe for small favors.
“I need to add more dust.”
I glanced down at the pouch. I wasn’t sure how much he’d used already. It hadn’t seemed like a lot, but it also wouldn’t take a lot for Vic to notice.
But, to me, the potion was more important than the contract. I’d give up collecting bounties for good if it meant getting this to work.
“Take what you need.”
“You sure?”
“To hell with Vic. He wants to bitch about it, he can shove his contract up his ass and explain to the Ministry why he didn’t pay on a bounty.”
Sly grunted. “I hate politics.”
I gestured toward the pouch. “Take it. Whatever you need.”
Sly nodded and grabbed the bottle of yellow liquid. He added more to the vial, then added another fluid, this one purplish. Then he used a teaspoon to scoop up more of Darius Strong’s remains and deposited it into the vial.
The mixture hissed, and a wisp of smoke rose out of the vial.
“Nice,” Sly said.
I felt that ray of hope grow again inside of me despite all the cynicism I had saved up since the day my family’s life had been blown apart.
“Okay,” Sly muttered. He moved over to his centrifuge and put the vial in and started it spinning. The machine whirred.
“Couple more minutes and it’s done.”
“It worked?”
“The potion set, yes. But that’s still no guarantee.”
“I know.”
He reached across the bench and gripped my wrist. “I want to make sure you do.”
“You’ve already told me, Sly.”
“This is dangerous shit you’re dealing with. Not earth shattering or anything, but still…”
“I know,” I repeated. “But I don’t have many options left.”
Sly shook his head. “You don’t have any options left. If this doesn’t work, it could kill her.”
I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath through my nose. The air smelled bitter. I wasn’t sure if it was from the potion Sly had mixed up, or if it came from some combination of the things in the boxes surrounding us. Those boxes felt a lot closer now. A titch of claustrophobia crept in and rattled me. I found it hard to breath. I had even started sweating a little despite the freezing level of the air conditioner.
“I know,” I said one more time.
Sly looked at me intently for a couple more seconds. He came to some decision, nodded, then hit a button on the centrifuge. The machine slowly whirred to a stop. Sly retrieved the vial. It had turned a deep red. I had no idea what he had put into the potion that would make it turn that color, but potions didn’t work like paint.
He raised the vial to eye level and squinted at the contents. “That’s it.” He handed the position over. The glass vial felt cool. The moment I took it into my hand it changed color again.
It turned black.
I quickly looked up at Sly.
He frowned. Grunted.
“What’s it mean?”
“I can’t be sure. Sure as hell looks like a bad portent.”
“Thanks,” I said sarcastically. “Should I still use it?”
“That’s your call. Like I said, there’s no guarantees to this. Now, if I actually knew what had happened to her…”
He trailed off. We’d had this discussion before. The whole reason I needed this potion was because I didn’t know what had happened to my parents three years ago.
This potion was supposed to help tell me that.
I wrapped my fingers around the vial. The chilly glass sent a wave of cold up my arm to the elbow. I quickly tucked it in my pocket. “I owe you.”
“Yeah. About three grand.”
“You want me to write you a check?”
He waved me off. “I know you’re good for it.”
I’m glad he thought so. In fact, everyone seemed to think I was rolling in cash. Which was fine. I wasn’t hurting, but I had spent a lot of my bounties trying to solve one thing.
The mystery behind what had killed my father and left my mother nearly catatonic for the last three years.



Chapter Three
With traffic it took me about forty minutes to get out of Detroit and into Sterling Heights where the nursing home my mom lived was located. I approached the front counter and asked the nurse stationed there where I could find my mother. She directed me to the activities room, which I found amusing since my mother hadn’t done anything you could call an “activity” since three years ago when she was found mumbling nonsense over my father’s dead body in a crack house in East Detroit.
There’s a fond memory.
I entered the activities room and scanned the place for Mom. A large screen TV played a golf game and two gray-topped men sat on the couch watching some dude putt his ball into the hole. They were mesmerized by it. I couldn’t imagine.
A trio of women sat at a table by the window playing cards.
My mother sat in her wheelchair toward the back of the room, facing the sunlight coming through the window. She stared into space with a vague smile over her face.
A good day. Sometimes when I visit she has this intense scowl that deepens all the lines in her face. When she’s like that she looks like she’s plotting to destroy the world.
A water cooler sat just inside the door to the room. I took one of the paper cups in the attached dispenser, then crossed the room to Mom.
I scooted a chair over from an empty table that had a half-finished jigsaw puzzle of a giraffe on it. The remaining pieces sat in the cardboard box the puzzle came in. I sat down next to mom and looked her over. The nurses must have recently done her hair. It looked clean and the salt and pepper strands hung about the sides of her face in soft wisps.
She had her hands folded in her lap. I took one of them and sandwiched it between both of mine.
“Hey, Mom.”
She continued to stare in the distance beyond the windows. The sunlight coming through the window warmed the air. But it didn’t seem to bother her. At least there was none of the humidity in the nursing home. And they didn’t have it down to subfreezing temperatures either.
“I’ve been working a lot lately,” I said to her. “Sly says Dad would have been proud of me. I’ve kept up my studies. Practicing. Honing my craft. Have to admit, I’ve gotten pretty good in the arts. Better than the last time we talked about it.”
Which had been four years ago, when she complained that I wasn’t taking my gifts seriously. Mom was old school about the magical arts. 
“Anyway, I’m here today because I have a present for you.”
She continued to smile. I could have been talking to a statue. Except that I could feel her presence inside her shell of a body. She was in there somewhere, the mother I used to know, the vibrant, talkative, sometimes cocky woman who had raised me.
The mom I loved more than life itself.
I glanced over my shoulder. No one was paying any attention to us. So I pulled out the vial of Sly’s potion from my pocket, uncorked it, and poured it into the paper cup.
I rested a hand on Mom’s shoulder.
“I have your pink lemonade,” I said. She used to love pink lemonade. And it had to be pink, damn it. None of that plain old yellow stuff.
Despite my tempting her with an old favorite, she didn’t respond.
I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Mom? You want your lemonade now?”
She sighed, like someone remembering something missed from long ago.
I held the cup to her lips. “Take a sip, Mom.”
She sat still. Didn’t even register the cup’s edge pressed gently against mouth.
I knew she could drink. She could eat, too, though the nurses had to feed her. But she could respond well enough to simple commands a lot of the time. She couldn’t—or wouldn’t—speak, but she could sip and chew and swallow.
The trick was getting her to start. The nurse had a way with her. I never got reports of her giving them a hard time at mealtime. Maybe that was the problem. It wasn’t time for a snack.
I took a deep breath to calm my frustration. But I had the potion poured and I didn’t know how much longer I could cajole her into drinking it before a nurse or orderly came by and noticed.
They might wonder why I was being so insistent on giving her a drink. They might even notice that what was in the cup was black. Not water. Definitely not pink lemonade.
I leaned close and kissed her cheek. Then I whispered in her ear, “Please, Ma. This could make you feel better.” Then I hit below the belt. “Dad would want you to drink this.”
She blinked a few times as if waking from a sleep. Her eyes watered. A tear ran down one cheek.
The far away glaze in her eyes left, but she didn’t look at me. She turned her focus to the cup I still held by her mouth. Another wisp of a smile touched her lips. Then she tipped her head forward and put her lips to the cup. She rested her hands on my hand that held the cup and together we tilted it back so she could drink. I had no idea how the potion tasted, but she swallowed it all down without any sign of distaste.
When she finished, I took the paper cup away and rested back in my chair to watch for any signs of the potion working. At first, nothing happened. Mom returned to staring out the window. The vague smile remained on her face. Some of the tears remained in her eyes, making them shine in the sunlight.
The low murmur of the announcer of the golf game on TV filled the silence. The only other sound was the flick of playing cards as the ladies at the table by the window set down their hands in turn. I couldn’t tell what game they were playing, but from a casual glance it almost looked like Texas hold ‘em.
A small cough drew my attention back to Mom.
A thin, glistening line of saliva ran from one corner of her mouth. Her smile had dropped away. Her face took on a pinched look as if something bitter rolled across her tongue.
I leaned forward. “Mom?”
She coughed again. A white saliva foam flicked off her lips.
Oh, gods, no.
My stomach clenched. A wet chill slid down my back like cold sewage.
Mom coughed once more. Then again. Until she couldn’t stop. The saliva dripped from her mouth turned a light shade of pink. I grabbed her hand in one of mine and rested my other hand on her back, patting gently, hoping this would pass, please it had to pass. I kept thinking about what Sly had said, how the potion could kill her if it didn’t work, and the realization that I may have killed my own mother nearly dropped me to my knees.
It didn’t matter that I had meant to save her.
It would still be my fault if she died.
Her coughing grew more violent. She jerked in her wheelchair, her thin frame bucking back and forth between the arm rests. The brakes were on the wheels, but the chair scooted a little with each of her thrashes.
“Mom, you have to…” To what? Not die? Like she had any say in the matter. I glanced over my shoulder hoping to find one of the orderlies or nurses happen to have shown up since I had come into the activities room. No one else besides the men watching golf and the women playing cards were in sight.
“Help,” I shouted, my voice sounding feeble to my own ears. “Please, nurse. Help me.”
Mom’s thrashing turned to a full on seizure. She shook from her shoulders to her slippered feet. I put an arm across her chest to keep her from bucking out of her chair. For such a tiny woman, she held a lot of secret strength. She had always been strong. But after the incident, after three years of sitting in a wheelchair nearly completely unresponsive, I had thought that strength had been stolen from her.
I was damn wrong about that.
“Nurse,” I shouted. “Get in here!”
Finally a woman in white slacks and a colorful flower-print shirt rushed into the room. She took one glance in our direction and stuck her head back out the door. “Connie, I need help here.” Then, without waiting for a response from Connie, the nurse in the flowered shirt hurried over.
“What’s happened?” she asked while she body checking me aside so she could take over holding Mom in place.
Mom’s feet kicked at the wheelchair’s footrests. The chair clattered and rocked. The pink saliva foaming from her mouth turned a darker shade, going close to red.
“I…” I looked down at the paper cup in my hand, then crushed it in my fist. What could I tell this nurse? That I had given my mom a magic potion that was in the process of killing her? “I don’t know.”
The lie tasted like ash.
Something in my voice must have keyed off the nurse. She glanced at me with a suspicious look in her eye. But my mother’s seizures demanded her attention back, so the nurse didn’t question me.
Another nurse in a similar flowered smock showed up beside me seemingly from out of nowhere. Connie, I assumed. She pressed a hand against my chest. “Back up, sir. We’ll take care of her.”
I opened my mouth, but didn’t know what I wanted to say. To object? For what? There was nothing I could do for Mom. Odds were, there was nothing these nurses could do either.
My mother’s fate was in magic’s hands now. And magic had its own rules.



Chapter Four
I sat on a padded bench down the hallway from the nurses’ station. My eyes felt like they had hot coals in them. The back of my throat hurt from a trickle of phlegm left behind by the short crying jag I’d indulged in while hiding in a stall in the men’s room. Nothing loud or especially wet. But, yeah, I shed some tears. Most of them were from guilt. A few were from relief, as just before I finally broke down and ran for the restroom, one of the nurses told me they had managed to stabilize Mom and that, while unconscious, all her vitals appeared normal.
So, I hadn’t killed her.
Lucky fucking me.
Now I sat on the bench, hoping to hear more. I had watched them roll Mom out of the activities room on a gurney shortly after the nurses had taken over for me. I was told to sit tight.
So I had sat tight.
Then I was told she was stable, and if I wanted to go home and get some rest, they could call me when they knew more.
So I sat tight some more, because there was no way I could get any kind of rest until I knew for sure that she would come out of this, at the very least, the same as when she had gone in.
By this point, it was the best I could hope for. I had little faith that the potion would work. I didn’t have a whole lot of faith in anything.
I felt the bench’s plastic-coated padding shift and realized someone had sat down next to me without my having noticed. I almost smiled when I turned and saw who.
“Fiona,” I said.
She was one of the orderlies at the home, a pretty blonde with one of those fresh, girl next door faces that didn’t need any makeup to look good. She wore a pink smock and tan slacks that nicely hugged her hips. Fiona had taken a special liking to my mom from the start. She doted on Mom, would hold one-sided conversations with her like I did, and genuinely seemed to enjoy them, like I did. I had entertained asking her out on several occasions in the past, but life as a sorcerer and demon hunter was a little too complicated for dating uninitiated mortals.
Best to either date insiders to the supernatural world, or not date at all. Since most insiders were of the non-human variety, I stuck to no dating. Not that there was anything wrong with going out with shifters or gnomes or elves. Hell, some even got off on turning themselves over as blood bags to vampires and calling it love.
To each his or her own, right?
Just not my scene.
Fiona touched my arm, and my skin prickled at the contact. “How you holding up?”
I shrugged. I was afraid my voice would sound like the growl of a drunk uncle, so I kept quiet.
She rubbed my back in an overly familiar way. I didn’t object.
“She’s gonna be all right. Judith is a tough old bird.”
I couldn’t help it. I smiled. While Fiona knew next to nothing about my mother’s true nature or history, she somehow seemed to know her just the same. Tough? Yes. Old bird? For sure, by mortal standards. My mom was one-hundred and forty-two years old. Spring chicken in the world of sorcerers. Having kids at one-hundred and ten was almost as scandalous as a teenage pregnancy among sorcerers.
If only Fiona knew.
I chuckled to myself. Nice thought, having a girl as sweet and pretty as Fiona knowing the truth about it all.
“What’s funny?”
I swallowed and dared use my voice. “Not funny in a ha ha way,” I said. “Just something I thought of. Something nice.”
She smiled. “Good. Positive thoughts.”
“Yeah, positive.” My voice sounded like an oil streak, and my tongue tasted like one, too.
Fiona caught the tone and gave my back another rub. “Hang in there, Sebastian. She’ll pull through.”
Maybe. But she would still be lost to me, as lost as ever. This potion had been the last option I could find to try and undo whatever had been done to her. And since I didn’t know exactly what had been done, I had little more to go on. I had run into a dead end.
I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “I feel like…”
“What?”
I dropped my hand in my lap, shook my head. “I dunno. Helpless. It’s not a feeling I’m used to.”
“Oh?” She rose one eyebrow. “I feel that way all the time. I thought everybody did.”
Mortals, perhaps. But those of us with the amount of power afforded most sorcerers had an unfair advantage. It made a lot of things come easy. Maybe too easy. I stood slowly. My arms and legs cried out. I had sat too long in the same position and all my muscles had cramped up.
“You heading home?” Fiona asked and stood as well.
“Do you know anything more about her condition?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t. I’m just a lowly orderly. I can fetch things and comfort distraught family of patients. That’s about all I’m good at. Oh, and cleaning up bodily fluids. I’m a pro at that.”
I laughed. Amazed. How could she do that to me? Make me laugh when I would swear it impossible? She was a pro at a lot more things than cleaning up messes and playing gofer to doctors and nurses.
The urge to ask her out struck me again. What terrible timing. Could I actually ask her out on a date and not come across as a total creep after what just happened with my mother?
I needed to get out of there. The nurses had been right. There was nothing I could do for the time being except let the doctors do their job. I started to say goodbye to Fiona, but she spoke first.
“I work a late shift,” she said. “But I’m always starving at about midnight.”
“Um…” I wasn’t sure where this non sequitur was going. Sometimes I’m a little slow on the uptake.
She seemed to wait a second to let me get up to speed, but when I didn’t say more, she went on. “Eating in the middle of the night alone is kind of depressing. Like one step away from drinking alone.”
Oh…wait. Was she hinting toward what I think she was hinting toward? I stammered now. I had too mixed up a brew of emotions to know how to respond. I must have looked like a brain-dead monkey.
Her smile set me at ease.
“Would you like to pick me up after my shift so I don’t have to eat alone? Then I can update you on anything I hear about Judith.”
I nodded. That was about all I could manage. Sebastian Light, powerful sorcerer from a storied line of magicians, rendered speechless by a pretty mortal orderly at a nursing home. My ancestors would be so proud.
Her smile turned up a notch. It was like my own personal ray of sunlight. “Good,” she said. “Then I’ll see you tonight.”
I nodded again and forced out a, “Yeah.”
At least I didn’t have drool dripping off my chin.
She reached up and touched my cheek. Her fingertips drew a ticklish line along my jaw. “I’m sure she’s going to be all right.”
“Thanks.”
She gave my cheek a playful pat. “Midnight,” she said. “Don’t be late.”
“Not a chance,” I said.



Chapter Five
I didn’t have to meet Fiona until midnight, but I started getting ready at nine. I didn’t know how to approach our…could I call it a date? Probably not. She felt sorry for me, probably felt like I needed some company. I didn’t want to look too deeply into the whole thing. After all, it was just a late night meal, probably at some twenty-four hour diner. Nothing fancy was even open at that time of night.
Unless she meant to take you home with her for dinner.
Yikes. I couldn’t let my thoughts go down that road. I was nervous enough about this outing, without putting that kind of pressure on myself. Christ, I felt like a teenager on prom night. I needed to get a grip.
The flashback to my teen years was helped along by the fact that I had moved back into my parents’ house after the incident that had killed Dad and silenced Mom. Had, in fact, moved right back into my old bedroom. How many mornings before school had I primped in this very mirror hung inside my closet door?
I tried on a couple of possible outfits in the mirror. I had to keep in mind that Fiona would come out of the nursing home still dressed in her work clothes, her smock and slacks. I didn’t want to show up out dressing her. I also didn’t want to come across too casual, though. I wanted to look as good as possible without coming on too strong.
After finally selecting an outfit—a dark pair of jeans and a loose button-up—I spent another thirty minutes in front of the mirror trying to make my hair look fashionably messy. I needed a trim. I also considered shaving, but I had grown fond of my perpetual stubble. It was the “in” look, and for all I knew was a feature Fiona liked, part of what motivated her to ask me out in the first place.
Assuming she had asked me out.
Which, technically she had. But had she asked me out out?
I swung the closet door shut before I could fuss over myself any more.
My stomach did a few twirls as I stepped out onto the front porch. I could feel the humidity in the air already curling my hair. I hurried to my car parked in the drive. I wanted to get the air conditioning going as quickly as possible. But something made me stop when I put my hand on the door handle. A charge in the air. Magical energy.
I looked around. There were plenty of shadows up close to the rows of identical looking houses on the street. But out toward the street itself and most of the driveways, looming street lights kept things illuminated with an orange phosphorescent glow. I couldn’t see anyone, or anything. Yet that static crackle in the air persisted. Sometimes all that signified was a minor natural magical occurrence happening nearby. A sprite giving birth hidden in someone’s garden. A gnome snoring in his sleep. A troll peeking out from under his bridge.
Sometimes mortals cast spells. The occasional Wiccan occupied more normal suburban homes than you’d realize. And while mortal witches typically couldn’t work anything too complex, those sensitive to magical energies could catch a metaphorical whiff whenever they practiced. Whether it was a simple sky clad plea to the Goddess for some material gain, or a dark, candlelit cursing, I could catch a vibe if it happened relatively close.
Thing was, I had grown up on this street, and while some folks had gone and others come, I felt pretty certain we didn’t have any amateur practitioners on the block.
This energy had a different taste, anyway. It felt more natural. Less spell and more presence.
I double checked the shadows. Because now I felt like I was being watched. I’m not typically paranoid. And I sure as heck don’t scare easily. I’m pretty high up on the supernatural food chain. In a manner of speaking. Not that I eat anything or feed off of anything like a vampire or succubus. Just that I sit high on the hierarchy of power.
I’m not used to being hunted.
But that’s exactly how I felt at that moment.
Rather than take any chances, I gathered my concentration and poured a little energy down to my right hand. Warmth spread outward from my palm and into my fingers.
“Who’s there?”
The crickets chirruped merrily, but I didn’t hear anything else.
Maybe I was being paranoid. Best thing to do, if I was being stalked, would be to get in my car and drive away. I let the energy in my hand dissipate and climbed in my car.
The time I had spent standing out in the wet air had made me sweat into my fresh shirt. I could smell the piney menthol of my deodorant activating. I had decided against cologne, since I don’t normally wear it and Fiona probably knew that, so showing up smelling extra smelly might send her the wrong message. Or, send the right message, but at the wrong time.
I started the engine and cranked up the A/C. The initial burst of air from the vents was oven warm, but at least it was dry.
I started to back down the driveway and that’s when the dark panel van squealed its tires as it turned into my driveway and blocked me in.
Oh, shit.
I glanced in my side mirror in time to see four figures pour out of the van—one from behind the wheel and three others out the sliding side door. The red gleam in their eyes and the grotesque distortion of their facial features told me I was dealing with vamps. One of the streetlights caught the gleam of one of the vamp’s fangs in case I needed to be sure.
I immediately reached into the glove box and grabbed the wooden crucifix I kept there.
I got out of the car and faced the vampires as they lined up alongside my car’s rear bumper. Three males and a female. Telling their ages was impossible, since they stopped aging once they turned. Their looks could only give you an estimate of how old they’d been upon turning. And that didn’t matter much either, because once you went vamp, a whole new set of rules determined how powerful you were, and physical condition was low on that hierarchy.
“Well, kids, this isn’t really your kind of neighborhood,” I said. I kept the cross held down at my side so they could see it, but I didn’t flash it around in front of me. That kind of gesture was considered especially rude in vampire company, and so far they hadn’t officially threatened me, so Ministry law could slap me with the equivalent of a misdemeanor if the vampires wanted to press charges.
Yep, all sorts of laws laid down based on this stuff. Otherwise, the streets would run amok with the denizens of the dark…and the light, for that matter.
The female vampire stood on the end of their lineup farther from my car. She wore a leather half-coat and had her straw-colored hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her face was full on vamp, the usual glamour that hid her true nature pulled aside. While this usually meant the vampire wasn’t happy to see you, it didn’t qualify as a technical aggression. So I had to look at her ugly face that looked like a skull with gray shrink-wrap for skin.
She stepped forward. “Put down the cross.”
I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I pointed with it down my driveway as if it were nothing more than an extension of my figure, casual, not facing it toward them. They all cringed back, but I wasn’t using it against them in any obvious way, so no one could cry foul. “I was headed out my drive,” I said, then lowered the cross back to my side. “But you’re blocking me.”
“Put it down,” the female snarled. The depth of red in her eyes turned three shades darker.
“Is this about Darius?” I asked. “Because I had a legitimate contract on him. You can’t retaliate against me for that.”
“We can do whatever we want,” said one of the males in the middle. His lips peeled away from his fangs and I noticed some discoloration at the tips. He had fed recently. Which would make him strong.
I checked the others and noticed the same darkness at the tips of their fangs. They all had had a fine meal before coming over to my house. This was not a social visit. Nor was it an empty threat.
These vampires came here to dance.
And still, until they showed obvious violent intent, I had to stand there and do nothing. Well, except shoot my mouth off.
“You know, you really should brush your teeth after meals. I’m sure your breath must stink.”
The female spokesperson took another step forward. “You are weak.”
I wrinkled my brow. “Is that supposed to make me cry? If I didn’t know any better, I would think you’re trying to provoke me. Is that how you plan on getting away with this?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You need to get off my property, or I make a call to the regional prefect’s office, and you can take this up with the Ministry.”
“Fuck the Ministry,” the grumpy male said. “Let’s just do it.”
I tucked the crucifix into my back pocket and crossed my arms. I could smell my body sweat overpowering my deodorant from standing out in the humidity. Nerves may have been a factor in my perspiration as well. I’d never stood against a quartet of angry vampires before. Usually, they kept away from types like me. While the Ministry laws protected them as much as anybody, vampires naturally suffered a heavier burden of proof than sorcerers. After all, sucking blood was their thing, not ours. It kind of made them look bad.
“What, exactly, are you here to do?” I asked.
The female’s lips pulled back so far she was almost all gums and teeth. She tilted her head from side to side while she stared at me, as if trying to figure me out. Or trying to decide which side of my neck to chomp on.
“You are afraid,” she said.
“Not afraid,” I said. “But I’m not stupid either. And if you show me anymore of your teeth, I’m going to take that as an official threat and dust you with fire. I’ll skip right over the crucifix phase.”
“I dare you,” she said.
What the hell? They really did want to pick a fight. Yet they weren’t willing to start it. So, in theory, I could turn around and go back inside and ignore them completely. They couldn’t follow me in without an invite, and eventually the sun always rose, and that would force them to make themselves scarce.
Problem with that was I had a maybe-date with Fiona, and I was loathe to pass that up. Especially since I’d have to offer some lame excuse. Telling her there were four vampires camped out in my front yard waiting to eat me probably would doom any chance of a reschedule.
I gritted my teeth. “Enough, freaks. Get out of my way, or suffer consequences.”
The female’s lips curled up giving her a huge clown-faced kind of smile.
A green sickness wormed in my stomach.
“Please, make us suffer,” she said. Her voice sounded like the combined hiss and rattle of a desert snake.
An idea occurred to me. I climbed back in my car, pulled forward a bit, then looped around in reverse, riding onto my lawn, which forced the female vamp to scoot aside. I did my best not to dig my tires too deeply into the sod by not spinning the wheels any faster than necessary. Luckily, besides the humidity, the weather had been dry, so I wasn’t sinking into wet sod. No matter what, though, I’d be leaving tire tracks on the lawn.
“Sorry, Mom,” I said under my breath and put the car into drive.
Before I could pull forward, the crabby male vamp jumped onto my hood and snarled at me through the windshield.
I officially took that as a threat.
All bets were off.
Throwing the car into park, I gathered my mojo. I held my hands up more to guide my spell than conduct it. Focusing on the air around the vampire on my hood, I pulled it to my will. The air coalesced around him. He must have sensed the magical energy growing. His red eyes went wide.
Too late for him, though.
I threw my hands up and directed the gathered air around the vampire up with him. The force carried the vamp off my hood and straight up as if I had taped a rocket to his back. He howled as he rose a good twenty feet before sailing back down in a narrow arc and thumping onto his back just in front of my tires.
I smirked.
Threw the car back into drive.
Floored it.
The back tires spun in the grass a second to gather purchase. I cringed as I imagined all the dirt flinging off the wheels and the ruts I was probably making in the lawn.
Finally, the tires gripped and the car lurched forward.
The shock of the vampire’s sudden ascent and descent kept him stunned for only a second. But it was enough time that, though he scampered out of the brunt of my car’s charge, I still clipped his legs under one tire.
Even with the windows up, I heard the crunch of his bones as his legs got tangled up in the wheel well. A most satisfying sound after having to deal with these douche bags trying to hem me in. I have control issues. I’ll admit it. And I’d be damned if I let some low-life ex-mortals ruin my date plans.
The female ringleader screeched like a dying crow. Reminded me of the sound Darius Strong made right before I turned him into wet dust.
She shot toward me on the driver’s side and threw a fist through the window. The safety glass broke easily against her strike, opening a gummy hole that allowed her arm through.
I slammed on the gas, but between my back tires spinning in the chewed up sod and the fucking vamp all twisted up around my front wheel, the car jerked but didn’t move forward.
The female vamp grabbed my throat, getting a good grip right under my jaw, and yanked.
If I’d been buckled in, she probably would have taken my head off.
Lucky for me, my whole body came through the broken window and out onto the ground, where she unceremoniously dropped me like a sack of shit.
She stepped over me so that she straddled me, one booted foot on either side of my waist. Her fangy wide grin somehow widened further—I wondered for a split second if a vampire could peel back their lips all the way to their eyes—and her glowing eyes seemed to burn a hole right down to my trembling soul.
I didn’t tremble long, though.
I wasn’t an amateur.
I gathered another wave of power and hit her with a blast of focused wind. I knocked her into the air and down onto the neighbor’s front lawn. Then I hopped to my feet.
The other two vamps closed in.
I still had the crucifix in my back pocket and I whipped that baby out and aimed the cross between them. They hissed and drew back. The one on my right covered his eyes as if I’d shone a strobe light in his face. The other looked up toward the night sky as if he meant to bay at the moon.
Wrong creature.
While I had them distracted, I shifted the cross to my left hand and gathered heat into my right. (I’m right handed, and that does matter when it comes to magic). Flames quickly engulfed my fist. I swung my fist twice like tossing a couple of stones. Two fireballs shot forth, one for each vampire, and both hit square in their chests.
They screamed. The fire spread across their bodies as if coated in napalm.
While they flailed in pain, I turned back to Mr. Grumpy, whose broken legs were still pinned under the tire of my car. I tried to think of something smart to say, but came up empty.
He glared up at me, all fangs and angry eyes. “I’m going to rip your throat open and—”
I melted his face with another fire bolt before he could finish.
His vampire flesh sloughed off in large glops, exposing his misshapen skull underneath. His eyes still glowed. And he still screamed. When the flames died, if I let him be, his flesh would eventually regenerate. I either had to totally obliterate him with fire, chop his head off, or pierce his heart to actually kill him. But he wasn’t going anywhere at the moment, so I let him scream while I turned my attention to…
Shit.
The ringleader wasn’t where I’d left her. In fact, she wasn’t anywhere I could see her.
Plenty of shadows up close to the houses. And vampires could use the shadows to cloak themselves beyond the natural obscurity of darkness. I backed up to my car on the opposite end from where Grumpy was trapped and burning like a wick. I kept the vehicle at my back for what little protection it offered me while I scanned the neighbors’ and my own house for any sign of movement.
Nothing.
The pair of vamps I had lit up had stopped screaming. The pain must have knocked them out. Their cooked flesh continued to pop and hiss like grease in a cooling skillet.
I tilted my head and strained to hear any sign of their leader. Since vampires didn’t breathe, I wasn’t counting on hearing a quickened breath. Maybe the shift of a shrub, or the scuff of one of her shoes in the dirt.
No such luck.
I gritted my teeth. I had expended a fair amount of magic. And while I had plenty of power, my stores weren’t unlimited. I wasn’t even close to empty. But I’m only so cocky. I’m not an idiot. I don’t like to take unnecessary chances.
With the crucifix still clenched in my left fist, I slid along the side of the car toward the driver’s side. I pulled the door open, scanning the scene around me the whole while.
Grumpy flailed his hand at me, trying to grab my ankle. The flames around his face had mostly died, leaving charred pieces of his flesh glowing with embers around the edges. I stomped on his hand and pinned it under the heel of my shoe.
He growled, but it sounded like most of the fight had left him.
I took another second to glance around, and entertained the hope that the remaining vampiress had fled.
The two I had scorched had managed to flail and pat away the flames that had engulfed them. But they were both on their hands and knees, coughing on the smoke wafting from their bodies. Their clothes were a tattered and charred mess. The air smelled of burnt and rotten meat.
Satisfied I was done here, I slid behind the wheel.
I did not expect to find the female vamp in the passenger seat.
My surprise gave her enough time to launch at me and sink her fangs into the side of my neck.



Chapter Six
I felt my pulse in my throat pound with each gulp of my blood the vampire took. I tried to pull away, but she had me clutched tight. I worked out on a regular basis, lifted weights. I looked pretty good naked. But I had nothing against vampire strength. I did, however, kick ass in the magical department, and I needed to remember that if I was going to get away from this bitch before she completely drained me.
I stopped struggling and took a deep breath, trying to calm my mind even as the edges of my vision closed in and my blood drained away. My heart pounded at double speed to make up for the sudden loss. Eventually it would quit. Eventually this vampire would drain everything my heart could stand to give.
Focus, damn it.
I drew from my power. But each time I did, I felt it flow out of me in a rush from the gash in my throat the vampire was suckling at. Magic is as much a part of a practitioner’s physiology as it is intellect or life-force. I’d never been fed on before, but I had studied hard as the son of a pair of scholars. They made sure I knew everything necessary to understand the “world behind the world” as they liked to call it.
From my studies, I knew that vampires fed as much on psychic energy as blood. While there were, technically, something called psychic vampires that didn’t feed on blood, they weren’t really vampires in the official sense. It was more of a slang title. But real, blood-sucking vamps sucked on your soul while sucking your blood.
All power comes from the soul. It sounds obvious, but it’s easy to forget until you actually need that power and something is leeching it from you.
I pounded a weak and senseless fist against the vampire’s chest.
She took no notice, pulled me tighter like a passionate lover desperate with need.
I took another deep breath and drew in more power than I would normally need for the kinds of spells I preferred. That got me what I needed, and before the vamp drained me, I grabbed her by the throat and set her on fire.
She reeled back from me as a scarf of flames wrapped her neck and chewed up along her jaw line. Her ponytail caught like a fuse and quickly turned to embers and smoke.
I didn’t waste any time with a second strike. As I flopped out of the driver’s seat toward the ground outside the car, I threw another bolt of fire at her.
She screamed.
I scurried away from the car on my hands and knees, blood pouring from my neck, turning the grass a muddy red.
The bastard vamp trapped under the front tired caught my pant leg in his grasp and yanked, which made me go flat on my face. I didn’t have the strength to push back up on my hands and knees. Grumpy Vamp tugged on my pants and dragged me toward him across the ground. I wasn’t sure what he planned to do. Bite my ankle?
I rolled onto my back and tried to twist out of his grasp. He held tight. The cuff of my jeans did not. The denim ripped. I scooted back on my elbows and heels, out of his reach.
He made a low gurgling noise that I barely heard over the screams of the vamp in my car, who had by now crawled over the center counsel and was climbing her way out the driver’s side after me.
Flames still chewed on her leather jacket, but her brunt and twisted face was no longer alight. She didn’t need to peel back her lips, because I had managed to burn them off.
I pulled for more power, and for the first time in my life found myself up against a wall. With so much of my blood in her belly and all over my front lawn, I was nearly physically tapped out. That made sense. But it wasn’t only a physical limit I had reached. I could not find any more magic within me.
My heartbeat quickened and my breathing exploded out in hungry gasps. What the hell was going on?
The vampire crawled the rest of the way out of the car.
I dug my heels into the lawn and pushed backward, away from her. But she was crawling faster than I could scoot. My limbs felt cold and clumsy. My mouth was full of the tang of my own blood. My vision blurred, making the vamp’s burning jacket look like an bright orange blob coming for me.
I took what power I could gather and threw it, raw, in her direction. Raw magic didn’t possess a whole lot of control. Without using some form of the elements to give it form, it operated under fuzzy physics. It was magic after all. But I didn’t have the strength to do much more than light a match if I wanted to use fire. And air wasn’t very deadly without a great deal of force. I doubted I could blow out the flames on her back. So raw was what I had, and it’s what I gave.
The throw went wide and struck the car instead of her. But it was enough to lift the car into the air and flip it as if it were made of tissue. It flipped on its long axis and came crashing down on its roof, right on top of the vamp.
Frighteningly enough, she probably survived the impact.
But I had not only given the last of my magical energy, I had reached the limits of blood loss, so I wouldn’t get a chance to see whether she survived or not before I passed out.
The darkness that followed felt like an eternity. When consciousness aroused me, I expected to find myself with a long white beard and the world I’d known lost under some bizarre future of flying cars and robot servants.
I did not, however, expect to find myself chained to a slab of wood in the middle of an abandoned warehouse.



Chapter Seven
Blazing white light from a pair of floodlights on stands made me squint. The air carried a wet, dead stink. When my eyes adjusted to the imposing light, I made out the silhouettes of a ring of vampires standing around me, all staring with their red eyes. A mixed demographic was represented here. Young and old. Short, tall, fat—every one of them ugly.
Whatever I lay on felt like a picnic table you’d find at the park, although I didn’t see any benches on either side. Chains wrapped around my legs, my torso, clear up to my neck. In fact, when I tried to lift my head to get a better look around, the chain links dug against my throat and choked me.
I should have bled out by now, I realized, remembering the bite to my neck.
I couldn’t see the wound, but it felt sticky, more than wet. Somehow the bleeding had stopped. The vamps had done something to me to speed up the clotting. I had no idea what.
More importantly, I had no idea why.
“What is this?” I asked.
No one bothered answering.
Among the vampires I could see, I didn’t recognize any from the attack in front of my house. I tried to take some solace in that, hoping that I had fucked them up enough that they were either dead—officially, that is, as opposed to undead—or were wishing they were from the pain of the damage I had dealt them.
I was suffering some of my own pain at the moment, so that comfort was short lived.
My whole body felt like I had spent a few hours falling down an endless set of stairs. I couldn’t tell if anything was broken, but a particularly nasty sting in my side suggested I might had a cracked rib or two.
“What do you want from me?”
Being chained to a table, laid out in front of a bunch of vampires, and none of them feeding on me, bothered me more than all the aches and pains I was suffering.
As if in answer, an old man vampire arrived beside me. He was naked from the waist up and wearing a pair of black cotton pants that kind of looked like pajamas. His chest looked emaciated, as if he’d been half starved to death when he’d been turned. His skin was pale and ashen. His face was extra wrinkly and he had a big-nostrilled pug nose that, along with the pink glow in his eyes, made me think he might oink at any moment.
“You’ve messed with the wrong sorcerer,” I said to my new companion.
He smiled. It would have looked grandfatherly if not for the fangs. “Oh, I’m afraid we’ve messed with exactly the right sorcerer. But let’s not waste time with pleasantries. There will be plenty of time for that once you’ve joined the family.”
Joined the family?
My gut turned to a sour pit. A cold shot ran down my spine. It all made sense in a single blow to my psyche.
“No fucking way,” I said. I searched within myself and found the core of my power. My forced nap between my house and here had allowed me to regain some juice. These guys were in for a rude awakening.
Something registered in the old vamp’s eyes. He knew exactly what I was thinking. He raised one hand, which held a nasty looking dagger with a slim blade. He used the blade to slice open his wrist, then he slammed his open wound against my mouth.
I clenched my lips shut as his cold vampire blood smeared across my mouth. If I let so much as a drop into my mouth, I would be infected. From there it was a short jaunt to becoming one of the undead myself.
Not going to happen.
I twisted my head to the side, but he followed me with his wrist, keeping it pressed firmly. I heard the clank of the dagger as he set it on the table beside me. Then he reached with his free hand and pinched my nose closed, cutting off my oxygen.
Damned dirty trick.
Breathing helped a great deal when trying to center and cast a spell. It also helped, you know, continuing to live. He was trying to force me to open my mouth. Like hell I’d give him the chance.
Despite suffocating and the weakened state of my body, I dug deep, honing my will until I had a clear picture of what I wanted to accomplish.
I focused on the dagger he’d dropped and used the air as my servant. The dagger shot into the air. I guided the blade as gravity did most of the remaining work for me, making sure the point faced down as it struck the vampire in the back.
I felt him go stiff. His eyes widened for a second, then I watched the glow in them fade.
He sagged forward and dropped on top of me, his weight pushing the last bit of stale air in my lungs out. My body’s instinct betrayed me and I gasped involuntarily. Before the vampire crumbled into ash, I felt the wetness of his blood hit the back of my throat.
Oh, gods, no.
I spat blood and ash. But it was too late. Even as I sputtered and coughed, I knew it was too late. The vampire’s blood had entered my system.
I was infected.
A wave of anger rolled through me. I bucked against my chains. My magic pulsed through my body and I unleashed its raw nature outward. I didn’t need to aim. The raw force broke the chains away from my body.
The vampires around me were either shouting, screaming, or even crying at the sight of what had happened to their comrade. I got the impression he was some sort of elder or leader among them. Seeing their master cremated right before their eyes had shocked them. A few cowered away from me as I swung my legs off the table and stood, the chains rattling behind me.
One of the vamps charged me.
The power I had pulled from my rage still coursed through me. I rolled it up into a fiery ball and all but obliterated the attacker in one blow. He turned to a cloud of dust and embers before he got anywhere near me.
This show of power made the others hesitate. I stood surrounded by them, but none of them dared another attack. It was a sort of Mexican standoff, the magical equivalent of the climax to so many Quentin Tarantino movies.
I turned in a slow circle until I spotted the warehouse’s exit. Beyond the vampires standing in front of me, there stretched about fifty yards between me and a large steel rollup door. Even if I used magic to throw the door open, I could not outrun a pack of vampires. The only reason I had managed to catch up to Darius Strong on Belle Isle was because I had toasted him pretty good first.
I either had to fight and kill them all, or die. And if I died, that would be the least of my worries, because with my body lifeless, nothing would stand in the way of the vampire infection from taking over and turning me into one of these freaks.
I raised my hands, still running on the anger I had used to vaporize that last vampire. I drew on every shred of my magical stores. My hands lit up with pure blue flames. The sight made the circle of vampires back up. Before they could spread out too far and make this spell all the more difficult, I swung my arms out at my sides and summoned a ring of fire. 
I felt something in the center of my being tear. Like an over extended psychic muscle. I had tapped into a deeper store of power than I had ever accessed in my life.
It was enough.
The ring of flame shot outward and engulfed the vampires standing around me.
Their howls and screams sounded like a choir of devils.
Every one of them was covered from head to toe in flames. They flailed about, stumbling into one another.
I waited until a gap between them opened and I hurried out of the circle. I sensed one come tearing at me. I threw out my hand, palm facing the attacker, and shouted, “No.”
A wave of solid air struck him and sent him flying like a fiery comet.
My legs buckled and I fell to one knee. My heart pounded. Suddenly, I found it hard to breathe.
What the hell is going on?
Too much magic in one night, topped with a massive amount of blood loss, and a mouthful of vamp blood. That’s what was going on. I had limits. Everyone and everything does. I had just never tested mine.
I never wanted to again, thank you very much.
I forced myself back to my feet.
Most of the burning vampires had either turned to smoking piles of dust or had dropped to the floor to spend their last seconds undead as little more than firewood.
I staggered toward the garage door. I lifted a hand, intended to magically roll the door up on its tracks, but I hesitated. There was no point in wasting any more energy. But when I tried to lift the door by hand, I found I didn’t have the physical strength either. I leaned my back against the door and looked around for another exit. A standard door was all the way on the other side of the warehouse. It looked a million miles away to me.
I shuffled toward it.
Again, my legs gave out. This time I dropped onto the concrete floor on my side. The floor was cold. All this time, I hadn’t realized that I’d been stripped to the waist. But while I lay there a moment, trying to regain the will to get back on my feet, I noticed a strange feeling inside of me, like something—or several somethings—crawling through my veins.
I knew instantly what it meant.
The vampire infection was taking effect.



Chapter Eight
I found my shirt and my phone in a neat pile on a workbench not far from the exit. I don’t know how long I had laid on the floor feeling the infection skittering through my system, but I was pretty sure I had passed out at one point. I was only feeling slightly better now. I had found that I could focus what little magical energy I had left to push back that creepy feeling. I didn’t know if it actually had any effect on the infection itself. It made me feel better, though. I’d take it for now.
I also felt better once I had a shirt on and my phone in hand.
I had speed dialed Sly and now waited for him outside the warehouse in its weed choked cement lot. I was somewhere downtown, but not in any place I had been before. When I had explained my surroundings to Sly, he seemed to know where I meant. He probably could throw together some potion or something to trace me too. I had given him a lock of my hair a while back for him to use in case I disappeared without warning. My line of work, that’s a distinct possibility. I trusted Sly with such things. I trusted him with my life.
I was more than relieved when he pulled up in his Caddy. I got in and stared out the window as he wound his way around several blocks until he reached I-75.
“You ready to tell me what happened?” Sly asked as he merged onto the expressway.
I opened my mouth. The words did not present themselves. I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the glass of the side window. My sweaty forehead slid a little against the glass.
“That bad, huh? Was it a job?”
“No.” My voice growled as if I’d inhaled too much smoke. I guess I had. Yummy vampire smoke. “I don’t know what the hell that was.”
Sly didn’t say anything.
According to the clock on the dashboard, it was after three in the morning. I had long since missed out on my date with Fiona. Guess I could kiss that dating opportunity goodbye. Probably just as well. She didn’t want to get wrapped up with a guy who’d nearly been turned into a vampire.
“They tried to turn me, Sly.”
“Who tried to turn you into what?”
“A group of vamps. A whole slew of them.”
The car veered into the next lane. Sly glanced at me. “They tried to turn you, turn you?”
I nodded and sighed. I really wanted to crash in bed and sleep for an eon, but I had too much to do before I could rest. I had to get this vampire infection out of my system, for one. And I had to deal with the inevitable fallout of the fight at my house. My neighborhood had an active neighborhood watch program, which, in my opinion, was an official means of snooping for nosy neighbors. Like the old lady who lived next door. She was widowed about ten years before I lost my parents, and since that day she had given them hell with all the questions and commentary about their comings and goings.
Dad used to call her Mrs. Snoopis.
Good old Dad had a nickname for everyone.
I clenched my jaw as my eyes watered. I was in no state to start getting nostalgic about Dad. I had enough weighing on me at the moment.
“But they failed, right?” Sly asked.
“Do I look undead to you?” I shook my head. “No, I just have to get this infection out of my system and I’ll be fine.”
The car veered again, this time nearly plowing into the concrete wall in the median. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
“I got some vamp blood in me. Not a lot. A little spray.”
“It doesn’t matter how much.”
“I know. Calm down. They didn’t finish the ritual. I turned them all to ash first. I just need you to cook me something up so I can get this shit out of me.”
Sly was shaking his head and muttering over and over under his breath, “Nononono.”
“What are you freaking out about?”
“You can’t get vampire blood out of your system,” he shouted. His face had turned pink. I could see it whenever we passed under one of the lights illuminating the expressway. “Once it’s in you…” He threw up his hands and the car swerved again. “…it’s in you.”
I think I was deliberately not understanding him. What he said was simple and easy to grasp. I just didn’t want to do the grasping. “What are you talking about? I’m fine. They have to kill me, right? Kill me and then I rise. But…” I trailed off. I realized I didn’t really know the details of the turning process. I didn’t have any vampire friends to ask about this shit.
Sly gripped the wheel again. He squeezed so hard his knuckles bulged. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“No,” I admitted.
“You are infected. I assume you were fed on, right? Based on that nasty gash in your neck.”
“Yes.”
“Then the circle is complete. You have shared the liquid of life. You are bonded to the vampire who fed you. He’s the only one who can break that bond, but if he was trying to turn you, I doubt he’ll be willing to help.”
A ray of hope rose in me. “What if he’s dead?”
Sly shook his head. “Don’t even think about killing him. Then you are well and truly fucked.”
“Um…” I swallowed. I felt like I had a handful of sand in my throat. “I sort of already killed him.”
Sly groaned.
“What?”
“You’re locked in, brother. That’s it. Next time you go to sleep, you are waking up a vampire.”
“No. No way.”
Sly chewed on his lip. I had never seen such worry in his eyes. No. Not worry. Flat out fear. He kept his attention on the road, but that actually made me worry more. He didn’t want to look at me.
“There has to be some way out of this. I mean, I’m not a vampire.”
“Not yet.” He seemed to chew on something for a minute before continuing. “Look, the infection is in you. The killing ritual is a formality with these guys. All it does is speed up the process. But once you’ve exchanged blood there is no turning back.”
“I won’t accept that.”
He hitched a shoulder. “Probably the only reason you haven’t turned already is ‘cause some of your power is keeping the infection at bay.”
I thought about the trick I’d done to keep the feeling of the stuff worming around inside of me from driving me nuts. Apparently, I really was having an effect on it. “Okay, so I hold off until we figure out something.”
Sly shook his head and cut across three lanes of traffic to catch an exit ramp at the last possible second. Either he had changed his mind about where he was taking me, or he’d been too distracted until he had nearly missed his exit. We were getting off at John R, so I assumed he was taking me to his shop instead of my house.
Fine by me. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to handle the mess back home. A lot of questions waited for me with answers I couldn’t freely give. The Ministry would probably have to get involved.
“Maybe I can cook up something.”
I nodded. “See that?”
He held up a hand, then took a hard right onto John R off of Chrysler, barely slowing for the turn.
“It’ll be a stop gap. Something to give your power a boost so you can keep the infection from turning you. But unless you expect to keep your power focused on fighting this back for the next century or however long you plan to live, the shit’s going to catch up with you. Basically, either you’ll tire out or you’ll give up.”
I punched the dashboard.
Sly gave me a dirty look, but I ignored it.
“I’m not becoming a vamp, Sly. I’d rather die.”
Sly nodded. “That’s your other option.”
I couldn’t believe how casually he had let that drop. Then again, I never knew Sly to try to sugar coat the hard truths. He was one of the few people who hadn’t fed me a sympathetic line of bullshit after Dad was killed. He laid it right out for me—someone had done my parents wrong, and I’d better not forget shit like that happened all the time among those of us who lived on the other side of reality’s veil.
I pressed my knuckle against my mouth to keep myself from shouting out. My nostrils flared. I glared out the window at the passing strip malls and furniture stores and party stores in the night. Some of them had lights on inside, or illuminated signs in the lots. Others stood dark, their blank windows like dead eyes staring back at me.
A chill ran down my spine.
I was so very screwed.
Neither of us spoke for the rest of the trip to Sly’s shop.
When he turned on the lights after disabling the alarm, the sudden blare stung my eyes. A massive headache bloomed behind my right eye.
Sly hurried into the back without bothering to give me a second look. I shuffled in after him. He was already pulling out boxes and sorting through the contents by the time I came in. I stood back and let him work. Vilas and powders and strange smelling plants. He looked like one of those chefs in a cooking competition on TV the way he worked so calmly yet with frantic speed. Iron Alchemist.
It took him about thirty minutes to finish, and at the end he had a tiny murky fluid that only filled the bottom inch of a vial.
He handed it over.
“Take it now. It expires quickly.”
I lifted the vial to my nose and took a sniff. What smelled like rotten tuna stung my nostrils and twisted my stomach. “Agg.”
Sly rolled his eyes. “You know better than to smell a potion. Just drink the damn thing.”
I pinched my nose, then tossed the potion back. It was thick and cold and felt like I was swallowing raw sewage. But I managed to swallow and keep it down without hurling. I handed the vial back to Sly, who promptly hit the pedal on a trash can to pop the lid and tossed the vial in.
“Isn’t that a waste of a perfectly good vial?”
“There’s no redeeming that. The stuff will never come clean.”
I wondered what that meant for the inside of my stomach, but didn’t ask. First off, I trusted Sly. Secondly, I probably didn’t want to know any details anyway.
“Now what?”
Sly waved me out to the shop. I followed him behind the glass counter holding all the fancy smoking implements. He pulled open a wooden drawer underneath the cash register, rummaged around, and came out with a joint. “Stupid kid thinks I don’t know he stashes these here for his breaks.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
“I’m okay with it for times exactly like this.” He pulled out a Zippo from his pocket and fired up the blunt. The smell of pot quickly clouded around both of us. Like I said before, I don’t do mind-altering substances—except for an occasional craft beer—because it takes the edge off my power. I wasn’t morally opposed to it in any way, though, and Sly deserved the chance to relax with some grass.
He took a deep hit. The end blazed orange. It reminded me of the warehouse, of all those vamps I’d cooked. Suddenly, I felt tired all over. I leaned up against the counter to keep from collapsing.
Sly held his breath for a moment, then blew out a series of smoke rings. “You all right?”
“I need a thousand years of sleep.”
He snorted. “You’ll get it if you relax too much.”
“So the potion you gave me? What’s it supposed to do?”
He shrugged and took another long draw on his joint before answering. When he spoke, he let the smoke puff out along with his words. “It’s the equivalent of caffeine for your manna. Your magical energy. Or whatever you kids are calling it these days. Just a boost. Usually I mix them for mortal practitioners who want to get into the serious stuff. I don’t make it as potent for them, though.”
“But it’s just a stop gap. What do I do next?”
“I don’t know, brother Sebastian. I’ve reached the limits of my knowledge on this score.” He closed his eyes as he toked his joint once more. For a moment it looked like he’d fallen asleep, then he sighed out a stream of sweet smelling smoke, which made him resemble a dozing dragon. “I guess there is someone,” he said, eyes still closed. The hesitance in his voice worried me.
“You guess?”
He opened his eyes and gave me a serious stare. “I really don’t… Ah, fuck it. How much worse can your situation get, right?”
“Come on, Sly. Don’t jinx me. I’ve had enough bad luck for one night.”
“There’s a…guy. I could connect you with him, I suppose.”
“This so-called guy can help me?”
“I don’t know. But he’ll know more about all this than either of us put together.”
“Who is he?”
Sly regarded the burning tip of his joint as if it might tell him something he really needed to know. He hummed softly, then flicked some ash onto the floor and drew so hard on the joint he burned it to a nub. He pulled a cheap metal ashtray like the kind you used to find in fast food restaurants before all public places went non-smoking. He set the ashtray on the counter and stubbed out his roach while exhaling.
“His name is Toft Kitchens.”
“Seriously?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t name him.” The growl in his voice told me he wasn’t happy talking about this guy. “But don’t think he’s a joke. He’s anything but.”
“Is he an alchemist like you? A sorcerer? The boogey man? What’s the deal, Sly?”
He gave me a flat stare. “He’s a four-hundred year-old vampire.”
My jaw dropped so wide it almost came unhinged. “You…in the condition I’m in, you want me to go see a vampire?”
“No, I don’t want you to, but what the hell? If someone’s going to know how to deal with this, he will. And he’s one of the…tame ones.”
Yes, there were plenty of vamps who played by Ministry rules, who fed only on the willing, or took their blood from animals or underground blood banks. They kept to themselves and did whatever vampires did for fun. But that didn’t exactly make them nice. And they normally didn’t like dealing with humans, as it was hard enough for them to control their appetite without having tasty treats waved in front of them all the time.
And since they mostly had to operate during the night, their occupations tended to skew to the more illicit brand.
Still, Sly made a good point. I was utterly screwed if I couldn’t get this infection out of me. So what difference did it make walking into the den of an ancient and probably massively powerful vampire? The worst he could do was kill me and then make me his slave.
Oh. When I put it that way…
“Well?”
I blinked. I must have faded there a minute. I desperately needed some sleep.
“What?”
“You want his address?”
I nodded.
He pulled out a pad and paper from under the register and scribbled out an downtown address. Handed the slip over to me. “This is his club. Obviously, you should wait until after dusk to see him. There isn’t long now before dawn.”
“I’ll probably want to clean up before I see him anyway. Walking in all covered with blood and a nasty bite mark on my throat could make for a poor first impression.”
Sly chuffed, but there was no humor in it. “Let me give you a lift home.”
“That would be great,” I said, then remembered what I had to face there. “Though it’s going to be a while before I get any sleep, I think.”



Chapter Nine
“I thought you said your car was upside down on your lawn,” Sly said as he pulled his Caddy into my driveway.
Sure enough, it wasn’t on the lawn. It wasn’t anywhere in sight at all. I got out and rounded the Caddy. The lawn was all chewed up where the car had landed, and a set of tire tracks curled away from the cement driveway. A few greasy stains on the ground might have been left over vamp guts. But those things were the only evidence that I hadn’t dreamed the whole confrontation up.
Sly rolled down his window. “What’s going on, brother?”
I shook my head. “No idea.”
I had to admit, I was as much relieved as I was unnerved by the situation. It meant I wouldn’t have to deal with explanations to authorities. But it also spoke to a larger problem. Whoever had orchestrated my attack and abduction had wanted to make sure it stayed quiet. And they had the resources to not only scour away the burnt remains of a quartet of vampires, but haul off a car that had been on its roof and not exactly drivable.
Surely the neighbors had seen something.
Sure enough, as if thinking it made it so, Mrs. Snoopis came out of her front door and marched her way toward me.
She wore a flannel nightgown that looked like it would be way too hot for this July heat. Her wide face was a pasty white and she had eyes that bulged so much they looked like they might drop out of their sockets if she shook her head too quickly.
Her scowl looked like an ax wound across her face.
Her slippers scuffed against the concrete as she crossed the driveway in front of Sly’s Caddy and over to me. She waved a finger in my face. “I knew it,” she said.
I leaned back to avoid getting her stubby finger stuck up my nose.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Sly said, rolled up his window, and backed out of the driveway.
Thanks for the support, buddy.
Mrs. Snoopis didn’t pay his departure any mind. Her ire was locked on me.
“I knew it,” she repeated.
I sighed. “Knew what, Mrs.…” I almost said Snoopis. I cleared my throat and course corrected. “Mrs. Sokalski.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t play coy with me.”
If only I could. But I honestly had no idea what she was talking about. She’d had many theories about my family throughout our years as neighbors. I could only imagine which she had decided on for tonight.
“Ma’am, I have had a rough night, and all—”
“I bet you have,” she said. Her voice made nails on a chalkboard sound like Mozart. She tilted her head to get a look at my neck. “What is that?”
I put a hand over the vampire bite. Touching it made it burn. It felt crusty and scabbed.
“I hurt myself,” I said.
“Drugs.”
I couldn’t hold back from looking at her like she had sprouted deer antlers.
“Don’t you eyeball me that way,” she said. “Drugs. Plain and simple. You should be ashamed.”
I assumed she meant that I was on drugs. Or maybe dealing them. Hell, for all I knew she thought I was a ranking member of the Mexican cartel. Frankly, I didn’t give a gods damned what she thought. I wanted my bed.
“I don’t have time for this,” I said. “If you have a problem, take it up with the police.”
She wagged her finger at me again. “Don’t think I won’t.”
I rolled my eyes, turned away, and headed for my house. My shoes sunk into the churned sod from my car’s landing spot.
“You’re just like them, you know.”
I froze. Turned slowly. “You don’t want to go there,” I said.
She drew back, one hand going to the buttoned collar of her nightgown and drawing it closer to her throat. “Well, it’s true. Whatever strange things they were involved with—”
My turn to point a finger. I aimed it right at her face, and if I’d had a little more strength and a lot less self-control I might have sent a hex right up her puggish little nose. “Don’t you ever talk about my parents. You don’t know a damn thing about who they are or what they’ve been through.”
Her face pinched, but she must have seen something in my posture or expression, because I could see the fear fill her eyes, and it gave me a sick pleasure to find it. I felt a scary grin pull at my cheeks.
“Yeah,” I said. “You better keep your distance. You don’t want any part of this.” I waved my pointed finger in a circle in the air. “You got it?”
She huffed, but she didn’t have anything else to say. I stared her down until she finally waddled back to her house and disappeared inside. She slammed the door shut, but I would have bet she was peeking through the curtains of her bay window.
“To hell with her,” I said and went inside.



Chapter Ten
I wanted nothing more than to go straight to bed, not even take off my clothes or clean off the wound on my neck. Plop down on top of the covers and drift off into oblivion.
But I knew that was a bad idea. Sly’s potion might keep my magical energy up enough to fight the infection from spreading, but I did not feel comfortable allowing myself to lose consciousness without a little more backup. Last thing I wanted was to wake up undead. So I went into the basement.
It had been a couple years since I’d gone down those steps. Yet I recognized every creak and give to the wooden risers. I recognized the musty smell and the faint oaken scent from the various wooden chests set along the floors between the metal shelving units carrying an infinite assortment of magical curios my parents had collected over their decades as scholars. They would often go on “digs” in far off locations, all corners of the globe, unearthing ancient artifacts. Magic had taken many forms throughout history, but it had always remained the same at its core.
There was a lot more stuff downstairs than I remembered. So many shelves. So many chests. Three long wooden tables covered with bottles and artifacts and broken things. Dust and debris between everything. Old books with leather bindings coming apart. Newer paperbacks with broken spines. Titles like Witchcraft for the Modern Age and Curses from the Mid-Eighteenth Century. My parents had turned our basement into a madman’s museum.
I had little doubt, though, that if my mother were her old self, she could find anything she was looking for. No problem. Same with Dad, if he’d still been around.
I glanced around at the dust strewn chaos and sighed.
What could I hope to find down here? Not that I questioned whether something of use existed among the mess. I was certain there were several things that could help me. Where to find them…where to even start, on the other hand, was beyond me.
I almost turned around. There was a reason I hadn’t come down here in so long. Not only because I had no clue what to do with all this stuff. I knew if I started digging through it, the memories of my parents’ lives would assault me from all directions. Considering my weakened state at the moment, I was bound to break down into a blubbering mess if I thought of them too much.
Still, the idea of waking up in the morning as a vampire was even more unpalatable than risking my manliness and a crying fit.
I took a deep breath and moved in.
I started with a table in the far west corner from the staircase. This corner had belonged mostly to my dad, and he had an affinity for magical knick knacks. If there was some kind of dormant power source in any of the items down here, I’d probably find it among his things.
A small wooden chest sat on the edge of the bench. Stacks of books stood around the chest like ramparts defending it against the mass of statuettes and talisman scattered across the rest of the table’s surface. I tried opening the chest. Found it locked.
Rather than fuss with it, I sifted through the other items. All sorts of pendants and small sculptures. Goblets of varying size and design. A flew dusty glass bottles with a dark coating at their bottoms, the remnants of whatever concoction had once filled them. Nothing sang out to me though. A muffled quiver of magical energy lay like a mist over the entire collection, but no single thing had a large enough signature for my needs.
I turned back to the chest. If he kept it locked, it made sense that something valuable lay within.
I scanned the table and actually found a few keys, but they were either too large or too small for the keyhole in the chest.
I turned around in the space, peering onto shelves, even glancing along the floor. I didn’t see any sign of a key or a good hiding spot for a key. It was entirely possible he had kept the key on his person. I didn’t recall receiving anything of the like when his body was returned. That didn’t mean it hadn’t been lost or even taken. I didn’t think it likely, though.
I looked around some more, and when I was about to give up, I noticed a particular book on a nearby shelf. It stood out from the others, not by how it looked, but by its title. It was the only book of the collection that didn’t reference some magical history or collection of spells.
A Tale of Two Cities.
It had a brown leather binding with the title in faded gold lettering. An easy thing to miss if you just scanned the bookshelf. And unless you were looking for something particular or unusual, even seeing the title wouldn’t raise any flags. At least not for anybody who didn’t know my dad.
But I knew him well. I happened to know that he hated Charles Dickens. My mom might have given Dickens a try. But, honestly, I had seldom seen either of them reading anything besides books related to the arcane. They simply didn’t have time for pleasure reading.
I had to stand on my tip toes to reach the book. It was on a tall bookcase that nearly reached the ceiling. The book case was old pressboard and had started to crumble on a bottom corner from apparent water damage. I took the book down. I could tell by the heft alone that something was wrong. It didn’t weigh near as much as it looked like it should.
Sure enough, the book was hollowed out. And in the hollowed space? A bunch of dust and a single key that looked just the right size for the chest.
I took out the key, set the book aside, and tried the key in the chest’s lock.
Perfect fit. It turned easily and emitted a single, solid click.
“Bingo.”
I didn’t know exactly what I’d find inside, but I knew I hit the jackpot the moment I cracked open the chest’s lid. I could feel the magical energy pour out. Warmth and a tingling sensation flowed through me as I opened the chest the rest of the way. The hinges only gave a short squeak. Otherwise it opened smoothly, as if the hinges had been recently oiled. Somehow the dust of the years had not corrupted them.
While nothing inside glowed bright and shiny right in my face, I trembled at the pent up power emanating from within the velvet-lined box.
Only a few items sat within. One was a huge stack of hundred dollar bills. They looked crisp, freshly printed. I eyeballed and made an estimate on the amount. Ten thousand. Maybe twenty.
Dad had been holding out. Or keeping it aside for an emergency. 
I also found a stack of passports rubber banded together. I removed the rubber band and flipped through the passports. Six in total, three with pictures of my father, three with my mother, none of them under their real names. There were drivers’ licenses matching the false IDs on the passports. It was like something out of a spy movie.
But the oddity of this find didn’t surprise me as much as the last item in the chest. I immediately recognized the silver case with the black enamel decoration. The gilt floral pattern.
It was my father’s Longines pocket watch.
He had kept it on him at all times. I remember him constantly drawing it out, flipping it open, and checking the time. I also remembered the small conjurations he used to make with it to entertain me. He would put on these ghostly puppet shows by creating illusions in the air, like three dimensional holograms. He would narrate the stories, the watch always clutched in his free hand, the chain occasionally clinking as he gestured grandiosely and made his holographic puppets dance.
A lump formed in my throat. My vision blurred. When I wiped at my eyes with the back of my wrist, my wrist came away wet.
I reached in for the watch.
Before I touched it, I could feel it. I recognized the magic coursing from it the same way I could recall a particular scent. The energy was purely Dad’s.
I took up the watch and immediately felt an invigorating wave roll through me. The wound on my neck tingled. My weary muscles gained sudden strength. Even the sorrow coiling in my chest from the memories of my father seemed to clear like a fog in the sunlight.
There was some serious power in this thing. I had never held it before. Dad would never let me. Now I understood why. When I was younger I wouldn’t have known how to handle such power. The raw flow of it could have scrambled the fledgling control I had over my own natural power. One touch of this and I could have shorted out every electronic in the house, or shattered all the windows, or set the carpet on fire.
I was older now. I had plenty of control. Still, a wave of vertigo made me unsteady. I had to lean against the table to keep my balance.
I gripped the watch more tightly and felt the energy thrum up my arm. The chain dangled and swung like a pendulum.
Wow. I could feel myself healing inside. My vampire bite had begun to pop and sizzle as if someone had dumped a bottle of peroxide on it. Instead of stinging, though, it felt marvelous, a little ticklish yet somewhat like a mini massage as well.
Damn, if anything could fight back the vampire infection, this was it.
I wondered why Sly hadn’t mentioned it. He knew my father and his capabilities as much as I did. Maybe more so. Then another question occurred to me.
What was this watch doing in this chest, locked up in the basement?
My father never went anywhere without the watch. He should have had it on him when he was killed. At the time I had been so distraught, I hadn’t missed it.
So why hadn’t he taken it? Would it have made a difference in his fate to have had such a powerful talisman? Would he have survived? And, back to the original question…what had prompted him to leave it behind, locked up in this old chest?
Had he known what was going to happen to him? Or at least suspected? What had they gone into that he would purposefully leave this powerful item behind? Had he intended to leave it for me to find?
I swallowed and wiped more tears from my eyes. I didn’t have answers to these questions. And nowhere to look for clues. So I had to add them to the million other unanswered questions piled up around the mysterious event that took my parents from me.
Clutching the watch, I went upstairs. I never loosened my grip. I laid down on my bed, the watch’s energy buzzing inside of me. I stared at the ceiling and quickly fell asleep.



Chapter Eleven
The pounding that woke me synced with the throbbing in my head. Not exactly a headache, more like my pulse had grown some heft and wanted to pound its way out of my skull. I grunted, thinking the sound would pass along with the sensation.
The noise stopped for a moment, then returned again. An even five thumps punctuated by another pause.
I realized the pounding (the outward pounding) came from my front door. I was tempted to pull my pillow over my head and ignore it. Something about the insistence behind the knocks gave me the impression whoever wanted to see me wasn’t going away.
Better not be some overzealous religious freak trying to push pamphlets into my hand. I might have to show them a real life miracle and set their pamphlets on fire with a quick word.
Thinking about magic reminded me of my father’s watch. I sat up in bed and the watch slipped down from my chest where it had been resting. The chain clattered against the silver case. I gathered the watch up and tucked it in the pocket of the pants I had spent all day yesterday in, and had slept in. A funky smell rose up from my body. I pitied whoever stood on my porch and was about to get a good whiff of that.
On my way down the hall, I absently touched my neck where the vampire had fed on me. The wound had shrunk to a rough scar. My father’s watch had worked some serious mojo on me while I slept. I wondered if I could hold out hope that it had eliminated the infection. Doubt hung around me, though, as I remembered what Sly had said last night. He had seemed pretty certain clearing the infection wouldn’t be so easy.
The pasty taste in my mouth made me grimace. I bet my breath smelled twice as nasty as my body. I probably wouldn’t have to set anybody’s pamphlets on fire with magic. I could do it with my dragon breath alone.
But when I opened the door, it wasn’t to a religious zealot.
It was Fiona.
I took a startled step backward. I also held my breath to keep from blowing any nastiness in her direction.
She wore a snug pair of jeans and a pink Hello Kitty T-shirt. Her face looked fresh and her hair a little damp, as if she had recently come out of the shower.
I wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was full on daylight, so I guessed it was probably on the other side of noon. In fact, the sunlight hurt my eyes, forcing me to squint.
The first sign of vampirism kicking in?
Don’t get all freaked out. You just woke up and you have a bass drummer practicing his drum line routine in your head. Don’t read too much into it.
“You’re that happy to see me, huh?” Fiona said. One corner of her mouth turned up. She was putting me on. Which, I had to admit, I found surprising, since I had totally stood her up last night. Good excuse or not.
“No,” I said, then realized what that sounded like. I sputtered for a moment before I could find a better set of words. “I mean, yes, I’m happy to see you. Just surprised.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t really think I would let you off the hook so easily for your no-show, did you?”
“Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to think. I haven’t had much time to think.”
She tilted her head to one side to get a look at my neck. My skin burned with sudden self-consciousness.
“You okay?” she asked slowly.
A nice, open ended question. She was giving me an out, I realized. Rather than asking about the fresh scar on my neck directly. This girl really was too good to be true.
“I had a rough night. And I’m really sorry about standing you up. I had…” I glanced past her to the ripped up part of my lawn. “Car trouble?”
Her eyes narrowed. She seemed to process my words for a second before giving a small shrug. “Whatever. It’s your business, not mine.” That could have sounded sarcastic, or derogatory. Instead, she sounded perfectly genuine.
Again, I thought, this girl is way too good to be true. I almost reached out and swung my hand at her to see if it would pass through her like one of my father’s puppet conjurations. A faint soapy scent blowing in on the breeze hinted she was real enough. I tried a smile. My mouth felt stiff, but I think I got it right.
“So I’m forgiven?” I asked.
She screwed her lips up to one side and hummed. “One condition,” she said. “We reschedule. Make it an official date.”
Date? Had she just said date?
I stood there with my mouth hanging open. She laughed.
“Speak,” she said.
I shook off my initial shock when my father’s watch suddenly flared with magical heat in my pocket. It was like it was trying to tell me something. Or remind me.
Remind me that my life was way too damn complicated for dating. Especially a normal like Fiona. She deserved better. Like I had said at least twice already, she was too good to be true. Operative words in my case—too good.
“I can’t,” I said.
Her gaze went to my neck, then quickly recovered, looking me in the eyes. “Did I sound like I was asking?”
“Excuse me?”
“I wasn’t asking, Sebastian. I was giving you a condition of my forgiveness.”
I laughed. “I’m sorry. I really can’t. My life got really complicated in a few hours time. I really wish—”
“Don’t wish,” she said and stepped off the porch and through my door. She came in real close and I cringed at the idea that she could smell me. She didn’t appear bothered though. In fact, she moved so close we were practically touching. “You want to go out with me, don’t you? Catch an early dinner before I go in for my shift?”
“I…” Didn’t want to lie to her. Of course I wanted to. But we don’t always get what we want. Besides, she had no idea what she was getting herself into. I really liked her. I didn’t want to make her angry. I also didn’t want to lead her on. I had no idea how to get through this without coming across as a total asshole.
Before I could think up an answer, she reached up and gently touched my cheek. “I know things with your mom are rough. And I know that whatever you have going on in your personal life is a mess, even if I don’t know the details. I can see the pain in your eyes. Every time I look at you, ever since you brought Judith to the home.” She let her hand drift down off my check and lifted her chin. “I hate it,” she said. “I hate seeing such a caring man have no joy in his life.”
What could I say to that? Thanks for those amazing sentiments, but I still refuse to have dinner with you? It was just dinner. Not a marriage proposal.
I smiled. And really felt it.
“How is it you aren’t already hitched?” I asked.
“I have high standards.”
I laughed. She had buttered me up and good. I simply could not deny her anything. She could have asked for my deepest, darkest secret and I probably would have given it to her.
“Okay,” I said. “It’s a…”
“A date?”
“A date.”



Chapter Twelve
First thing I did after Fiona left was get my ass in the shower. I simply could not stand to smell myself any longer. I felt a lot better in general once the hot water sluiced off the grime and dried blood.
Once out of the shower, I wiped the steam off the mirror and checked my bite.
I winced. It was puckered and ugly even though it had completely closed up. It still looked like a bite mark, though. Gods help me, how in hell would I come up with a decent explanation for that?
I made reservations at El Barzon in Mexicantown. I loved the place. It combined two of my favorite foods on one menu—Mexican and Italian. Hopefully, Fiona liked either of those. Everybody likes pasta, right?
When evening fell, I caught myself pacing the living room floor and counting off the minutes on my father’s pocket watch until I had to leave and pick up Fiona. She had told me to pick her up from the nursing home. That way I could drop her right back after dinner in time for her shift.
I waited a couple minutes longer than necessary before finally heading out, shooting for fashionably late. I didn’t want to look too eager.
I had to use my parents’ Buick parked out in the garage, seeing as someone had taken my car. Not that it would have run all that well considering its condition when I last saw it. I couldn’t very well pick up Fiona in a car covered in vampire guts anyway, so…
For a second, I worried the car might not start. I hadn’t run it in a while. Not like the first year, when I dutifully started it up at least once a week to make sure the motor didn’t get corroded. I had even driven it around the block a few times. But after that first year, with more and more evidence that Mom wasn’t coming out of her fugue, I lost the will to so much as look at the car, never mind climbing behind the wheel.
The engine did its equivalent of a throat clearing, but it purred right along once it got going.
I found Fiona right where she had promised, standing at the end of the approach to the nursing home’s front door. But she was most decidedly not dressed for work. I gasped at the sight of her in the evening sunlight and nearly veered off into the shrubbery lining the front of the building.
She wore a flowered spring dress that came to just above the knees. And what a delicate and beautiful set of knees they were. Her skin looked like milk with a splash of honey. Her normally straight blonde hair had a wave to it, and it carried a fresh shine that, when framing her face, brightened the color in her cheeks as well.
And, man, that smile that lit her face when she saw me pull up?
I would have killed my way through a horde of zombies to get to that smile.
As I came even with the approach, she stepped forward. She pulled the passenger side door open and ducked down to look in at me. “Going my way?” she asked.
“Looking like that,” I said, “I’ll go anywhere you tell me to.”
Her smile somehow cranked up a hundred watts. I felt a little funny in my belly. A flock of butterflies had taken residence apparently.
“That’s sweet,” she said.
“And one-hundred percent true.”
She climbed in and we were off.
Our reservation at El Brazon was for right when they opened at the dinner hour. We could eat, chat over wine, dessert, coffee, and the last dregs of our water if need be, and have plenty of time to get her back to the home for her shift.
“You going to work dressed like that tonight?” I asked on the way.
She laughed. “I think I would give some of the gentleman residents cardiac arrest. They are fragile beasts, but they are still men let me tell you.”
Now I laughed. “You mean they try to put the moves on you?”
“Oh, some of them are sweet talkers. No doubt they had all the ladies in their prime.”
The rest of the evening went much like that. Fun, light conversation. At every turn until our meal arrived, I tensed, just waiting for the hard questions. What do you do for a living? What happened to your parents? Why do you have an ugly scar from a vampire bite on your neck?
None of that came up. It was like she knew exactly what I was comfortable talking about. It never got too serious. I learned she had a hell of a wit and a sense of humor to use it with. I learned she grew up in Atlanta before moving north to Michigan with a boyfriend who ended up dumping her two months later, essentially stranding her in a strange place with really bad weather.
But she hadn’t let it get her down. And she had refused to run back home. Instead, she made a life for herself in the Metro area. Now, she was doing pretty well and on her way to a business degree through online classes at Macomb Community College.
By the time the waiter cleared our plates and left us with coffee, all my worries about what might go wrong on this date had faded to nothing. I had to admit to myself that this had been a good idea. And that, maybe, I could allow myself some personal happiness to go along with my professional life.
Eventually, the magic had to come to an end. It always did. Good thing was, there was always more magic around the bend. Despite my earlier reservations, I decided I wanted to do this again. Desperately.
As the sun sunk below the cityscape and the light took on a fiery orange tinge, we drove out of Detroit and back into the suburbs. Strangely, we didn’t talk much. It was as if we both just wanted to bask in the glow of a perfect evening. We had the windows down, the warm air blowing in, sending her blonde waves into mad swirls against her cheeks. She had some level of a smile on the whole drive back. Judging from the cramp in one cheek, I did too.
When we reached the suburbs and were only about ten minutes from the nursing home, Fiona reached over and rested a hand on my thigh. I tingled from her touch right up to my scalp. I took one hand off the wheel and rested it on hers.
I may have even sighed contentedly, but would deny it if asked.
We reached the nursing home too quickly. I hated having to let go of her hand.
I played the gentleman and came around to open the door for her, and she let me be old fashioned without complaint.
Then, there we were, standing in the same spot in front of the nursing home where I had picked her up. I took both of her hands, smiled at her, probably looked dopey as hell and I didn’t give a damn.
“I had a really nice time,” I said.
“Yeah,” she said. She closed in until our bodies barely had an inch between them. She smelled like some sweet flower I didn’t know the name of. I liked it though, could breathe that in all day. She tilted her head back as she looked up at me. We had a good four-inch difference in height. “Can we do it again?”
“For sure.”
We stood there, quietly for a moment. I watched her lips. I wanted to feel them against mine. Honestly, I wanted to feel a lot more of her against a lot more of me, but as smitten as I may have been, I didn’t want to rush anything. I wondered if even a kiss would be too much too soon.
To hell with it, I thought, and went in for the kill.
Poor choice of words, because that’s when the Dalton brothers tried to kill me.



Chapter Thirteen
The first shot whizzed by my ear with only inches to spare. I had a fraction of a second to register what it was. Probably wouldn’t have put it together had I not heard the squeal of tires and the sound of the gunshot first. Instinct took over. I gathered my power and charged the air around me and Fiona.
Three more shots rang out as a rusted out pickup bounced the curb in front of the nursing home, trampled a bed of flowers, and tore into the front parking lot. A man hung out the passenger side window brandishing a handgun, which he had aimed directly at me. I recognized his washed out face and nearly white-blonde hair.
Frank Dalton.
A quick glance through the windshield showed me Able Dalton behind the wheel. He had the same near-white hair as his brother, but his skin was ashen, his eyes sunken deep into his head as if he had given up eating months ago yet somehow continued to live.
Despite the differences in their looks, however slight, they were both equal amounts of asshole.
But why the hell were they shooting at me?
I turned to Fiona. “Run inside,” I shouted.
The pickup thundered closer, as if Able meant to plow into me. It would take a hefty amount of power to harden my shield enough to take the brunt of that. I didn’t want Fiona anywhere near me if I had to test it.
Fiona stared past me, pale and frozen. Shock had set in. Whether by the fact that someone was shooting at us, or that the bullets had somehow not hit us, I couldn’t tell. Probably a little of both. I was in for some difficult explanations with her.
Thanks a lot, Daltons.
I gave Fiona a gentle shove. “Go!”
She snapped out of it, turned, and ran for the front door.
The truck rumbled behind me.
I turned, bared down, and put as much energy as I dared into my shield without dipping into the stores I was still using to fight off the vamp infection. If I hadn’t still had my father’s watch in my pocket, I might not have had enough.
I needn’t have worried, though. At the last second, Able slammed on the brakes and sent the truck into a sideways skid that stopped short of drifting into my own car.
Frank had emptied his gun. He drew back into the truck. The brothers exchanged a couple words I couldn’t hear, then they both climbed out, drawing a matching set of katanas with them. Both blades glimmered in the remaining daylight. As did their eyes. They had duplicate crooked-toothed grins on their faces as they closed in on me.
I released my shield and felt like I had to gasp for air in order to draw back what energy I could. I felt a sick twist in my gut at the thought of how easily my power seemed to flicker and fade. Even with Dad’s watch, I was not up to my standard. Not even close.
“What the hell is this?” I asked, backing away as they moved forward, twirling their blades in fancy circles.
“Payday,” Frank said.
I frowned. “Um…the Ministry is not going to let you assassinate me and get away with it. Whoever claims they’re going to pay you for my death is full of shit.”
The brothers glanced at each other and laughed.
They weren’t twins. Able was a few years older if I remembered right. Still, the way they moved and laughed and smiled was so similar, if Able weren’t so emaciated looking, they could have passed as identical.
I took one more step back, then stood my ground. “I’m going to cook the two of you if you take one step further.”
They kept coming.
I clenched both hands into fists and pulled the heat from the air into them. The flames exploded to life with a satisfying whoosh.
That was more like it.
But the brothers didn’t so much as pause. Fine by me. I threw a fire bolt at each of them.
They both chopped their blades at the flames like a pair of ballplayers swinging for the fences. But instead of knocking them out of the park, they sliced through the flames, which immediately dissipated to a thin smattering of embers.
What the…?
They were carrying enchanted blades of some kind that could make short work of my fire.
Their stupid grins grew wider. They kept on coming.
I had to back up further still. Eventually, I’d come against the nursing home’s front door and have to either run inside or get myself chopped to pieces. But I couldn’t very well draw them into the home with me and endanger all those inside.
If fire didn’t work, I had to try something else.
I clenched my fists again. I drew on the power of air, hardening it around each fist and then up my arm to the elbow. This was the gauntlet version of the shield I had put around myself and Fiona. I took a fighting stance and waited for the first to strike. Unfortunately, they struck in unison.
I rose my arms to meet their blades and put a pulse into my shields to knock their swords away rather than simply bounce off. I hoped to knock the swords out of their hands, but the boys had a good grip on their weapons.
They staggered backward enough that I could dash between them out into the parking lot. But they recovered quickly enough to swing at me before I got very far. I had to twist around to block the incoming blows, putting up my arms like a boxer blocking a punch.
I lost my balance in the process and fell to the asphalt.
The brothers skirted around to flank me from each side.
I needed to do something more than merely block them. I needed offensive power. Since fire wouldn’t work, I had to use more air.
I focused my emotions, feeding on my fear, my anger, and a piece of the excitement I still felt from my date with Fiona. I balled all of that inside of me, then poured it out. I became the eye of a mini storm. Wind whipped away from me in all directions.
The brothers weren’t ready for it and they both flew off their feet, their swords flinging from their hands as they flailed in an arc.
One landed in the bed of their truck.
The other flopped into the shrubbery.
Without wasting a second of my advantage, I jumped to my feet. Dizziness swooped over me. I staggered and almost fell again. Something churned in my gut and a cold shot ran through my veins. It took me a second to realize what was happening. Enough time that my heart almost stopped beating. Literally.
The infection.
I had put all my energy into the wind spell and in that moment, the infection had rushed my system.
I clamped down, pushing my power back into that willful reserve I had used to keep it at bay for this long. But when I did that, what remained left over at my disposal didn’t amount to much.
Which meant I needed a more prosaic measure of protecting myself.
I ran for the closest katana and scooped it up.
Able scrambled out of the shrubs and scowled at me. I gave his sword a little wave. I wasn’t trained on how to use one, but it didn’t take a genius to know how to chop someone’s head off.
I backed up so I could get an eye on Frank as well, who now stood in the bed of the truck, also scowling.
“Back off, boys. You don’t want me to make this blade dance on the wind and cut you both in half.” They didn’t need to know I didn’t have the juice to cast such a spell.
They shared a glance. Then Able looked over to the other katana. It was at least ten feet beyond his reach. If I really did have full use of my power, he wouldn’t have stood a chance getting to the sword before I cut him down.
His lip curled. He held out his hands. “All right, Light. You’ve got us.”
“For now,” Frank added from his perch on the pickup.
Able pointed to the sword on the ground. “Can I take that with me?”
I snorted. “Are you serious?”
“Hey. It cost some serious green to get those enchanted. And they were pretty much priceless to begin with.”
“I’m all broken up about it.”
Able grunted, but he headed for the truck instead of the sword.
“What did you expect to gain from this?” I asked.
Able paused by the truck while Frank climbed out of the back and got in.
“What else? A shitload of money.”
“From who?”
He seemed to think about whether he wanted to share or not. He decided not, getting in behind the wheel without another word.
Son of a bitch.
He started the truck up and revved the engine while cackling at me. “See you again soon, Light,” he shouted, then burned rubber, smoking his tires as he over accelerated, and drove right back over the flowerbed he had trounced on his way in.
Did the idiot not see the nursing home had a driveway entrance?
I took a deep breath and held it until the Dalton brothers’ truck was out of sight down the road, then I tossed the katana aside onto the grass and turned to the front door, planning on a complicated explanation for Fiona.
Turned out I didn’t need to go inside. At some point, Fiona had come back out. She stood just outside the front door, staring at me. She clutched a small purse against her chest. I couldn’t read her expression. It could have been shock. Could have been confusion. Hell, she also looked perfectly calm.
And beautiful. She still looked damn beautiful in that dress.
Too bad I’d probably never see her dressed up like that again. From here on out, it would be smock and slacks only. And maybe not even that. She might avoid me completely whenever I visited Mom. Who could blame her?
An awkward silent and still moment passed, then she rushed toward me and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me so tightly I lost my breath for a moment. When she pulled back, she looked up at me with moist eyes.
“Are you okay?”
I made a weird sound. About as close to speech as I could get. This woman astounded me at every turn. How was it she wasn’t screaming and calling for the police?
Fiona patted her hands along my chest, my sides, my arms, as if searching for something. I realized she was checking me for injuries.
“I’m…okay,” I managed in English.
She stopped checking me and gave me another tight hug. “You live one hell of a life, huh?”
Again, my tongue couldn’t flap out any coherent words. Nothing more that uhh and err.
She took my hand. “We better get out of here before the police arrive.”
“Is that a good idea?” I asked slowly. I wasn’t sure if anyone inside had witnessed my displays of magic. I wasn’t even sure how much Fiona had seen. It was a safe bet I could answer some questions of the local law without having to get too technical on the details. I’d been attacked by a pair of demon hunters. Ones who, despite their outward idiocy, had a solid reputation for their work. Small fish compared to myself. But still…they weren’t the types to need side jobs in order to stay comfortable.
Whoever wanted me dead must have offered a big price.
Fiona tugged insistently on my hand. “Come on. No one saw anything inside. The staff all dove for cover at the sound of the shots. And if any of the residents happened to be peeking outside…” She shrugged. “Dementia is a sad thing.”
“But you saw?”
“I saw enough.” She pulled on my hand once more and started in the direction of my car.
I was about to go along with her when I felt a sudden pinch in the back of my right shoulder, followed by a terrible burning pain. Maybe I had taken a bullet without noticing?
Then something whipped by, like a large insect making a beeline for its nest.
I turned around.
Wouldn’t you know it?
Anda had her crossbow aimed in my direction, as well as a gaze that could have put plenty of holes through me without the aid of arrows.
“Where ya going, Sebastian? I just got here.”



Chapter Fourteen
Anda looked like something out of a fashion nightmare. She wore neon pink knee-high socks with matching shoelaces in her sneakers. She wore a pair of black shorts with white stripes down the side. Her tight tank top that accentuated her narrow waist and small chest matched the socks as well. All that bright neon, yet she still managed to come out of nowhere.
She had always claimed mortal status, but at that moment I had serious doubts.
She cocked her hip and tilted her head down so she looked at me from under her brow. “You…” she said slowly, drawing it out so it sounded almost seductive. “I told you.”
“Told me what?”
Her gaze moved to the grass. An orange ray from the setting sun glinted against something on the ground. I realized it was one of the katanas, the one I had tossed aside. She slung her crossbow over her shoulder by its strap, sauntered over to the sword, and picked it up. “This is nice.” She pointed the blade at me.
Anda had always wanted me out of the picture, but Ministry law protected me from her ire.
Until now.
Something had changed. Something big.
She grinned at me as she did a fancy twirling swing with the katana, wielding it with more skill than either of the brothers had. This woman, I swear, had training with every kind of weapon except guns. In all the time I had known her, she never used any kind of gun. Probably because guns were the least effective weapon against most supernatural creatures, unless you were shooting silver at werewolves.
“What the hell is going on?” I shouted.
Anda twirled the blade again. “Payback time.”
I shuffled backward, searching within myself for a scrap of power. I drew as much as I could from Dad’s watch, but I had leaned on that too much and its effectiveness was noticeably drained. Problem was, I came against that vague border I had marked between power I could spend and power I needed to keep the infection at bay.
There wasn’t a lot of give there.
I gritted my teeth and pulled as much as I dared.
“Someone must have put a contract on my head,” I said. “Who was it?”
She gave me a cockeyed smirk. “You really don’t know?”
I shook my head.
She snorted. “The Ministry, you idiot. You got bit by a vampire. You’re one of the undead now, and everyone knows a sorcerer with your power becoming a vampire is a recipe for disaster. They ain’t taking any chances with you.”
She feinted moving in, whirled her blade around.
I tensed, ready to throw up a shield and hope to hell I didn’t turn into a vampire in the moments afterward.
“Don’t take another step,” Fiona shouted.
Anda froze, she let the blade lower down to her side, her angry gaze aimed over my shoulder.
Fiona stepped up to my side. She had a revolver in both hands, aimed at Anda. Apparently, that’s why she had brought her purse out of the nursing home. She’d been packing. “Don’t you dare move.”
Anda’s gaze turned weary. She looked back and forth between Fiona and me. “Who is this, Sebastian?”
I hated the quiver in my voice when I spoke. Adrenaline had turned me jittery. “A friend.”
“A girlfriend?”
“Shut it,” Fiona demanded. “Get out of here. Now.”
The sound of police sirens rose in the distance. Someone had finally called the police. This couldn’t go on much longer. Either Anda would have to take out Fiona and then me in some flash of brilliance—she was quick, but not quicker than a bullet—or she would have to back off.
I could see the same thoughts going through Anda’s mind. Her lip curled. She so desperately wanted to shove that sword straight through my gut, then watch me curl up on the ground and bleed out.
“Look at me,” I said. “Do I look like a fucking vampire?”
Anda narrowed her eyes. Her gaze touched at my neck. “You’re bit.”
“Yes. But I haven’t turned.”
She shrugged. “Contract’s still good.”
“So, even though it’s wrong, you’d still kill me?”
She smiled.
“Enough,” Fiona said. “Go away or I’m going to shoot you. I have a lot of hours on the range. I won’t miss.”
Anda rose her eyebrows and bobbled her head in mockery. “Well, aren’t you a big deal?”
“Anda, please,” I said. “I know you hate my guts, but I am not turned.”
“Did you drink from one of them?”
I thought about lying. But I think she was testing to see if I would. If the Ministry had put out a contract on me, they must have somehow already known the infection was in me. And that raised a whole other question I would have to figure out later. How the hell did they know about what happened last night? The only people who knew were me, Sly, and the vampires who had attacked me, most of whom were dust at the moment.
“I was forced to, yes. But I’m using my power to fight the infection until I can find a way to get it out of me.”
She laughed and shook her head. “You can’t get it out of you. It doesn’t work like that.”
“I haven’t turned,” I repeated.
The police sirens were getting closer. My gut felt like a nest of knotted snakes. And hanging onto that reserve of power in case she made a move was causing that power to dissipate. It took energy to hold energy.
“But you will,” Anda said. “You can only fight it for so long. I can already tell by looking at you it’s taking a toll.”
I faked a smile and held my hands out in a who me? gesture. “We’re talking about me here. I have power to burn. You know that.”
“I know you look like shit. I’ve never seen you so weak. If your girlfriend here didn’t have me at gun point, I wonder how easy it would be for me to lop off your head. Could you stop me, Sebastian? Could you?”
I clenched my teeth. A raw dose of anger flowed through my system. I wanted to throw a fireball right at her face. But killing her would only put me in deeper shit with the Ministry, even if I did manage to straighten out their initial mistake.
I backed up. Fiona clearly had Anda at a loss.
“Let's go,” I said.
Together, Fiona and I backed toward my car.
Anda made a small huff, then backed away herself. She tossed down the katana, turned, and ran, disappearing around the far corner of the nursing home.
“Holy shit,” Fiona said and lowered the gun. “I guess I’ll drive.”
“Why?”
“Because you have an arrow sticking out of your shoulder and I’d rather not crash if you pass out from pain or blood loss.”
The second she mentioned the arrow, my body remembered the pain. I grimaced. Which, for some reason, made it hurt even more. The pain pulsed out in waves. I could feel it down to my toes. I staggered to the car and leaned against it while I took shallow breaths. Any heavier breathing only strengthened the pain.
“Come on,” Fiona said and leaned against me for support. She guided me to the passenger side and helped me in.
I cried out when the arrow hit against the seatback and woke up every nerve that knew how to feel pain in my body. I had to slump forward to keep from bumping it again.
Fiona hurried around and got behind the wheel. I had left the keys in the ignition. She turned over the engine and squealed the tires much like the Dalton brothers had, only Fiona had the courtesy to use the driveway.
Normally, I would use some of my power to dull the pain from my injury. I didn’t want to waste a single spark, though. For once in my life, I would have to suffer like any regular mortal.
It didn’t take long for me to pass out.



Chapter Fifteen
I woke to Fiona giving me a gentle shake. I fluttered my eyes open and stared at her for a dumb moment as I tried to piece my thoughts together. I had had the strangest dream. That Fiona had saved my ass from getting chopped up by Anda.
Oh.
Not a dream.
“Let's get you inside.”
I looked out the windshield and saw a half-dozen identical apartment buildings in a row. We were parked in a carport facing the apartments. “Where are we?”
“My place.” She got out of the car and came around to my side.
I didn’t respond when she first opened the door. I felt too woozy and was still stuck on the phrase My place. Our first date and she had already taken me home.
Fiona furled her brow at me. “What’s with the goofy smile?”
“Oh?” I didn’t feel all that much in control of myself. In fact, I felt a little drunk.
Fiona smirked then waved her hands at me. “Come on. I’d try to help pull you out, but I think I’d hurt you more than help. Can you get out on your own?”
“Certainly, ma’am.”
Wow. My voice sounded like I was talking with marbles tucked in my cheeks.
Fiona didn’t judge, though. She waited patiently for my motor skills to reassert themselves. I got out. There was a lot of pain involved, but somehow I managed. Then I leaned on her as she guided me toward the apartment building. I had a little luck that day—Fiona lived on the ground floor. The stairwell in the lobby looked frightening to me as we passed it, went down a short hall, turned the corner into another longer hall, and finally arrived in front of Fiona’s door.
I had to lean against the wall while she dug her keys out of her tiny purse, which seemed to have room only for the keys and the gun. Maybe a tube of lipstick. Not that I thought Fiona needed lipstick. She really was pretty. So very pretty.
Fiona threw the door open and turned to me. “You have that dopey grin again.”
“Yeah,” I said.
She rolled her eyes and helped me inside. I hurt all the way, yet still appreciated the feel of Fiona’s body against mine as she supported me across the living room and onto a beige leather couch. I slumped into a sitting position, but didn’t stay that way long. All I wanted was to doze off, get back to the darkness and away from the pain. I slid sideways and curled up into a fetal position.
From the corner of my eye—before I closed them—I saw I had smeared a streak of blood across her nice couch. What an asshole move. I mumbled something that was supposed to be an apology.
Fiona knelt beside me. She touched my cheek and roused me from the slumber I so desperately craved. “I need you to take off your shirt.
She sure was forward. I liked it.
I tried to sit up again. A fresh stab of pain went through me. Damn you, Anda, you sure did a number on me with one stupid arrow.
Then I realized something. I had leaned back against her couch without jamming the arrow in or bumping it like I had in the car. “What happened to the arrow?”
One corner of Fiona’s mouth curled up. “I yanked it out.”
A sudden burst of wakefulness hit me. “You what? I thought you weren’t supposed to do that? You’re supposed to leave it in.”
“Don’t worry.” She held up her hand. She had the damn arrow in it. She pointed to the tip. “See. A straight tip. So no big deal. Besides, I wanted to do it while you were passed out.”
“You did that in the car?”
“Right before I woke you.”
I couldn’t help it. Despite having a hole in my shoulder leaking blood all over this nice woman’s couch, I laughed. And, damn, did laughing hurt. The laugh devolved into an uneven and hacking cough.
Fiona patted my arm gently. “Easy, Tiger. Shirt off, okay?”
With her help, I managed to unbutton and shed my shirt. She took it from me, wadded it up, and set it aside.
She had me sit up on the edge of the couch, much as I wanted to curl back up on my side again. Then she got to work. I faded in and out, never totally losing consciousness, but all my memories from this time were gray and fuzzy. The most memorable moment was when she disinfected the wound with alcohol.
I screamed.
“Okay,” she said, as she finished tapping a bandage to my shoulder. “You should be fine.”
“Lucky me,” I said through my marble mouth, “I was on a date with a nurse.”
Her expression darkened.
“Did I say something wrong?”
She shook her head. “I’m not a nurse, is all. I kinda flunked out of nursing school. I’m just one of the orderlies.”
I guess I had known that. But I had always gotten such a caring vibe from her. She should have been a nurse.
“Sorry.”
She shrugged. “Not your fault. Anyway, you need some rest. I’ll help you to my bed.”
Based on the funny feeling on my face, I figured I had again evoked the dopey grin.
“Don’t get the wrong idea, cowboy,” she said. “Not that I think you’d be up to much in your condition.”
“I feel better already,” I said, then was hit with a wave of nausea. I almost spewed on her floor. Thankfully, I held it in. I had already ruined her couch. I was glad I could spare her carpet.
“You look terrible.”
“Thanks.”
She tried to help me up. My vision dilated inward the moment I put pressure on my legs. How much blood had I lost?
In any case, I was not getting to my feet. “Mind if I stay on the couch?”
She stood and frowned down at me, hands on her hips. I noticed some blood on her dress. Crap. I really was messing things up for her. Yet she was still helping me. And still had not asked any awkward questions.
“I suppose that’s best. You sure you’ll be comfortable enough?”
“Lady, I could sleep on a bed of nails at this point.”
She looked at me very seriously. “Or in a coffin? Like a vampire?”
Uh oh. Awkwardness ahead!
“So you heard all that, huh?”
“We’ll talk more after you rest. But I want to make sure you’re going to wake up alive.”
Man, she had accepted the vampire stuff and my magic exceptionally well. It occurred to me that I might not be the only one with a few secrets.
“No,” I said. “I won’t.” I dug into my pocket and pulled out my Dad’s watch. “Just make sure this stays with me.”
She moved to touch it, then stopped. “What is it? I mean, besides a watch.”
“It belonged to my father. It’s…” How much did I want to share? How much had she already guessed? I didn’t know how far I could push her bizarre and unexpected comfort level with what she had heard and witnessed so far. And I did not have the energy for lengthy explanations. “It’s important,” I said and left it at that.
Fiona seemed to think about this for a moment, then nodded, again accepting something she should have questioned like crazy. I really needed to ask her some questions of my own when I had my head on straight again and every breath didn’t feel like a firebrand pushed right through my skin and into my chest.
She stroked my hair off of my forehead, leaned down, and kissed me on the cheek. “Get some rest. Plenty of time to talk later.”
Only there really wasn’t much time at all. The power from the watch was draining by the minute. I needed to hurry up and find a permanent solution to my problem before I ended up undead.



Chapter Sixteen
I woke up in exactly the same position I had fallen asleep in. Fiona had rolled up a blanket to prop my head and give me a little cushion. But I woke up with a terrible crick in my neck and a taste like old gunpowder in my mouth. My vision started off blurry. I took a few shallow breaths—hoping not to reawaken the pain from my arrow wound—and gave myself time to drain the sleepiness out of my cotton filled head.
I chanced sitting up after a few seconds. The movement made my stomach do a back flip, but I didn’t hurl, which was a bonus. I’d take any kind of good news at the moment. I noticed the blood I had smeared on the couch earlier was wiped clean. I guess it was a good thing Fiona had a leather couch. Would have been a hell of a clean-up on upholstery.
I blinked away the last bits of sleep and looked around.
No sign of Fiona. I had the living room to myself. I took the time to notice things, get a sense of Fiona from her natural environment. First thing I noted was the lack of a television. She had two floor-to-ceiling bookcases lined up along the wall opposite the couch. The shelves were stuffed with books. Paperbacks, hardcovers, all sizes and shades of age. If I squinted, I could see some of the titles on the larger books. A lot of popular fiction, but also some classics. She had a thick paperback edition of Moby Dick with a spine so broken, I had to wonder if the pages could stay in place if the book were opened.
So, she was a reader, not a TV watcher. But not a snob, considering right next to Melville was a James Patterson novel. Classics and beach reads living together like cats and dogs.
I decided to test my legs and see if I could do some more exploring into Fiona Templeman’s life. Unlike sitting up, I had a few more problems with this one. I couldn’t get my ass much further than a foot above the couch when the whole room spun and I had to flop back down. With the flopping came the pain. With the spike in pain came a twisted cry from me.
I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the pain to subside. Thankfully, it did. It didn’t disappear, but it lowered to a tolerable level.
So much for standing, never mind walking.
I couldn’t stay in this condition for much longer. I couldn’t wait for my body to heal naturally. Hell, it didn’t have any practice healing naturally. My natural magical energy always worked behind the scenes so that I could physically repair myself more quickly than the average man. Unfortunately, that power was now focused on fighting a vampire infection. Stitching together flesh and closing up torn ligaments was not a current priority.
I needed to see Sly. He could cook something up to heal the wound. With that out of the way, I could lay low until dusk, go visit this Toft Kitchens vampire, have him tell me how to get this infection out of me, and go back to my normal life.
As I sat there thinking all of this through, I became aware of the extreme silence. When I had tried to stand, I had cried out like a whiney baby. Wouldn’t Fiona have heard that? The apartment wasn’t exactly huge.
“Fiona?” I called.
No answer.
“Fiona.”
Silence.
My heartbeat quickened. After all that had gone on the past twenty-four hours or so, I had picked up a little paranoia. All sorts of wicked scenarios passed through my mind. I envisioned a league of vampires surrounding her, getting ready to feed on her, and maybe force feed her like they had me.
I have an overactive imagination. Mom always said so when I was growing up. Dad thought I’d grow up to make movies or write novels. Wouldn’t they be proud to know I had decided to go into demon hunting? I had started hunting before the incident that took them from me. But I hadn’t worked up the courage to tell them about it. They were scholars. They definitely would not have approved. Now I would never get the chance to come clean.
Fiona’s doorknob rattled.
I glanced around for a weapon. Nothing at all in reach. Which was a good thing, because I would have looked really stupid brandishing a vase or a fireplace poker when Fiona walked in the door.
She came in with a paper sack in one hand and her keys in the other. She froze just inside when she spotted me, a confused look on her face. “What?”
“Nothing,” I said, feeling my face flush.
“Why are you looking at me like I have a knife through my skull?”
I swallowed. “I didn’t know where you were.”
She held up the sack. I caught a whiff of greasy goodness.
“I got us some lunch.”
I scrunched up my face. “Lunch? Isn’t it…?” I turned toward the window and noticed for the first time that the shade was drawn. I had assumed the room was darkened because it was still night. Then I saw the pale light peeking through the sides of the shade. “It’s tomorrow?”
“Well, tomorrow is tomorrow. But, yeah, it’s today.”
I blinked a few times and gaped at her as if she spoke one of the few foreign languages I didn’t know.
She laughed, kicked the door closed behind her, and came over with the sack. The closer she came, the thicker the scent from whatever was in the bag grew. French fries for sure. So probably burgers. Nasty ones, too. From a fast food joint. Nasty food that tasted so good.
She set the sack on the coffee table in front of the couch and sat down beside me. “So, you’re still alive.”
I nodded. The movement made my head spin a little.
“You still look like crap, though.”
“Thanks.”
“You hungry?”
My stomach responded for me with a low grumble.
Fiona raised her eyebrows. “Guess so.”
I watched her unpack the fries and burgers, laying them out on paper napkins. My mouth watered. Meanwhile, my eyes enjoyed the sight of Fiona. She had changed into a pair of tight but not ridiculous looking jeans, faded. She wore a green sleeveless blouse and had her hair in a ponytail. No makeup. Which was good, because I liked the natural look of her.
“What are you staring at?” she asked without looking away from her preparation of our meal.
“That’s a good question,” I said. “Who the heck are you?”
She said nothing until she had finished laying out the food. Then she laid her hands flat on her lap and twisted to face me. “I’m not a normal,” she said. “And neither are you.”
I raised an eyebrow. Already we were heading in an unexpected direction. Not a normal, huh? That could mean a million different things. “Are you a witch?” I asked.
She screwed her lips up to one side. “What makes you say that?”
I shrugged. Winced for it, too. “Just a guess. Maybe some wishful thinking, too, since if you’re any good, you could deal with this pain in my shoulder a little more…expediently.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint you, but while my mother taught me a few basic home remedies, we didn’t have any magic, natural or acquired. At least, not that kind.”
That narrowed down possibilities. If she wasn’t any form of practitioner, that meant she was…she was not human.
“Shifter?” I asked with breathy disbelief.
Fiona put her finger on her nose and pointed at me.
“What kind?”
“Is that anything to ask a girl on a first date?”
I laughed. “Are we still on our first date?”
“Well, we never ended up saying goodbye. We’ve been together except for when I left to get us lunch.” She shrugged. “Still, I think you need to share more before I do.”
“Fair enough,” I said and sighed nice and long. For a moment, I tried to piece together a carefully crafted answer, something that would give her enough information to satisfy her curiosity, but not too much to freak her out. Then I realized if she hadn’t freaked out yet, she wasn’t likely to. Besides, she was a shifter. She had seen her fair share of the weird. After all, she was raised by weird.
“I’m a sorcerer,” I said.
She snorted. “Duh. I figured that out the second time I saw you come to visit your mom when you checked her in at the home.”
I think my jaw hit my lap. I stared at her for an eternity. Speechless. “You knew?”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not an idiot, Sebastian. Besides the way you carry yourself, the way you smell, and the little crackle of energy that usually surrounds you, I have seen you with your mom, seen you try to bring her out of whatever she fell into.”
I frowned. She had seen things I had thought I had conducted in secret. Which meant she might have seen—
“Yes,” she said, reading the question on my face. “I saw you give her the potion that caused her to seize yesterday.”
I swallowed. It hurt, not because of the wound—though it didn’t help—but because my throat had turned so dry I barely had a drop of saliva to spare. All this time, she had known. She knew more about me, I realized, than I did about her.
“You don’t have to worry,” she said. “I haven’t said anything to anybody.”
I stared at her for a while longer. She had stumped. I didn’t know what to say.
“Thank you,” I said.
She smiled. “You’re welcome. Now, I’ll tell you what kind of shifter I am if you tell me what’s up with that bite and why a sorcerer like yourself has managed to end up so weak.”
“Good questions.”
“I know.”
I squirmed for a minute. I didn’t really want to go over what had happened with the vamps. Not because I didn’t trust Fiona with the information. She had proven she could keep a secret—her own and mine—perfectly well. But talking about it made it more real than I wanted it to be.
“Can we eat first? I have a feeling once I’ve laid it all out, I won’t have an appetite.”
“Sure.”
So we ate. And once that was done, I told Fiona everything. All about the vamps. About the infection I was fighting inside of me. And about what Anda and the Dalton brothers had wanted with me last night.
She took it in stride. Though I could see the worry working in her eyes when I admitted the infection had weakened me simply by virtue of having to use my strength to keep it from taking over.
When I finished, she thanked me for my honesty.
She didn’t scream.
She didn’t run.
Instead, she stood up and took off all of her clothes.
I was struck dumb by this sudden disrobing, but I did not complain.
She didn’t seem to mind my admiration. And, once naked, she shared with me what kind of shifter she was. By showing me.
I had never seen such a beautiful tiger in my life.



Chapter Seventeen
After Fiona’s amazing reveal, she got me a T-shirt her old boyfriend had left behind, then insisted I get some more rest. I couldn’t get the sight of her shifting out of my mind. It’s not that I had never encountered a shifter before. Hell, I’d fulfilled a contract on a few. But mostly werewolves and demon shifters who turned into ugly things that wanted to eat people.
And none of them with a beautiful naked body.
Experiencing that with Fiona reached a whole different level. While I never touched her, nor she me, there was an intimate connection formed that I could not deny. She had shared something deep and personal with me that made the naked part seem trivial.
Of course, I still liked that part, too. Don’t get me wrong. I’m no monk.
I tried to do as she said, and rest. But I couldn’t. I lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling, watching her shift over and over in my mind’s eye. Meanwhile, she sat on an arm chair, her feet tucked under her, reading a leather bound book that looked like something I’d find in my parents’ basement.
Even though I couldn’t sleep, I remained quiet. It was the best I could do.
Unfortunately, this also meant suffering the pulsing pain in my shoulder that would rise and recede like a tide. I did take a small chance. I clenched my father’s watch and pulled energy from it and guided it toward my wound. I let it radiate there, easing the pain and, I think, pushing the healing process along a little.
I had to stop, though, when the cold, worming sensation of the infection started up again.
“Okay,” Fiona said out of the blue. “This could work.”
I turned my head to look at her. “What?”
She tapped at the page in her book. “This could help with the healing.” She held up the book so I could see the cover. The title was written in runes, and faded badly. But from what I could gather, it looked like an herbalists’ handbook. And not the kind of herbalist that sells over the counter fish oil and echinacea gel caps. The stuff in this book would have been the real deal.
“Where did you get that?” I asked.
“Was my mom’s. Like I said, she wasn’t a practitioner in any formal sense, but her version of home remedies involved more than the old wives’ tale kind of stuff.”
I believed it. Members of the supernatural world did not grow up in a vacuum like normals did. They knew their origins and the powers that existed around them. They didn’t have to be sorcerers or wizards or witches or mages or whatever else you wanted to call the various kinds of magical practitioners. They were the magic.
Fiona stood and came over to sit on the edge of the couch. Instinctively, I rested a hand on her back. She felt so familiar, so comfortable. And, lucky for me, she didn’t shy away or cringe from my touch. She leaned into it. There wasn’t much to her blouse. I could feel the ridges of her spine through the light fabric. The feel awoke something primal in me. Had I been in better physical condition, I probably would have acted on those urges.
I noticed something else, though. Something on the disturbing side. I could sense the blood flowing through her. It was hard to explain. Just that I was aware of its flow on an instinctual level. Almost like I could feel the beat of her pulse in sync with my own.
I had never felt anything like it. And it awakened a strange craving in me. One that, once I realized what it was, I recoiled from.
I wanted to taste her blood.
I cried out and yanked my hand away from her as if I’d been burned.
She looked at me with panic in her eyes. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”
Gasping and trembling, I shook my head. “No. You’re fine. It’s not you.”
“What then?”
As good as it had felt to be completely honest with her earlier, I could not share this with her. Not only would it freak her out for certain, it would alarm her to a realization I myself had to face. Despite my efforts, the infection had managed to get some work done on me. Maybe one of those times I had redirected my energy for a moment. Maybe even that moment where I had just tried to ease my pain.
“It’s nothing,” I said. “Just a…a jolt from the shoulder. I’ll be fine.”
She didn’t look like she believed me, but she didn’t argue.
I changed the subject, pointing to her book. “Show me what you’ve got.”
“It’s a poultice. There’s some weird ingredients in it, but I know where to get them.”
I thought of Sly. “I know a guy, too. In fact, I was thinking of having him cook me up something.”
“Oh.” For a moment, she looked hurt, as if I had rejected her.
“Not that I don’t think you can do it,” I said. “But he’s a family friend and a long time practitioner.”
“A normal?”
I nodded. “In a technical sense. But I doubt anyone would call him that.”
She smiled, but it looked weak and unfelt. “You want me to drive you over there?”
“Would you mind? I need to ask him some questions anyway. About last night.”
“You think he was somehow involved?”
“He was the only one, besides the vamps themselves, who knew about the infection. Yet the Ministry found out awfully fast and put a contract on me, no questions asked.”
“I can imagine their concern. Someone like you would make a scary powerful vampire.”
“Sure,” I said. “Problem is, I am not a vampire. And the Ministry really should have checked that out before offering the contract.”
“Sounds like they might have it in for you.”
I hadn’t thought of it that way, but she was right. I had never had any issues with the Ministry before. My family line was long respected in the community. While my parents weren’t very political, they knew their way around the system. They often had to work with magical administrations in foreign countries in the line of their research. They probably would have made great diplomats if that had been their thing.
As for as me, personally? I always figured my relationship with the Ministry was solid. After all, I did a lot of work for them and I had done it well.
Crap. None of this made any sense.
Fiona rested a hand on my arm. Again I could sense the blood pulsing through her. A bitter tasting saliva rolled over my tongue. I wondered if it was filled with some kind of vampire enzyme made for processing blood. A stupid thought. Vampirism didn’t work that way. There was nothing sciencey about the undead. They were an affront to biology and physics.
But apparently my frightened mind wanted to attribute some understandable aspect to what was happening to me.
It took every effort not to pull away from Fiona’s touch. I didn’t want her to think she repulsed me, when it was me who repulsed me.
“We’ll figure this out,” she said, “together.”
Uh-oh. That was the rub, wasn’t it. Because no matter who Fiona was, shifter or mortal, didn’t matter. She couldn’t help me with this. I’d be irresponsible to let her. Whatever I was involved with was clearly dangerous. I did not want to put her at risk.
“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” I said.
“Ah, I sense a but coming.”
“I don’t want you to get hurt. I’m pretty damn fond of you. And it’s been a decade since I met a woman I can actually relate to. I’d like to see this go somewhere.”
“You can’t see it go anywhere if you shut me out.”
“I don’t want to shut you out. I just…don’t want you around to get hurt while I untie this ugly knot I’m in.”
“I want to help.”
“I know. That is awesome. You have no idea how nice it is just to be here with you.” Except for the whole feeling your blood thing. “Which is why I don’t want you involved. I want to have that official second date. One without an arrow wound or vampire infection.”
She took her hand off my arm. I felt both relief and sadness.
She snapped her book shut. “Okay,” she said. “At least let me drive you to your friend’s.”
“Yeah. That would be great.”
She stood, went over to the bookcase and returned the book to its spot. She turned to me. “Do I need to carry you?”
Again, I saw her in my mind’s eye shifting. A shiver ran through me. Knowing what I did now, I had little doubt she could carry me if it came to that. “I doubt your neighbors would feel comfortable seeing me riding a tigress out the door.”
“They’d get over it.”
I smiled. “How about you just help me stand up. I’m going to have to walk on my own eventually. Might as well get used to using my feet again.”
She came over, helped me up, then we shuffled out to her car together. The whole time I could feel her heartbeat thrumming against me. Having so much of her body in contact with me made it impossible to ignore. And every time I looked at her neck, my mouth filled with that bitter spit.
This Toft Kitchens dude better know how to fix me, damn it.



Chapter Eighteen
I had Fiona drop me off outside, explaining to her that until I knew I could trust Sly, it was better they not meet. I hated to think that way about a guy who had been friends with my family longer than I’d been alive. He had become a sort of surrogate father after my parents’ accident. Still, I didn’t have any idea who else could have shared info with the Ministry about my condition.
The bell rang when I shuffled through the door. I had managed to cross the sidewalk from the curb outside, but pushing the door open took all the energy I had left. I realized my weakened state wasn’t just from the arrow wound. I had drained myself on so many levels. The infection was exactly that—a magical illness. And it was taking its toll on all parts of me.
I stumbled sideways and knocked into a magazine rack loaded with titles like American Weed and Ganja Weekly. I had no idea so many periodicals could be devoted to the simple art of getting high on hash.
“Whoa, dude, are you all right?”
I squinted toward the drawling voice. The big kid was behind the counter again, looking at me like I had three heads and a tail. He looked a little pale, too. And here he was judging me?
I waved a hand. “Fine. Where’s Sly?”
The kid didn’t look like he believed me, but he didn’t argue. He rushed into the back without another word.
I shuffled forward and nearly ended up flat on my face in the middle of the smoke shop. Would have, had Sly not rushed out and caught me by the arm. He didn’t ask questions, just guided me into the back, waving off the kid who stood there with his mouth hanging open. When Sly had me in the back, he swung the door shut and turned the lock.
Weird. Why had he done that?
He helped me limp to a chair by his bench o’ alchemy and plopped me down in it. The wooden frame creaked against my sudden weight. Sly stepped back and gave me a once over, sighed, and shook his head. Still, without speaking, he moved to his bench and got to work mixing something up.
I stared at him, feeling numb, like my whole body had been shot with Novocain. It was weird. All this over an arrow in my shoulder? That didn’t seem right. I thought I was healing.
“When were you shot?” Sly asked.
I furled my brow. At least, I think I did. I couldn’t feel my face. “How did you know about—”
He spat air and threw me a dirty glare. “Don’t insult me.”
I didn’t know why he was so pissed at me. After all, he was the one who had given me up to the Ministry. Or not. Hell, I didn’t know what to think, and at the moment, thinking felt too damn hard.
“How did you—”
“Shut up.” He vigorously stirred something as yellow as mustard, but the consistency of water, in a wide-mouthed mason jar, the kind of thing you might store some of Grandpa’s moonshine in. At least, that’s how I imagined such a container would look.
Oooh, boy. Time to bring my brain back to the moment.
“Sly,” I said and hesitated, waiting for him to shut me down again. He muttered something under his breath, but kept stirring as if I hadn’t said anything.
“There’s a contract out on me.”
He paused. The little glass stirring stick he held made a last, forlorn clink against the side of the jar. “You haven’t turned yet.”
I didn’t like the way he said that. His yet carried a heavy sense of inevitability.
“No,” I said. “I haven’t turned. And nobody knew I had been infected besides the vamps…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to come out and baldly accuse him. I took the coward’s way and merely insinuated.
I might as well have made it bold, though. He scowled at me, his expression as dour as Maggie Smith in her most dour of roles. “You’ve got balls.”
“What am I supposed to think?”
“You’re supposed to come up with some other explanation rather than assume one of your closest friends would sell you out so easily.”
I sighed. Out went all my remaining energy with it. Suddenly, the room grew very cold. My vision turned dark and blurry. The floor tipped sideways and I felt as though I was about to slip off the edge of the earth and into infinity.
Next thing I realized, I was flat on my back with Sly at my side looking down at me and slapping my face.
“Wake up you son of a bitch.”
I mumbled what was supposed to be, I am, and came out as maaaaamy.
At least he stopped smacking my cheek. He tucked a hand behind my head and lifted me up a bit. “Drink this,” he said and pressed the lip of the mason jar against my mouth. The concoction smelled like cat vomit. My stomach lurched.
“Don’t be such a priss. Drink it before you die.”
That sounded like a good reason to drink. Couldn’t go on another date with Fiona if I were dead. Or, in this case, undead. That date wouldn’t end very well.
I held my breath to block out the potion’s stink and chugged away like a college freshman with a beer.
The fluid felt twice as thick in my stomach as it had going down my throat, as if it somehow gained mass when it mixed with my stomach juices. For the second time, I nearly threw up. I bit the side of my tongue to keep my bile down.
With a little less care than I would have preferred, Sly let my head drop back to the hard tiled floor.
I lay there a moment, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sound of my gut gurgling like a wet engine. A twitch of pain, like indigestion, tweaked my insides. Then another tweak. Then a hot stabbing pain that made me twist onto by side and double over. I cried out as the pain speared me again and again. It felt like something alive with sharp claws was trying to rip its way out of my stomach.
Sly bent down at my side again and grabbed my arm. “Breathe. Just breath through it.”
What the hell was this? Lamaze class?
I clenched my teeth and growled.
Sly kept a hard grip on my arm as if he thought I might shoot off the floor and through the ceiling. Who knew? Maybe whatever he had fed me could do that. Magic was a many splendored thing.
I don’t know how long I thrashed about on the floor. By the time the pain subsided, tears streaked my face and I had snot running out of my nose and dripping to the floor in long strings. Sly eased his grip on my arm, but remained at my side.
“Easy,” he said. “That’s it.”
“I’m not a horse,” I grumbled.
“No,” he said. “But you are an ass. Why didn’t you come to me right away?”
“I was…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to share anything about Fiona yet. Not until I was certain I could trust him. Maybe not even then. Sly had tried to play matchmaker with me before. If he caught wind of my date with Fiona, me might start making wedding plans before the second date. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”
“You were poisoned, Sebastian.”
I stared at him, speechless. That little bitch had hit me with a poisoned arrow? Why? Vampires were immune to poisons, unless you counted garlic. Even that wasn’t life threatening. But she got the contract because I was supposed to have turned into a vamp. Poison was overkill. Unless she had believed me that the Ministry was mistaken about my current condition.
“Bitch,” I said.
“Anda, right?”
I nodded. I tried to sit up and the room spun like I’d had a few too many margaritas mixed with cheap tequila. Sly supported me so I wouldn’t flop down and crack my skull open on the floor. Yeah, suddenly he cared.
“Tell me everything.”
I told him what I could without including Fiona in any of it. I could tell he could tell I was leaving something out. Especially since it was obvious someone had helped patch me up. Not even magic could make me limber enough to bandage the back of my own shoulder.
He didn’t press. Apparently, he trusted me enough not to. Which left me feeling a little guilty about not trusting him.
While I told him my story, I slowly started feeling more like myself. I realized that the pain from my wound had faded to an annoyance. And my gut had simmered down. Eventually, once I finished my tale, I could stand on my own.
“You are damn lucky,” Sly said. He leaned back against his bench and folded his arms across his chest. “That poison damn near killed you, and you know what would have happened next.”
“I know.”
“It’s a miracle it didn’t happen anyway, considering your weakened state.”
“Probably would have,” I said, “if I hadn’t had this.” I drew my father’s watch out of my pocket and let it dangle from its chain in front of me.
Sly’s eyes widened. “Holy shit.”
“Yeah.”
“How did you get that? I thought your dad wasn’t found with anything on him.”
“He didn’t have it on him. He left it behind, locked in a chest in the basement.”
Sly’s mouth formed a small “O” and he whistled softly. “That’s some powerful stuff you have there.”
I sighed and sat down in the wooden chair. I cupped the watch in my hands. I could still feel some energy coming from it, but barely. “Unfortunately, I think I’ve about drained it.”
Sly gave me an incredulous look. “Are you serious?”
I didn’t answer. My silence told him enough.
“You didn’t go to see Kitchens last night then?”
“I was a bit distracted.”
“You need to. More than ever. You can’t hold out like this much longer. Maybe not even until dusk.” He pulled his sleeve back and checked a gold wrist watch. He chewed on his lower lip. “Few more hours.”
I appreciated his concern, but he still hadn’t fully answered my main question.
“How did the Ministry know?” I asked.
Sly curled his lip. He looked like he wanted to spit on me. I felt bad, but it was a legitimate question and he seemed to realize that. He frowned and looked down at the floor. “I didn’t tell a soul. I swear.”
“Okay,” I said. “That’s all I needed to hear.” Like that, I felt a weight lift off of me. I trusted Sly. I really did. He gave me his word and I had accepted that. Honestly, I was surprised it had been that easy. But also relieved. I didn’t have too many people in my life I did trust to any degree. I would have hated any lingering suspicion on my part.
Sly glanced up at me. “Really? That’s it?”
“You gave me your word. I accept that. As long as you can accept I had to ask.”
“Yes. Good.” He wiped a hand across his brow and straightened his posture. “But who did then?”
I held up my hands. “Only people who know about it are you and the vamps.”
Sly thought for a moment. “Could have been the vamps. They meant to turn you. But you got away. Maybe they called it in, figuring the Ministry would send a hunter to finish the job. They kill you, you turn…”
“Maybe. But if they really want me as a vampire so badly, that’s a risky plan. Nothing says the hunter couldn’t kill me a second time once they realized their mistake.”
Sly snorted. “Mistake. Or miss stake. Get it?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not feeling very punny at the moment, Sly.”
“Sorry, right. Okay.”
He still had half a smile on his face, though.
“Now that you’re finished snickering at my plight…”
“I never snicker.”
“…answer me this. Why the hell do the vamps want me so badly?”
Sly pressed his lips together and hummed. “I guess you would make a hell of an ally. Sorcerer vampire. That’s heavy-duty shit.”
“Then why now? And what made them think they could get away with it? How many sorcerers do you know who’ve been turned historically?”
“I can think of…” He trailed off and counted silently. “Three. Since the beginning of recorded history. And two of those were willing conversions.”
I pointed at him like a teacher singling out a clever student. “It ain’t easy.”
“No,” Sly said. “But they almost succeeded. Might still the way things are going for you.”
I didn’t really need that reminder. But Sly wasn’t the person you went to for pep talks. He laid it out how he saw it, good, bad, and deadly.
I felt myself getting antsy. I apparently had perked up enough from whatever Sly had dosed me with to start drawing energy again. I didn’t want to do too much of that though. I worried I might draw the last bit out of the watch. If I did that, I would have to get the thing enchanted all over again to use it in any magical way. And enchantment wasn’t something I could do or even afford. I made good money as a bounty hunter, but I am no George Soros.
“Why now?” I asked and popped up out of the chair. I started pacing, which seemed to annoy Sly. He traced me with his gaze and a glower.
“How many vamps did you say were at the warehouse?”
“About a dozen.”
“Which doesn’t include the ones you tangled with at your house?”
I shook my head.
“So we don’t really know how many vamps are behind this scheme. Turning isn’t usually a group activity. It’s something intimate. A threesome or foursome maybe. At most. Not a big group of them, all coordinated like that. And then, to have the evidence cleared out so normal law enforcement has nothing?”
“Yeah, making a whole car disappear is no small trick. And I really wish they hadn’t taken it. I liked that car. Got great gas mileage.”
Sly stroked his gray-stubbled chin. Then he tugged on the earlobe with his diamond stud. Then he stuck his finger in his ear to scratch it. I held out hope he wouldn’t start in on his nose next.
He went away for a minute, his stare blank. Then he blinked his way back and looked at me. “This is something big,” he said. “Could be the entire Detroit vampire population has it in for you.”
“Then why not try to kill me instead of turn me. Wouldn’t that be easier?”
He shrugged. “Yeah, but revenge would be way sweeter if they could bring you into the fold.”
“Well, I don’t know what they have against me.”
Sly laughed. “How many vampires in the Detroit area have you dusted?”
I didn’t even attempt to count. No way I could remember. “Over a hundred,” I guessed.
“Over one hundred.” Sly whistled. “I have a feeling you are in for some serious shit.”
“You mean I’m not already?”
“I just hope Kitchens is willing to talk to you. He’s been a Detroit staple for a long ass time.”
“Great,” I said. “So I’m going to go see this guy with the funny name and if he can’t help me, he might want to kill me.” I ran a hand through my hair. “And the hits just keep on coming.”



Chapter Nineteen
The address Sly had given me for Toft Kitchens led me to a Jazz club downtown off Park Avenue. There was a line out the door along the front of the art deco facade. A big bouncer dressed in a tux of all things stood at the door with one of those velvet ropes draped in the way. It was not the ropes keeping people out, though. The dude had to have been as wide as a Jeep.
I stood across the street, in the shadowed doorway of a closed office building. I was checking out that line, filled with folks in their middle age and up. Not too many young folks hit the jazz clubs, or could afford one like this. While I’d never been in the Black Rose, I had heard about it. I don’t do clubs. I’m more of a diner and dive bar kind of guy. I like to think I’m eclectic, but I’m also cheap. I could never see the merit in blowing over a hundred dollars on a meal.
I had since changed, swapping the T-shirt Fiona had given me for a short-sleeved cotton button down, and putting on a fresh pair of khakis. I was underdressed for the likes of the Black Rose, but I hadn’t come here to sip over-priced Manhattans.
I studied the bouncer. If I had to guess, I would bet he wasn’t a normal. A shifter, maybe. Or some other kind of ugly covered with a glamour. The supernatural beasts with some standing or spending cash could afford some of the best magical camouflage. Not every troll could work a place like this. But from the look in the bouncer’s eyes, troll felt about right. Which meant either Kitchens paid for the glamour, or paid the troll enough to afford it on his own.
Either way, talking my way past a troll bouncer would probably lead to nothing more than a caved in skull. You simply could not reason with a creature raised under a bridge.
On the other hand, I didn’t have much choice. I sure as hell didn’t have time to wait in line.
I waited for a car to pass, then crossed the street. I headed straight for the bouncer. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he wasn’t a troll, but a gremlin in a puffy coat or something. What did I have to lose besides my physical health? I hardly had that anymore anyway.
The bouncer must have sensed me coming. He had his black-eyed gaze on the line as if scanning for faces he recognized, yet he held out a hand before I got within three yards of him and said, “No.”
I came up short.
“No?”
He turned his eyes on me. I looked in. Yeah, definitely troll.
“I need to see Toft Kitchens,” I said.
The expression on his big round face remained deadpan. “Go away.”
“Tell him Sebastian Light needs to see him,” I said. I hoped he recognized the name. Maybe I could ride my family name’s status on in there.
The big troll in human guise went suddenly still. His eyes took on a blank stare. He had completely checked out, as if he had fallen asleep on his feet. It only lasted a few seconds before the light—however dim—returned to his eyes. Without a word, he unclipped the velvet rope and drew it aside.
I stared at him, half expecting him to wrap the rope around my neck.
When I didn’t move, he said, “Back booth to the right of the stage.”
I had no idea what just happened there, but I wasn’t going to argue. I went on through the door, hearing groans of protest from folks at the head of the line.
I pushed my way through the door into a haze of very illegal cigarette smoke. Apparently, The Black Rose didn’t worry about such trivial things as fines for allowing smoking in a public establishment. The lighting over all was dim, except for on stage where a full band played. The saxophonist stood in what looked like a particularly hot spot light, his dark skin beaded with perspiration as he made that sax his bitch in an improvised solo.
I didn’t listen to a lot of jazz on my own, but I appreciated the hell out of it when I happened to hear it.
I stood there for a moment memorized by his performance. Then I headed for the back booth to the right of the stage where the troll had directed me. It was a corner booth where the seat curved around like a horseshoe. It was hard to tell in the shadows any details of the booth’s occupants, but I counted three heads. One of those heads sat real low as if whoever it belonged to was slumped down halfway under the table.
I threaded my way through the crowd and the tables. As I got closer to my destination, I could better make out who I was approaching. And when I was within about six yards, I stopped short.
Couldn’t be right.
The two taller occupants were a man and woman in their early thirties. They were well dressed, if a little old-fashioned in their tastes. The man wore a brown suit and a bowtie. The woman wore a blue dress with a high collar and a set of pearls.
The one in the middle?
He looked not a day older than thirteen. A young boy with dirty blonde hair oiled and neatly parted on one side. He wore a black suit with pinstripes, and a bright red bowtie. His lips nearly matched the color of his tie. His eyes seemed to glimmer in the small amount of light that drifted over from the stage lights.
He looked right at me and gave me a close-mouthed smile.
The man and the woman also looked at me, though they didn’t smile. They didn’t have much of an expression at all. They looked a little stoned, actually.
Stellar parents by the looks of it. Not only did they take their kid to a jazz bar that clearly should not have allowed any minors, but they either toked something or maybe snorted some lines in the bathroom, then washed it down with the martinis they had on the table in front of him.
Stranger still. There were three martini glasses, one of them in front of the kid.
The boy leaned over, still staring at me, and whispered something in his mother’s ear.
She nodded and scooted out of the booth, then came my way. Her expression remained blank until she reached me, then burst to life with a sudden smile and light in her eyes. “You must be Mr. Light.”
She took my elbow and gestured toward the booth. “Toft would love to see you.”
I stared at her for a second. I couldn’t smell any booze on her breath. In fact, the glass at her place at the table was still full, the olive floating on the surface of the drink with a red plastic sword speared through it. Same with the father’s glass. Only the kid’s glass looked touched, with no sign of the olive.
I almost said something about Mr. Kitchens allowing his kid to drink martinis. Then I realized Toft may have been feeding on the kid. But another, even more horrific possibility crossed my mind. One that, once I thought of it, knew was true.
Toft Kitchens was the kid.
My stomach dropped. A bad taste filled my mouth.
The woman holding my elbow didn’t seem to notice my distaste. She gave me a gentle tug. “Please. Best not to keep him waiting.”
I met eyes with the kid and could practically feel the old soul within him like a chilly winter breeze. Would have been nice if Sly had warned me that his four-hundred year-old tame vampire acquaintance had been turned when he was just a child. At the same time, I could see why he kept it to himself. I would have had second, third, and fourth thoughts about coming to see him. This was too disturbing for words.
I let the woman guide me over to the booth. She held out her hand to indicate I should slide in on her side. Again, I hesitated, until the man came out of the booth and walked away without a word.
“Please,” the kid said, and the one word was thick with a British accent. “We’ll speak alone.”
I glanced at the woman.
She smiled at me.
I had an idea of why she wore the high collar now. Not because she was old-fashioned, but to hide the bite marks. She was a mortal feeder. From the stiff way she was acting, I felt confident she was merely a blood pet to Kitchens. Whether willing or not was impossible to tell. In the end, they all ended up the same way—slaves for their blood.
But I didn’t have the time or luxury to judge. If anything Kitchens did wasn’t legal, the Ministry could take care of it. Who knew? Maybe one day I’d end up back here with a contract. Stranger things always happened.
I took a seat. The “mother” left us.
For a moment, we sized each other up without speaking. His little red mouth curled up at one corner. He inhaled deeply through his nose. “I can smell it on you.”
I didn’t have to ask what. “My friend Sly says you might be able to help me get rid of it.”
The little fucker pretended to pout. “Why would I want to help the man responsible for killing so many of my brothers?”
So my reputation had proceeded me. Just not the one I had hoped for.
“That’s a neat trick with the troll out front, seeing through his eyes. What is that? Astral projection or something like that?”
“Something like that,” he said, his thick British accent making everything he said sound condescending.
“A troll, though? That kind of magic seems out of his league.”
“But not out of mine.” He raised his martini glass and took a sip. His suit was clearly custom fitted, but with that martini in hand he still looked like a kid dressed in his father’s clothing, pretending to be an adult.
“How does a vamp live to four-hundred when he’s turned at twelve?”
“Thirteen,” he corrected casually. He sipped his martini again and set it gingerly back on the table. He stared at the glass for a moment like a fortuneteller into a crystal ball. He licked his ruby lips and returned his attention to me. “It is both complicated and easy. A child isn’t suspected of much. Generally, they are given the benefit of the doubt. And there are many mortals who, for whatever reason, feel it their duty to protect children.” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I took advantage of that instinct. As you can see, I have a very fine set of parents at the moment, though they are getting a little old. I shall have to replace them soon.”
I felt sick, right down to the pit of my stomach. Vampires, tame or not, were sick fucks. Plain and simple. I did my best not to forget that. I leaned an elbow on the table and lowered my head. “Can you help me or not?”
He pursed his lips. Outside he was all child. Those eyes, though. Four-hundred years of whatever things he’d seen seemed to fill them to the brim. It was a weird disconnect to sit talking to a kid while at the same time knowing his knowledge of this world trumped your own tenfold.
“As I said, I can’t see any reason why I should.”
“Out of the goodness of your un-beating heart?”
He made a face. “Really, is that any way to speak to someone whose help you are begging for?”
“I’m not begging.”
“Not yet.”
My tempter got the best of me. I stood up. “Forget it then.”
He shrugged and took up his martini again. “I will. Easily. You, on the other hand, cannot. Will not. Ever.”
“For all I know, you had something to do with this. There were an awful lot of vamps involved.”
“Please.” He wrinkled his brow as if he smelled something rank. He finished off his martini, set the glass aside, then picked the olive out of the glass that had sat in front of his “mother.” He pulled the olive off with his fingers and dropped it onto the table where it rolled a few inches, leaving a wet trail across the white table cloth. “I have better things to do.”
“Like what? Drink martinis that can’t get you drunk?”
Kitchens raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You don’t know if vampires can get drunk or not.”
“I know a lot more about vampires than you might think.”
“Well, I certainly don’t drink this shit for the flavor.”
I didn’t really have anything to say to that. I had said all I could to this freak. He wasn’t going to help me. I turned around. And started walking away.
“You know,” the little vampire shouted over the whine of the band’s trumpeter taking his own turn. “I have to admit it would be nice to have a sorcerer such as yourself in my debt.”
I froze. The skin on the back of my neck crawled. I touched the lump in my pocket made by Dad’s watch. He would be so disappointed seeing me hanging with a vampire. Of course, he wouldn’t want me to turn into one either. Maybe he would understand.
The thought gave me little comfort.
I turned slowly.
“I’m not making deals,” I said. “You can help me or not.”
He shook his head. The gleam in his eyes made him look both giddy and hungry, like a kid staring down at his birthday cake, aching to blow out the candles and dig in. “It doesn’t work that way. You couldn’t have possibly thought you would come in here, garner my aid, and walk out without some kind of price.”
I bristled at the idea of owing a vampire anything. It was the next worst thing to making a deal with The Devil himself. They were demons after all—souls from Hell wearing mortal bodies like puppet suits.
“Well?” Kitchens said. He smiled, and the son of a bitching little shit showed me his fangs.
I clenched my fist. Every fiber inside of me wanted me to turn around and walk out. But he was right. I couldn’t expect to have him help me without something in return. “What do you want?”
“A blank check,” he said.
“You need money?”
He waved me over. “I don’t want to shout over this fine performance. Come and sit.”
I complied. Grumbling under my breath on the way.
Kitchens leaned toward me as if to impart a great secret. “I want an open invitation to request your services if or when I should require them.”
Oh, man. I did not like the sound of that. “That leaves me open to a lot of ugly possibilities, kid.” I had added the kid as a jab, but he didn’t so much as flinch. “You tell me what you want and I’ll tell you if we’re square.”
Kitchens leaned back. He still had the tiny plastic sword in his hand. He whisked it around in the air as if having a miniature duel with an invisible swordsman standing on the table. His smile defied the age in his eyes, enhancing his youthful appearance. “Fine. I’m bored. Go play it…” He laughed. “I was going to say safe, but safe is well behind you now, isn’t it?”
Did this guy think he could bully me into a terrible deal? I didn’t care how young he looked, I was half tempted to take that stupid little sword and jam it in his eyeball.
I must have shown my anger on my face. Kitchens bobbled his head in a well then way, as pretentious in posture as he was in word.
Again, I almost stood. There had to be another way. Right?
Even if there was, I didn’t have much time to find it. He had me against the wall. I had never had any leverage here from the moment I walked in the club.
“There has to be a few stipulations,” I said.
“I’m listening.”
“I won’t kill anyone for you. I won’t break any Ministry laws. And I will not, under any circumstances, let you feed on me.”
Kitchens snorted. “Well, what good are you then?”
“Forget this.” I started to stand.
Kitchens grabbed my wrist. The strength in his grip was ten times what it should have been from such a small hand. “Sit, Mr. Light. I was only joking.”
I eased back into the booth. He let go.
“I do not see any problems with your stipulations. I can have my attorney work up a contract.”
“I don’t have time for a contract.”
“Then we shall swear by blood.”
I took a long, deep breath. “Fine.”
As if it had been his plan all along, he grabbed my wrist again and pinned my hand to the table. Then he stabbed the back of my hand with the plastic sword.
“Ouch.”
Blood oozed out from the tiny wound, out around the thin plastic blade which was only a shade brighter than my blood.
Kitchens curled his lip, exposing one fang. A thirsty look crossed his face and disappeared as quickly as it came.
“Swear by your blood, Mr. Light.”
“I swear to offer my services to you with the understanding that I break no Ministry law or offer my blood as payment.”
The blood on the back of my hand began to sizzle and bubble like butter on a hot skillet.
Kitchens yanked out the sword and tossed it into his “father’s” untouched martini. A red swirl of my blood ran through the clear liquid. Meanwhile, the bubbling blood on my hand began to evaporate.
“There’ll be no need for me to swear as I shall give you what you need right now.”
The tiny hole in the back of my hand closed up. Without any blood left behind, it was like it never happened. “You know how to cure the infection?”
Kitchens laughed. “There is no cure,” he said. “The infection is in you. It will always be in you.”
I looked at the plastic sword floating in the glass, the martini had turned a light pink from my blood. “Then what the hell did I just swear for? You lying son of a—”
“Stop. Do not say anything uncouth, or you’ll spoil my mood.”
“I don’t give a damn about your mood.”
“I agreed to help you. And I will. But that starts with the sad truth. You cannot expel the infection. But by virtue of the fact that you have somehow managed to keep it at bay for so long suggests there is a way to keep you from turning.”
Always infected. But not turned. Didn’t sound like such a great deal. And if he thought he could count on my power to keep this up, he didn’t fully grasp the situation. Which meant I had to admit the full extent of my weakened state.
“I have to use all the energy I’ve got holding this off,” I said. “I can’t keep doing it. Eventually I’ll slip.”
Kitchens nodded. “In most cases, that would be true. But you are a powerful sorcerer, Mr. Light. Much like your parents and your grandparents. I don’t know your family personally, but I have heard of them ever since I crossed the Atlantic.”
“So what?”
“The problem isn’t the amount of power. It’s the allocation of your resources. Right now, you have brought yourself so low, you must fight to keep your head above water. Which means you can’t allow your own power to regenerate. Instead you depend on trinkets and potions.”
“I never said I used any potions or anything.”
“Don’t insult my intelligence, Mr. Light. You only make yourself look foolish.”
I glowered, but kept my mouth shut.
 “You can only take power from outside yourself for so long. So in that case, you’d be right. You would slip and join myself and my brothers as an undead. You will need to fortify what is in you.”
“I’m not sure anything you’re saying makes a lick of sense.”
Kitchens rolled his eyes. “Please try to follow along, Mr. Light. Your life depends on it.”
“Then quit babbling and do this thing.”
“I’ll need something first.”
“Of course you do. Is this the favor already? I thought you were saving that.”
“This is a favor for yourself. There is an artifact. A relatively old one. Made before my time at least.”
“An artifact? I thought you just said outside things can’t help me.”
“Mr. Light, you are going to have to trust that I know what I’m doing. Bickering will not make this any easier.”
I made a fist under the table. I was getting impatient. I wanted this over with, but the vampire kid was stringing me along. “Fine. Go ahead.”
“All right then, the artifact is called the Brand of Gelding.”
“Who’s Gelding?”
Kitchens laughed, loud and hard. The drummer from the band glanced over. Even he had heard it over the music.
“What’s so damn funny?”
“You’ll find out soon enough. If I am correct, I believe I can make this artifact work in your favor.”
I wanted to ask how, but I figured he would get to that. I wasn’t going to interrupt him anymore.
“Aren’t you going to ask me where to find it?”
“I figured you’d get to that on your own. Eventually.”
“Very well,” he said. “But you won’t like it.”
“There isn’t much about this I do like. Just tell me.”
“Have you heard of Kuan-Yin Chern?”
Every nerve in my body buzzed. “The Detroit Dragon?”
“The very same.”
“He has this Brand of Gelding.”
“I’m nearly certain of it.”
“You want me to ask a dragon for something out of his collection?”
He laughed again, though not as loudly and with a strong core of mirth. “I highly doubt he would give you anything.”
“You want me to pilfer a dragon’s treasure?”
“Surely, there isn’t a thing I want you to do, Mr. Light. It is you who should want to acquire the artifact. For your own sake.”
I sat back and dragged my hands down over my face. This vampire wanted the impossible.
“This is really all you’ve got?” I asked.
“I’m afraid so.”
“But you’re sure it will work?”
“Not in the slightest. Nothing is certain. However, I have high confidence that with the help of my personal mage, we can help you solve your problem.”
“Wow, kid. You certainly have a way of making a guy feel good.”



Chapter Twenty
I needed a few things if I planned on breaking into a dragon’s lair. I headed home. I felt a little greasy after coming out of the Black Rose. Like the air had left a bit of darkness on me. Which made sense. I had offered my services to a vampire, and I had no idea when or how he would collect.
I pulled into my driveway, not really paying attention to my surroundings until I started up the approach to my front door. A buzz in the air. A tingle up the back of my neck.
Something had disturbed my wards.
Like any self-respecting sorcerer, I had cast wards all over my home. Some were also left over from my parents. There was no way someone could break into my house without my knowing about it. Some of the wards were also set to discourage anyone from trying, painfully. I reached out and mentally checked those particular wards. Tripped. No…disarmed.
“Shit.”
I thought about getting in my car and just driving off. Let whoever had invited themselves into my house do what they wanted. Couldn’t have been the vamps. Even without the wards, they couldn’t get in without an actual invitation, and I have never—nor would I ever—invite a vampire over for drinks.
I would have been fine if it were merely a burglar trying to pilfer some things, though it would have sucked to lose some of my parents’ stuff from the basement. But a run of the mill burglar would have ended up knocked on his ass trying to get in in the first place.
No, if they had managed to disarmed my wards, whoever had gotten in was a practitioner of some kind.
I couldn’t walk away, though. I needed to get to my stuff.
I took a deep breath, muttered some non-dangerous curses, then headed around the back. I wasn’t going to walk in the front door and let my intruder ambush me. Because I was certain that was their plan. Her plan, if I had to guess.
Anda.
But as I entered the shadows of my backyard, out of the reach of the streetlights, it occurred to me that Anda was not a practitioner. She was all about real-world, normal attacks. Breaking wards wasn’t in her repertoire.
The Dalton brothers?
Some other player?
Or…sheesh, who knew?
Best to get this over with.
I reached the back door, crouching slightly to keep below any of the windows. I waited, cocked my head to listen.
Crickets chirped.
I dug into my pocket for my house key, tested the knob first to make sure it was locked the way I had left it. It was. Which suggested the intruder had used another entrance. Maybe had balls enough to march right in through the front door. Though I was surprised Mrs. Snoopis hadn’t made it her business to come over and ask my intruder just what he thought he was doing breaking into the house of such a low-life as Sebastian Light.
I slid my key into the lock as quietly as possible and disengaged the lock. Then I shoved the keys back in my pocket and let myself in.
The back door led into a mudroom with a pantry and the staircase into the basement. Up a step to the left is the kitchen.
All the lights were out. The floor painfully creaked under foot. I winced and froze, listening for a similar sound deeper in the house. Silent, still, nothing.
Maybe whoever had broken in had already left. Could have still been a burglar, only one with a taste for the arcane. While nobody overtly knew about the massive collection downstairs, my parents were well known in the magical community, as was their work. It wasn’t such a mental leap to assume they might have some goodies tucked away in their home.
I waited another few seconds, then felt safe enough to move.
Ironically, what I needed for my Mission: Impossible breach of dragon central did not rest in the basement. I had my own stuff. I kept my magical arsenal in my bedroom closet, in a gun safe. That’s where I needed to go. I had only one way to get there—through the kitchen. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I squinted, trying to peer in and make out any unusual shadows. I could see the dark outline of the kitchen table and chairs. The stove. The fridge. The counter and cupboards. And…
Something rushed at me. A big shadow. Wide. Like a freaking grizzly bear charging out of my kitchen.
I froze for a second, the sudden approach startling me.
I expected the mammoth shadow to collide with me. Instead, something buzzed like one of those zappers you hang outside to kill mosquitoes. I saw the short arc of blue electric light right before it came at me.
Taser, I had time to think right before that electric arc bit against my chest.
The pain zapped through me. My muscles did a little dance, ignoring any of my commands.
I kept telling my legs to run back out the door.
Wasn’t happening. Instead, they gave out under me.
I fell.
And fell.
I tipped sideways and right into the stairwell to the basement. I felt every step’s corner beat against me as I rolled down them. The jagged agony from the Taser kept most of my pain stores to itself, but the damage from the fall tried hard to compete. I came to a sudden, flopping halt when I hit the basement floor.
The wind knocked out of me, my limbs still spasming, all I could do was lay there and moan.
I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. The basement was in complete darkness, so all I could make out of my attacker was the silhouette of a large head against the vague moonlight coming through the back door.
I tried to say something, warn him off, as if I could really scare him with words. Even if I could have, I couldn’t form a sound more coherent than, “Ugh.”
Thump, thump, thump. The grizzly bear wore boots, and he took his dear sweet time coming down those stairs. I posed no threat to him, so why rush?
When he reached the last step he flicked on the light switch. The fluorescent lights hung from the bare crossbeams along the basement’s ceiling flicker to life. The sudden light burned my dark-adjusted eyes and forced me to close them. A wicked headache stabbed me straight between my eyes. I groaned and writhed. Whoever this was had me dead to rights. If I’d had more magic energy in my system like normal, I could have bounced back from this and burned the son of a bitch down to the bones.
All I had was what remained in my father’s watch. All I had to spare, at least.
But if I used the remaining magic in the watch, that would kill it as an enchanted item. Whatever my father had had to do to get it charmed, whatever price he had paid—and it was bound to be a hefty one, considering how closely he had kept it on his person—I would undo all of that.
And if I tapped what remained of my own energy, it would leave the infection to do what it wanted in my system.
Of course, if I didn’t tap either, I would be dead.
How did I know the grizzly wanted to kill me?
Well, my eyes finally adjusted to the light, and when I opened them, there stood Günter Klonk. He wore a black suit and a red shirt underneath. The suit had to have been tailor made for his massive size. He had bus-sized width to his chest. His feet were as big as compact cars. And he almost knocked his head on the crossbeams above. He smiled down at me. He was missing his top front teeth. Had for as long as I had known him when he arrived on the Detroit demon hunting scene from some small country overseas.
Günter had his Taser in one hand and a wooden stake in the other.
“Light,” he said with a voice that sounded like his mouth was full of water. I’d heard some call him the Big Fish because of his voice. He was like an oversized talking bass. “You of all sorcerers. I never would have taken you for the vamp type.”
I tried to yell at him to take a closer look. I wasn’t a fucking vampire.
I still couldn’t talk straight thought.
“Ungughah.”
“Shhh.” He tucked his Taser in a back pocket, knelt beside me, and gripped the stake in both hands with the point down, aimed at my heart. “You don’t want to be a vampire. It is an ugly life.”
He left me with no choice.
I managed to get enough control of my hand to wriggle it into my pocket. I gripped the watch and pulled all the energy I could from it. I felt it course into me. I also felt the sudden cut off, like a psychic click of a pistol after it had shot its last round.
I massaged the energy through my body, straitening my nerves, driving out the pain, killing the fatigue. After mere seconds, I felt like I had woken from a good nap. I wasn’t super powered or anything. But I was back to a base normal.
Günter raised the stake over his head to bring it down on me.
I rolled away as he brought it down in an arc. The stake’s point splintered against the concrete floor. He grunted as the shockwaves from his blow reverberated up his arms.
I scrambled to my feet and spun around, looking for anything I could use as a weapon. I knew how to throw a punch. I even had taken some martial arts when I was younger. I kept my body in great shape, not just because washboard abs were hot, but my body and my magic were tightly connected. It’s why you don’t see a lot of fat sorcerers. You don’t take care of yourself, you don’t have good magic.
So, anyone else, I could have engaged in hand to hand. But Günter didn’t have hands. He had hand-shaped clubs that could dent my face with one hit.
He recovered quickly from his miss. He got to his feet, though it took him a bit. Strong as he was, gravity worked the same way on such a big frame as much as it did anything else. He looked at the ruined point of his stake and tossed it aside with a growl. It plink-plonked like a bowling pin across the floor.
I backed up. His angry glower felt as imposing as his size. I felt crowded by it. I came up against one of the metal shelving units that carried a portion of my parents’ collection. I glanced over my shoulder at the contents. Stacks of old, big books. I grabbed one of the heavier ones and hurled it at Günter.
He didn’t bother dodging. The book was the size of a toaster oven, but it bounced off his chest. The book swung open, the pages fluttered, and it landed splayed open on the floor.
I smirked. “You probably don’t read much, huh?”
He bared his teeth. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a smile. I wasn’t sure the Big Fish knew how to smile. He trudged toward me.
I shuffled sideways along the shelves until I came to the next unit. I grabbed the first solid object I could lay my hands on. It was a blue and white vase with ornate paintings. Looked like some angelic figures. Some clouds. Pretty. Looked expensive.
I threw it at Günter’s face.
It shattered against his jaw. He flinched and staggered a little. But only a little. He growled some more and charged me.
I had him on speed. I dodged away from the shelves and he plowed right into the one I’d stood in front of. The other objects—a few more fragile decanters and vases, some bronze bowls, a few glass figurines—all jostled and toppled over him, the metal objects pinging off his skull, the breakable stuff shattering on the floor around his feet.
Before he had a chance to recover, I dashed for the far wall, more shelves all lined up and full with…stuff. I scanned left and right to find something more hefty than a vase and less soft than a book. There.
On a lower shelf of one of the units a…huge bone. Gods, it looked like a femur. A dinosaur femur. But my parents were never paleontologists. This thing belonged to some other kind a creature. One I hoped to never meet. I was, however, most thankful for its leg bone. I grabbed it, wielded it like a bat, and spun just in time to see Günter charging like a bull.
He had his Taser back out.
Like hell I was going to get zapped by that thing again. When he came within range, I swung the bone right at his hand holding the Taser. I knocked it like a tee ball off the tee. I heard the bones in his big paw crunch. The Taser flew from his grip and disappeared with a clatter among the plethora of items on the shelves.
Gunter wrenched his broken hand back against his belly and cradled it with his other. The mad fire in his eyes made me glad he wasn’t a sorcerer, but just an amateur practitioning mortal. That kind of rage could have burned this whole house down.
I had him on the defensive, and I wasn’t about to lose the advantage. I moved in for another swing.
He threw up his arm to block. The knobby end of the femur cracked against his forearm and I heard another snap.
A piece of the end of the bone flung off and twirled through the air and to the floor.
Günter howled and staggered, now favoring his arm and broken hand at the same time, holding both arms close against him.
I moved forward once again and swung the bone in a downward arc right on top of Günter’s thick head.
The bone broke in half, the free end flying away, leaving the end I still held with a sharp point where it had snapped.
Günter’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. A runnel of blood rolled down from his scalp and along one side of his fat nose. He dropped to his knees, then fell down on his face.
Heaving breaths, I held the half bone I still clung to ready in case he got up. I waited a good long while, watching the steady rise and fall of his torso from his breathing. I contemplated driving the pointed end of the shattered bone through his back, drive it into his heart and end him right there. But I wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, even though he had had every intention of cold-bloodedly killing me. The difference was, he had a legal contract to do so, and was acting on good faith. I had never had a chance to tell him I hadn’t turned. Not like Anda, who didn’t seem to care either way.
When I was satisfied the Big Fish wasn’t waking up any time soon, I dropped the bone, and tried to think of what to do next. I couldn’t very well leave him on my basement floor. And I didn’t have time to wait for him to come to and explain things to him.
I drew my cell phone and dialed.
“Hey, Sly,” I said when he answered with a sleep-choked “Hello?” “I need a favor.”
Before he could correct me, I quickly added, “Yes. I mean another favor.”



Chapter Twenty-One
When Sly arrived, I left him with Günter and went up to my room. I opened the gun safe in my closet using my code on the keypad in the door. The smell of old stuff wafted out at me as the door swung open. Not that anything inside was particularly old. But magical items tend to have that scent, mostly, I think, because magic is so old. Magic, in theory, pre-dates the existence of Earth. It is as natural a force as gravity, even though it is only fully available to a few. Still, it has the weight of ages. So that’s why I think everything it touches carries a scent of age as well.
Could totally be my imagination, too.
Inside my safe there are a few black velvet-lined shelves. Most of these shelves are full of glass bottles of various sizes containing liquids of even more variety of colors and consistency. An arsenal of potions. Unlike Sly, I don’t have the touch for alchemy, and never bothered to try learning it. My parents didn’t have an interest, so I didn’t get exposed to it much as a kid either. So the stuff on these shelves cost a shit ton of money. Only a few were mixed up by Sly. The others came from all over the world. And this wasn’t the kind of thing you could get mail ordered. I had to actually travel to the places where the alchemists made the potions. So, aside from the cost of the potions themselves, I had to factor in travel expenses and time as well.
See why I kept this stuff in a safe?
Aside from the potions, I kept a small chest on the bottom of the safe, not unlike the one my dad had stashed his watch in. Mine was made of enchanted pine, and while it didn’t have a physical lock, the wards threaded through the wood would kill anyone or thing who wasn’t me. I kept a few specialized trinkets in there, none of which could help me at the moment.
What I was looking for I found on the top shelf right where I remembered leaving it. A bulbous bottle that I could conceal in one hand if I closed my fist around it. The liquid inside was clear as tears, but it was actually blood.
Ghost blood.
I grabbed the bottle and checked how much I had left. Only a couple doses. Three if I was lucky. But I would probably leave it at two. A half dose of this stuff could probably lead to some strange consequences.
Right now you’re wondering how the hell a ghost could have blood.
It’s more an expression than a reality. The liquid was what was left behind when a ghost was forcibly throw into the next life or spectral plane or whatever you wanted to call it based on what you believed. Basically, the place ghosts belonged. Alas, most of them didn’t agree with that assessment. They wanted to stay on the material plane. That’s what made them ghosts, duh.
This clear fluid would be what the geeks considered ectoplasm, though it wasn’t slimy. It looked like water, only a little cloudy.
Again, the name didn’t matter so much. The effects of drinking said fluid was what I had it for.
Essentially, drinking this stuff turned you into a ghost. You and everything you had on you. It was like instant afterlife without all the trouble of dying. The effects also wore off after a while, so that was good. Ghost blood was rare as hell. I think this bottle had cost me a hundred grand, and it only came with a half dozen doses.
Yeah.
But this stuff was made for exactly the kind of thing I planned on using it for that night. Getting into very difficult to infiltrate places. I normally used it to get at bounties who had gone into deep hiding. Those tended to pay the most, making the cost of the ghost blood worth every dollar. The few times I had used it had paid for the stuff three times over already.
I tucked the bottle in my pocket.
I closed the gun safe and locked her up, then went to check on Sly.
I found him in the basement staring down at Günter’s unmoving form. I hadn’t noticed the bloody gash on his skull until I saw it now, Günter’s wet and matted hair glistening in the light.
Sly had his arms crossed, staring at Günter as if he were the world’s greatest riddle. “What the fuck am I supposed to do with him?”
I shrugged. “You could wait for him to wake up, tell him I’m out, but if he’d like to try and kill me, there’s a line forming and he’ll just have to wait his turn.”
Sly laughed, but he didn’t sound like he meant it. “I don’t think I want to be around when he comes to.” Sly groaned. “I’m going to have to call a few friends. Carry him out of here and drop him off someplace.”
“Sounds like a great idea.”
He looked up from Günter at me. “You really going through with this?”
I had given him the quick version of Toft Kitchens’ plan when Sly first arrived. He had given me the requisite dubious look and that look was making an encore now.
“Yes,” I said. “I don’t have much of a choice.”
“There’s always a choice.”
“Okay, Confucius. But the alternative sucks. Like, literally. As in, I’ll be sucking blood. And I happen to like real food.”
Sly grunted, nodded, and seemed to come to some internal decision of his own, though I’m not sure what. Maybe he had planned on trying to talk me out of breaking into a dragon’s lair and stealing a piece of his treasure. I just might have let him, too, despite the sucky alternative option. He didn’t try, though.
“You better get going,” he said. “I’ll take care of this.”
“Thanks, Sly. I owe you big time.”
He snorted, but left it at that.
Without any more excuses to delay, I left for the dragon’s lair.
Detroit used to have a Chinatown a long time ago. But the only evidence of its existence was an old sign welcoming visitors to Chinatown, kept around either as a historical landmark or to confuse people. Not sure which. But now, where Chinatown once stood, was a new grand display of Detroit culture. And by grand, I mean the MGM Grand Hotel and Casino.
However, underneath the MGM Grand, there remained a piece of Chinatown’s history. A rather big piece, actually.
Not many knew about the underground complex where Detroit’s last dragon went to hide when his home was forcibly removed by the ever growing progress of a city. But the complex stretched well beyond the confines of the casino. In fact, I’m not sure if anyone really knew how large the place was. For the few of us in the magical community who knew of its existence, I don’t know of anybody who had been inside. Yet Toft Kitchens had claimed to know exactly where the vault containing the dragon’s booty was located. When I had asked him how he knew, he had blown off the question. I assumed it was the same way he knew this Brand of Gelding was in the vault to begin with. I couldn’t argue. I had to trust his intel. Had to go with the flow.
I hated the flow.
I used the casino’s valet parking. Made things easier than searching around for a parking place. I handed over my keys and headed inside, out of the humidity and into a chilly yet comfortable air-conditioning. I quickly threaded my way across the casino floor, the ping and pling of slot machines and video poker near deafening. I could smell grilled steak and onions from the casino’s Wolfgang Puck. A fair amount of people occupied the casino despite the late hour—it was after midnight by this point. Most of the patrons were over fifty. A good number well over fifty.
I made my way directly to the high limit room. I kept my head down and my pace brisk. I wanted as few people to notice me as possible. Especially since the next few moments would get strange.
I snuck into the high limit lounge and hung back in a corner. Luckily, I had the space mostly to myself and could scoot back out of sight from anyone outside the lounge area.
Then I pulled out the ghost blood and took a sip.
I felt the effects immediately. The fluid went down cold, like liquid nitrogen. A shiver raked through my whole body, shaking me like a mini seizure. My stomach did a couple flips as if I were going through the loops on a roller coaster, then I felt myself…fade. Really the only way I could describe it. It felt as if I was in a dream, that moment right when you drift from waking to sleep. It’s that same time when the sensation of falling can sometimes snap you back awake.
When I looked down at my hands I could see right through them. Everything from my skin to my clothes took on a glowy white kind of appearance, like headlights through fog.
I glanced around to make sure no one had walked in on me. Last thing I needed was a bunch of people screaming about the ghost in the casino. Then, my stomach doing another little spin, I let myself drop through the floor.
Passing through solid objects is weird. What’s weirder is the feeling. It’s like a really bad rash all over. While you are in the solid stuff, you get super itchy. Only, you don’t have any skin you can scratch. It is bizarre.
I floated down, using my thoughts to control my decent. It wasn’t much different navigating in ghostly form as walking. You didn’t have to concentrate. You just went.
I must have traveled through twenty feet of concrete and steel before my head finally cleared the ceiling of the underground complex in what was supposed to be the dragon’s vault.
Supposed to be.
Instead, I glided down into a bathroom.
A spacious and luxurious one, granted. But still a fucking bathroom.
The room was nearly as big as my entire house. A hot tub large enough to accommodate a full-sized van was in one corner. All the fixtures on the tub and sinks gleamed golden. The floor was made of a salmon-colored marble. Gold trim lined pretty much everything.
I guess dragons needed a lot of room to bathe, though the toilet seat, while solid gold, was regulation sized. Dragons typically operated much like vampires or shifters. They had a human form they used when walking among mortals, and then their natural form. Limitations such as mass and weight didn’t apply. A twenty-foot-long dragon could turn himself into a one-hundred and twenty pound person without much thought.
That’s why they call this stuff magic, kids.
I wasn’t sure how many house guests the dragon entertained, but it appeared he spent at least some of his time down here in mortal form. All well and good, and an interesting bit of learning. But it didn’t do me any good for my particular mission. I highly doubted the dragon kept any loot in his damned bathroom.
Kitchens had flubbed this up good.
I only hoped the vault was close. I did not have time for a long tour of the dragon’s lair. The ghost blood would only last another ten minutes. Then I would need the second dose to get out. I sure as hell wasn’t going to go wander around in corporal form. I could spend a decade searching the massive underground complex that way.
Quickly, I started floating through walls, traveling from one room to another. A spacious bedroom. A garage with so many shiny makes and models of cars, I couldn’t count them. A gallery with sculptures and paintings I recognized from a Humanities class I took as a blow off in high school. Something told me these weren’t prints or copies.
Wow.
I even went through a wide hall with suits of armor lining each side like a royal guard, only each suit was different from the next, encompassing all lands and eras. A few were battered. Many had scorch marks. I had a feeling these may have belonged to fabled knights and their attempts to slay this particular dragon. Unlike the story books, they hadn’t fared so well. I wondered how many distressed damsels had ended up as dragon food. One for each suit of armor? More?
Probably more.
Thankfully, I found the vault at the end of this hall. The vault’s massive round door was covered by an ornate curtain. I whisked through the curtain and then right through the door and into…
Well, it wasn’t anything like I had expected. No piles of gold coins and crowns and jewels. No piles of any kind for that matter. Instead, countless numbers of plastic bins of various sizes set on metal shelves twenty-feet high. Each bin had a number on it. Most of them six digits or longer from what I could see. The vault looked more like a Costco than home to a dragon’s collected treasure.
The massiveness of the job I had before me struck me hard. A pit dropped in my stomach as I stared down near infinite aisles of stuff. How the hell was I going to find one piece of treasure in all of this?
I hadn’t asked myself that question going in because I had hoped a solution would present itself. In other words, I would wing it because I had no freaking clue.
For a moment, I thought all was lost. Even in ghost form, I couldn’t fly through and check each of the thousands of bins for one item. I only had about five minutes left in this form anyway.
I almost sank right through the floor in my despair, then I looked up at the bins again.
The numbers. Some kind of indexing system? Dragons had long memories, but there was no way he could remember everything he had in here and which number corresponded to what. He had to have some kind of reference. A giant book?
I didn’t know. But I had to find it.
I flew through the warehouse/vault like a mad banshee, at one point passing a forklift parked in an aisle. Eventually, I came to a computer terminal. I had to laugh. Looked like even dragons had entered the modern age.
I hovered in front of the terminal for the last couple minutes of the ghost blood’s effects. I returned to corporeal form with a soft pop in my ears as if I had adjusted to a new pressure level. I dropped a couple inches and landed on my feet. For a moment, my body felt twice as heavy as it was since I had grown used to gravity not affecting me.
I shook off the feeling and wiggled a mouse next to the keyboard of the terminal. The monitor flickered to life. The system was instantly recognizable as a standard database kind of thing. It would be like looking up a book at the library. I just hoped the Brand of Gelding was on a low shelf. I didn’t want to waste time driving around in that forklift.
I clicked into the search field and typed in Brand of Gelding. Tapped the ENTER key.
A little hourglass popped up on the screen, tipping over and over while the machine thought. Twenty seconds later a result popped up. A few columns which had the item’s name, its index number, the date it was shelved, and another number labeled “aisle.”
“How sweet is that?” I said and clapped my hands.
I strolled off to find the proper aisle. I probably walked the equivalent of a city block before I found it. Then another half block to arrive where the bin number should have been. I craned my neck back and scanned downward until I found my number. Luck was on my side. I was looking at a bin on the bottom shelf.
For once, something about this cluster-fuck I had found myself in came easy.
The bin was only about three feet by two feet. When I slid it off the shelf, I noticed it didn’t weigh much. I popped the lid off and a dank scent wafted out. It smelled like…rotten flesh?
But only a single item lay inside. And it matched the picture Kitchens had sent to my phone exactly. A long, rusty looking brand like a cattle rancher might use to mark his stock. The brand on the end was a round symbol that didn’t make any sense to me. Frankly, I didn’t care. If this somehow could fix my vampire problem, I would take it. Though, in the back of my mind, I wondered if I needed to be literally branded by this thing.
Something told me the answer was both ugly and obvious.
Never mind all that. I grabbed the shaft of the brand in my left hand, pulled the last dose of my ghost blood out with my right. I popped the rubber cork out of the bottle with my thumb and let it roll away on the floor. I wouldn’t need it. I chugged the bottle while gripping the brand tightly, worried irrationally that it might not discorporate along with me, even though it should.
And it did.
I tossed the bottle aside. It floated wistfully away for a moment, but then turned solid, dropped to the floor, and shattered. Whatever I had in contact with me when I disapparated had to stay in contact, or the effect would wear off. So I’d best hang onto the brand.
Only one thing left to do.
Get out.
I shot straight for the ceiling like Superman taking off. The ceiling in the vault was at least forty-feet high. I didn’t know where it would come out at, or who might see me when I came up, and I didn’t much care. I would fly away before they could be sure they actually saw me. Give them a ghost story to tell their kids.
Everything was working out.
Until I hit the ceiling.
I actually didn’t come in contact with the ceiling itself. I hit some invisible force about a foot shy. I tried a couple more times at different spots, and continued to come up against it. I tried going through the vault’s walls with similar results. So then I tried the way I had come in, through the vault door.
No dice.
Some kind of magical field had me trapped inside. But why hadn’t it kept me out?
Then I heard the vault door clang. The sound echoed through the silent vault. The giant door swung inward on its oversized hinges, and standing in the entrance—the Detroit dragon, Kuan-Yin Chern.
He was in human form. A slight old man with a long mustache, its gray wispy ends hanging several inches beyond his chin. He wore small round glasses. His gray hair was pulled back in a pony tail that stretched down to his waist.
The smile on his face explained why the vault’s magical field kept an intruder inside rather than out. It was a honey trap. And I’d been lured right in.
This dragon had caught himself a free meal.



Chapter Twenty-Two
The good news was, with the ghost blood in my system, I could slip through a dragon as easily as I could a wall. So, with the door open, I hoped I could blow right through him and out of the vault. I clutched the brand more tightly and shot straight toward the dragon.
His eyes widened behind his circular lenses. He staggered a step to one side, but not soon enough.
I passed straight through his body and on out through the vault door. Nothing stopped me. I was home free.
Once I cleared the vault, I turned upward and plunged into the ceiling. A few seconds later, I rocketed out of the floor in the middle of one of the casino’s slot rooms. The machines dinged and pinged all around me. I hesitated for a brief second to get my bearings.
In that pause, an old lady sitting on the end of a row of slots glanced in my direction. The plastic bucket of coins she held in one hand slipped from her grip. Quarters jangled loudly as they poured out of the bucket. The woman’s mouth opened wide to show an ugly set of dentures that were in desperate need of a good Polident soak.
I smiled at her as if playing the friendly ghost might soften the blow of my sudden appearance.
Made things worse.
She screamed, her voice cutting through the electronic din of the machines filling the room.
Other faces turned in my direction. Their intense and shocked stares pushed against me like a physical force. I felt pinned in place despite my ethereal condition.
More cries and gasps mixed with the bleeping and dinging. Some pointed. Others scampered away on unsteady feet.
Then came the rumbling.
Directly under my feet. Even though I floated a good six inches above the red carpeted floor, I could feel the vibrations emanating upward. It sounded like a tank boring its way through the foundation.
Nope.
Not a tank.
“Oh, shit.” I flew forward, passing through a bank of slots right before the section of floor I’d been hovering above broke open. Chunks of concrete and shreds of carpet flew in a geyser straight up to the ceiling. Through the hole rose a dragon’s head. The head was the size of a golf cart, covered in gray scales, a small row of wicked sharp horns above each of his yellow eyes like deadly brows. His slit pupils flicked from side to side as he thrashed his head about in an effort to wrench the rest of his body out through the hole.
I floated backward like an ice skater, transfixed as the Detroit dragon rose out of the cracking and crumbling floor, first clearing his shoulders, then his front legs, then his folded wings which whooshed open the moment they came free.
The wings knocked slot machines aside as if they were made of paper. Quarters and half dollars flew in all directions, scattering like candy from a busted piñata, the tinkling sound like a thousand wind chimes caught in a storm.
People screamed and ran.
A few were knocked aside along with the slots, bodies flung like rag dolls, hitting the walls or tumbling along the floor. I heard more than a few limbs crack.
The dragon was oblivious to his destruction. He twisted and bucked until his entire body came out of the hole and he crouched among the debris around him. His tail flicked, punching a hole in the far wall where it got stuck for a moment. The dragon whipped his tail free and took most of the wall with it.
Pieces of the ceiling rained down.
Most of the people who had avoided getting struck by flying chunks of floor and slot machines quickly cleared the room. Screams and shouts rippled outward through the casino as the news traveled that a dragon had come up through the floor.
The dragon swung his head from side to side, scanning the room. Until his serpentine eyes found me.
He peeled his lips back from a set of teeth that would make a great white weep with envy—right before it swam away in terror. The dragon huffed, and smoke blew from his wide nostrils on the end of his snout.
“Oh shit,” I said again, reduced for the moment to a two word vocabulary.
The dragon opened his mouth and sprayed a plume of fire at me.
The ghost blood was still working, so the flames didn’t touch me. They did, however, melt everything around me. The piles of loose change turned to liquid metal. The carpet was obliterated to nothing and the floor underneath was scorched black.
When the dragon finished breathing, I hovered in a ring of fire and embers.
The dragon narrowed his eyes when he saw me unscathed. A growl grew in the back of his throat until it burst out his mouth in a full-on roar. His raging voice shook the rafters.
It also shook me out of my daze.
Time to split.
I turned and floated my ghostly body out of there. I paid no attention to what I flew through or who I passed. I did not pause or hesitate until I had cleared the casino entirely and burst out into the humid night.
I wished I hadn’t used valet because I had no idea where my car was. The last thing I wanted to do was search the parking structure with a raging dragon out to get me. I could fly away, but I wouldn’t get far before I lost the potion’s effects.
So what? I could put significant distance between me and the casino. Then catch a cab after the ghost blood wore off. I’d come back tomorrow. Or a week from now. Who knew? Maybe I would get lucky and the MGM’s parking structure would still be intact with my car somewhere inside. Either that, or I’d find a giant crater in the heart of what had once been Detroit’s Chinatown.
I whirled around, ready to soar away from the casino.
Then I heard the screams. I heard the crashing and breaking. And the angry roar of the dragon. In his rampage to find me, he would tear that place apart. He didn’t care what he destroyed or who he hurt. Anger had completely blinded him. I knew dragons took treasure stealers seriously, but I had no idea how insane it could make them.
I had been joking about coming back to a crater. But I had a feeling Kuan-Yin Chern might live up to the joke if he didn’t find me.
I couldn’t leave him to do that. Couldn’t let these folks suffer for my actions.
Damn it.
With a ghostly sigh, I sailed back into the casino. By this point, the dragon had crashed his way out of the slot room. I couldn’t tell what room he had plowed into, though, because he had thoroughly trounced it. Video poker maybe?
I floated into range and waved the brand over my head like a flag. “Hey, Chern. Right here big boy.”
The dragon swung his head around and glared at me.
“Let's take this outside,” I said.
The dragon narrowed his eyes. More smoke plumed from his nostrils. A sound like an idling semi truck engine rumbled in his throat.
I slowly glided backward, keeping eye contact, making sure he saw where I was headed. Instead of passing through the walls, I made my way through the actual passageways of the casino.
The dragon chuffed and followed, keeping low either in readiness to pounce or to keep from crashing through the ceiling. Since he hadn’t shown any concern for the casino’s structural integrity yet, I went with pounce.
I only hoped I could lead him out before the ghost blood petered out and he could eat me.
He crept through the casino’s corridors as I led him back toward the exit. His wings brushed the walls and ripped giant gouges down them as he came.
It seemed to take forever, but I eventually led him out the casino’s valet entrance, which he promptly destroyed on his way out. The few valets on duty ran screaming.
When I floated out onto Third Avenue, I stopped in the middle of the street by the median with its well manicured grass and trees. Small spotlight in the ground illuminated the median’s landscaping. This time of night, there wasn’t any traffic. Me and the dragon had the street to ourselves.
“You can’t touch me, you know,” I said, craning my neck back as he approached. One large scaled paw stepped onto a compact Ford and crushed it under his weight. Bits of glass from the car’s windows sprayed through my ghostly form.
The dragon lowered his head until his snout came mere inches from my face. The heat from his sulfur-scented breath made the air ripple like water between us.
“Might as well give it up,” I said.
He huffed. Snot blew from his nostril and landed, sizzling, on the pavement.
“No need to hurt anyone else. This is over.”
The choppy grunt that came from him next sounded kind of like a laugh.
Then I noticed the tingling across my skin and realized it was a laugh. Dragon’s are old. They know magic more than most anything that still walks the Earth. He had sensed the ghost blood’s effects wearing off before I had.
The tingling swelled for a moment, then quickly stopped. I dropped the few inches I had been floating above the street, my shoes knocking against the pavement as I landed. All at once I felt the night’s humidity surround me. Which was nothing compared to the blast of heat the dragon shot from his snout when he stopped laughing.
“Oh, shit,” I said for the third time that night.
The dragon reared back, opened his mouth, and flame poured forth.



Chapter Twenty-Three
I dove sideways right before the dragon exhaled. A heat like none I had felt before blazed behind me as I sailed to the ground. A pair of small trees on the median disintegrated in the dragon’s blaze.
I landed awkwardly on my side. The impact knocked the brand from my grasp and it clanked away. I didn’t waste time chasing after it. I knew another shot of fire was coming my way, and the brand wouldn’t do a damn bit of good to my ashes.
I scrambled to my feet and sprinted blindly forward.
The roar of fire chased me.
I reached the bumper of a van and ducked behind the vehicle just in time to avoid the fiery gout the dragon had blasted at me. The side of the van turned to slag. It occurred to me that I was getting a little taste of my own medicine. I never thought I would feel sorry for any demons I put down with my own fire bolts, but I almost did right then.
I had no illusions that the van could provide any significant cover. I couldn’t outrun a dragon. And I could only dodge so many blasts of fire. He would tire, but not before I did. I had to stop him somehow. Had to fight him.
But I was a sorcerer without enough magic to light a match, let alone go up against a dragon. And fire wouldn’t harm him anyway. I would have to hit him with something else. None of which mattered, because the only juice I had left was what was keeping me from turning into a vampire.
The thump of the dragon’s feet on the ground echoed in the night.
I chanced a peek around the half-melted van to find him coming my way, no anger or urgency in his stride anymore. He had me and he knew it.
So I was left with two options.
Let him burn me to nothing, or use my magic to stop him, but allow myself to turn into a vampire in the process.
Either way, technically I was dead. Undead was just a different kind of dead.
Could I sacrifice my soul merely to save my flesh? Would becoming a vampire be any better than disintegration?
Toft seemed to do okay. He was one of the “tame” vamps, as we called them. I could be a friendly vampire. I didn’t have to turn into an evil, blood-sucking monster. Just a nice, neighborly blood-sucking monster.
Cold comfort.
I heard the familiar gurgle of the dragon drawing in a breath to spew forth more flame. So I made my decision on instinct. Misguided survival instinct. I jumped to my feet, scanned my surrounding, and spotted the crushed car the dragon had stepped on. Nothing but a useless chunk of metal now. But a pretty good weapon. And since lifting a car had worked for me recently, why not give it another go?
The dragon chuffed hesitantly when he saw me come out from behind the van. He hadn’t expected me to face off with him. The hesitation gave me the few seconds I needed to focus my power and gain control of the air around the demolished vehicle. The moment I redistributed the power, I felt the infection rush through me like crude oil in my veins. Cold, thick, and nauseating. I did my best to ignore it as I flung the car up into the air, directed its arc, then drew it down directly onto the dragon’s skull.
The sound of twisting metal and more shattering glass made my ears hurt. I winced, but I didn’t miss watching as the dragon’s head dropped under the car’s weight. His jaw landed hard on the concrete and audibly cracked. The car smashed down on his head like an ugly hat.
I had to jump backward to avoid flying debris. Several of the dragon’s teeth were knocked loose on impact, and a twelve-inch incisor cut my cheek as it flew by.
With a creak and groan, the car rolled off the side of the dragon’s head.
The dragon’s eyes rolled backward, and the rest of his body collapsed with an echoing thud. He went still, except for a steady rise and fall from his breathing.
I’d knocked him out cold.
Word of the unconscious dragon outside the MGM Grand would travel quickly. The Ministry would show up and conduct damage control. They weren’t the Men in Black. They couldn’t erase memories. But they would get Kuan-Tin Chern off the street and do their best to concoct a story to explain it away to the civilians who’d witnessed his rampage. Movie studios had started doing a lot of filming in the Detroit area, which had provided the Ministry with convenient explanations for events like this in the recent past. Although I think they’d have a hard time convincing the injured here that the dragon was merely a special effect gone terribly wrong.
In any case, that was the Ministry’s problem, not mine. And I wanted to be far away from this mess when they arrived.
The adrenaline thrill from bashing the dragon with the car began to wear off. In its place, the vampire infection’s growing effects took hold. A terrible hunger filled my gut, as if I hadn’t eaten in days. My body had turned cold and impervious to the surrounding humidity. I looked down at my trembling hands. My nails had turned a sickly yellow.
I had to get to Toft. Maybe it wasn’t too late to reverse the spreading effects. One thing was for sure, I didn’t have a lick of magic left in my body. I had nothing to fight off the infection with any longer.
I was beginning to turn.
I quickly recovered the brand. I scanned the cars parked along the street. Decided on an old station wagon that had probably belonged to someone’s great- great- great-grandfather, who would have been horrified to see the mismatched paint job between the hood, the doors, and the rest of the car’s body. I smashed the driver’s side window with my elbow, unlocked the door, brushed the glass off the seat, then ducked down and got to work on hot-wiring the wagon. Not a typical skill for a sorcerer, but I had gone through a rough patch during my teens when I hung around with a bad crowd of normals who taught me tricks like this, among others. It was one way young sorcerers rebelled, pretending to be a normal. Drove my parents nuts.
Once I had the car running, I tossed the brand into the passenger seat, then climbed behind the wheel. I adjusted the rearview and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I’ll be damned if my reflection didn’t look faded. Fuzzy around the edges, and my facial features blurred.
For the love of the gods, I was losing my reflection.



Chapter Twenty-Four
It was well after hours for the Black Rose, but I had called Toft on the way over, and his troll bouncer met me at the door to let me in. I rushed past the big guy and sprinted for the back office. I found Kitchens standing off to the side. His desk had been pushed back against the wall. A circle of white powder—probably salt—took up the center of the room. A dark-skinned and wrinkly old man in a raggedy robe stood in the center of the circle mumbling something under his breath. On the floor in the center of the circle sat a metal bucket filled with flaming coals.
The old man’s gaze turned up as I rushed in. Then he looked down to my hand that clutched the brand. His rheumy eyes widened. His tongue poked out of his mouth and swiped along his top lip. He looked…hungry.
And I could relate. I felt famished. And the old man’s neck looked as tasty as anything.
Toft gave me a once over and raised an eyebrow. “You’re almost there.”
I shook the brand at him. “Let’s do this.”
Toft turned to the old man. “Is there still time?”
My stomach dropped as the old man took a century to contemplate the question. He stared me in the eyes. Finally, he nodded. “If he is as strong as you say, then yes.”
“Are you?” Toft asked me.
“Yes,” I pushed through my clenched teeth.
The old man waved me over. “Enter the circle and give me the brand.”
I stepped over the salt line and handed over the artifact, which the old man wrenched from my grasp like a child taking a present at his birthday party.
He jammed the business end into the bucket of flames. “Take off your shirt.”
I didn’t bother with the buttons. I ripped the shirt open and yanked it off of me as if it were full of fire ants. I tossed it outside the circle.
The old man gazed into the fire, watching the end of the brand grow brighter and brighter as it absorbed the heat from the flames. The light flickered across his features, adding depth to his wrinkles and deep-set eyes. A small smile tugged at the corner of his weathered lips. “I am going to close the circle now,” he said, never taking his gaze from the fire. “Do not cross the salt. Do not throw anything beyond the circle.”
“I know how a magic circle works,” I said.
His grin widened. He jostled the end of the brand deeper into the coals. The hot stench of smoke filled the air and made my eyes water. Toft didn’t seem bothered by it. And while the old man’s eyes were bloodshot, he showed no outward sign of discomfort. Strangely, the smoke did not make it hard to breathe. These flames were not the same you’d find in your backyard barbeque pit, so it stood to reason the smoke it produced would possess different qualities as well. It didn’t smell like sulfur, so it wasn’t Hellfire—thank the gods. This area of magic wasn’t my specialty, so I couldn’t make a proper guess about the fire’s true nature. I didn’t much care either, because as each second ticked by, my body temperature dropped, and the craving for the iron taste of blood threatened to drive me insane.
“Get on your knees,” the old mage said.
I dropped without hesitation.
The mage muttered something under his breath. A second later I felt a sudden pressure in my ears like what you feel when a plane takes off. The surrounding air took on an electric quality. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and my scalp prickled. He had closed the circle.
“Something you should know,” Toft said. “About how this works.”
I looked at him. “You waited until now to tell me?”
“We’re in a hurry, no?”
Despite his youthful looks, I saw the age in the vampire’s eyes, and an ancient wickedness. I realized, in my desperation, I had trusted him too easily. And now I was about to learn the cost of that trust.
“The Brand of Gelding,” he said. “Gelding, as in neutering.”
I clenched my jaw. I wanted to spit, to punch something. But I was more angry with myself than Toft. I had let that stupid word—gelding—slip right by without a thought.
“Don’t give me that look.” Toft gave me a wounded look of his own, which came off as more petulant because of his little boy appearance. “I’m not betraying you. But you need to know some history so there are no surprises.”
A liquid cold wormed through me. I found it more and more difficult to breathe. Yet I didn’t feel starved for breath either. I didn’t seem to need the air at all. “I don’t have time for a history lesson.”
“I’ll be brief. The Brand of Gelding was once used to punish sorcerers for misuse of their power. Since you can’t take the magic out of one born with it naturally, the only way to keep a sorcerer from their power was to cut off its use.”
I did not like the sound of where this was going.
“The brand works as a sort of stopper to bottle up the power, locking away the punished one's access to it.”
“How the hell is that going to help me here?”
“The good mage here assures me he can make it so he creates a sort of partition to your power, saving a portion of it strictly for fighting off the infection, much as you have until now. In this case, however, you won’t have to worry about accidentally dipping into that reserve. In fact, you needn’t think of it at all. It will always be there, subconsciously keeping the infection from turning you.”
I tried to wrap my head around what he was saying. It sort of made sense. Yet the deeper implication worried me. “How much?” I asked.
Toft didn’t have to ask how much of what. He knew what I meant. “About half, from what my friend here tells me.”
Half of my power? Cut off? Out of reach? Lost to me forever? Since you couldn’t measure magical power like you could electricity or gasoline, I couldn’t know how much weaker that would make me. I had a lot of natural power. My bloodline had assured me of that. Maybe half still wouldn’t be so bad. After all, I had never come close to my limits until these past few days.
And I didn’t have much of a choice. I could either keep all of my power and lose my soul, or keep my soul and lose half of my power.
I liked my soul too much to kiss it goodbye.
“Fine,” I said. “Do it before I grow fucking fangs.”
Toft nodded to the mage.
The mage smiled, showing his teeth. The front two on top were gold. He pulled the brand from the fire. The end glowed bright orange. He circled around me until he stood at my back.
I dipped my head down and clenched every muscle, anticipating the pain to come.
The mage rattled off a string of Latin. I was better at reading Latin than listening to it. But I caught the gist. Something about my spirit, my power, and the unholy something or other inside of me.
Then he hit me with the brand up on my right shoulder.
The pain shot through me and straight down into my groin. My shoulder burned while I felt like someone had kicked me in the nuts, that oozy, nauseating pain twisting through my belly. I cried out. The edges of my vision closed in.
The mage pushed the brand harder against me.
A fresh blast of pain ripped down into my belly. The air filled with the smell of my cooking flesh. I could hear my skin sizzling. Then a white flash stole my vision. My surroundings turned to a white blur. Every organ inside of me felt as if it exploded. I threw my head back and howled.
The white blur faded to blackness.
Then I lost consciousness.
When I woke up, I lay on a hard surface. I was pretty sure I had opened my eyes, but I couldn’t see anything. For a panicked moment I thought the branding ritual had blinded me.
“Try to relax.”
I recognized Toft’s little boy voice. I turned my head in the direction it had come from. I thought, maybe, I saw a shadow move in the darkness.
“Where am I?”
“Still in my office.”
I felt along the surface underneath me and realized I lay on Toft’s desk. “I can’t see.”
“That’s because all the lights are off,” he said with an amused lilt.
I let out the breath I’d been unconsciously holding and lay still for a moment. “Did it work?”
“Are you hungry?”
As if on command, my stomach growled. “Starving.”
“What are you in the mood for?”
My mouth watered as I imagined biting into a crispy slice of Jet’s Detroit style pizza. I could have polished off a whole large by myself right then and there. And with that thought, I relaxed. I was hungry for people food, not blood.
“It worked,” I said. I blinked a few times, but my eyes refused to adjust to the darkness. “Doesn’t your office have any windows for the gods’ sake?”
Toft laughed. “I’m a vampire. And sometimes I have to work days.”
“Right. So now what?”
“That’s entirely up to you. When you’re feeling up to it, I can have Mortimer give you a lift home. I took the liberty of relocating the vehicle you stole to get here last night.”
Last night? How long had I been out? “What time is it?”
“Just past noon.”
“You stayed with me all this time?”
“I wasn’t going to leave you alone in my place of business and give you the chance to steal from the bar’s top shelf.”
I laughed. “You were worried about me.”
“I’m certain to have use for you one day. I simply needed to protect my investment. And since you seem all right, I’d like to get some sleep. Dusk always seems to come too quickly, and I’m a terrible crank when I don’t get my rest.”
I heard the faint rustle of fabric as he stood. “I’ll have Mortimer in a car waiting out front for you. But take your time. You’ve had a rough couple of days.”
I didn’t hear footsteps or the sound of a door opening or closing. For all I knew, he still stood there watching me with his vampire night vision, making funny faces at me. The silence was unnerving. Almost as much as the complete darkness.
I wanted nothing more than to stand in the sun and let it bake right through me.
I swung my legs off the desk and slowly rose. My head spun a bit, but I otherwise felt fine. I noticed a tingling on my shoulder where the mage had pressed the brand. I was still shirtless. I reached back and traced the scared flesh with my fingertips. A subtle energy vibrated from the branded skin. Clearly something magical going on there. I turned my focus inward, seeking any power that remained within me. My rest had allowed my power a chance to recover, but I could clearly feel a…lacking. A piece of me was gone, like an amputated limb.
I began to shiver. My throat closed. My heartbeat quickened, and my pulse thumped in my ears.
What have I done? Dear gods, what did I let them do to me?
I’d had no choice, I tried to convince myself. But a primal part of me stoked my growing panic. That part of me didn’t care about choices or consequences. It wanted its whole self back. It wanted it now.
I did my best to take calming breaths. All I’d gone through, I wasn’t about to have a fucking heart attack over it and die anyway.
So I had lost some power? I had also kept myself from turning into a vampire. I didn’t have to worry about that anymore. I could go to the Ministry, clear things up. They would revoke the contract, and Anda would have to suck it up and let me live.
Meanwhile, I could get my life back in order, get back to work, and set up a second date with Fiona. And a third. And hopefully a whole lot more.
Things were good.
Right?
When I managed to stave off the panic attack, I took Mortimer the troll up on his offered ride and had him take me to the MGM so I could retrieve my own car. Not surprisingly, the casino was closed, but I was able to recover my car from valet parking on my own.
Next stop, the Ministry’s Detroit office. Time to get all this contract on my head shit straightened out.



Chapter Twenty-Five
I made it a block from the casino when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and found the screen cracked, but it was still functioning. The caller’s number didn’t show up on the ID so I almost tapped ignore. Something compelled me to answer, though.
“Hello, Sebastian.”
Anda.
“Glad you called,” I said. “Good news. I’m no longer in danger of turning into a vampire. In fact, I’m headed over to the Ministry to let them know.”
“I don’t care.”
“That’s sweet.”
“Someone wants to talk to you.”
I heard rustling, then Anda’s voice away from the phone say, “Do it.”
The next voice I heard chilled me.
“Don’t let this bitch bully you,” Fiona said. “I can take care of myself.”
I had to pull to the curb in case I ripped the steering wheel loose from the column. I gripped the phone so tightly, I imagined I could hear more cracks form across the screen. “Where are you?”
Before she could answer, Anda took the phone back. “This is it, Sebastian. Time to settle this.”
“I just told you, I’m not a fucking vampire. You can’t do this.”
“The contract is still good,” she said.
“Not if I go to the Ministry, it won’t be.”
“How long will that take? Long enough for something…sad…to happen to your girlfriend?”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because I’m sick of you. Sick of your arrogance. Sick of you leaving nothing but scraps for the rest of us hunters to survive on. Sick of your smug face I see in my nightmares every night.”
“You’re insane.”
“I’m not the only one you’ve pissed off. We’re all in agreement. You have to go.”
I thought about explaining everything, telling her I didn’t have as much power as I used to, that the competition would probably level off because of it. But I knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Anda had decided I needed to die in order for her to live. So it was best I not give her the intel about my recent magical downgrade and let her think I had as much juice as always.
“Do you really think I’m going to just let you kill me?”
“Let me worry about the details,” she said. “You get your ass to the Silverdome. No stops.”
I started to argue, but the connection went dead.
I threw the phone at the dashboard, not giving a damn how much more I broke it. A piece of plastic flew one way and the phone bounced off the dash and out of sight to the floorboards on the passenger side. The air crackled with the magical energy my extreme emotions evoked. I might not have had it all anymore, but I still had some. And I would use every last bit to put Anda down for this.
I pulled a U-turn and headed for the Pontiac Silverdome.



Chapter Twenty-Six
I found Fiona in the center of what used to be the football field where the Detroit Lions played. The dome that gave the stadium its name had long since collapsed, exposing the field to the elements. Only shreds of Astroturf remained around the edges, the rest eroded away from years of rain and flooding. A mossy smell hung in the air. Weeds choked nearly every available crack. Shreds of the dome dangled from the collapsed frame like flags of surrender.
The over sixty-thousand empty seats around the field seemed to magnify the abandoned vibe of the place.
Fiona sat on a metal chair, bound and gagged. Even with the fifty yards between us, I could see a mix of fury and fear in her eyes. She was the only sign of life, but plenty of shadows hung under the second tier of seats for Anda to hide in.
“Anda,” I called out. My voice echoed across the stadium.
A shot rang out, and a chunk of ground two feet in front of me exploded.
I jumped back, then instinctively hardened the air around me into a shield.
A second shot cracked the air. The round sparked against my shield.
I scanned the stadium in the general direction of the gunfire. I spotted the shooter crouched behind the metal railing on the edge of the second tier to my right, eye to the scope on his rifle, which he had balanced on the railing. I couldn’t make out who it was, but I knew it wasn’t Anda. She didn’t favor firearms.
So she had apparently invited a friend.
I remembered what she had said on the phone about others not so happy with my dominance in Detroit’s demon hunting racket. Had she tipped them off to my coming here? I had to admit, I was surprised. I thought she would want the pleasure of killing me herself. Turned out she was more practical than that.
The sniper took another shot, which ricocheted off my shield same as the last one.
I focused my power and reached my hand out. Manipulating the air to mimic the movement of my hand, I curled my fingers as if taking hold of the railing the shooter leaned on, then yanked toward me. The railing tore loose, and the sniper tumbled forward. He dropped to the seats below with a sickening crunch and lay there, limbs splayed, unmoving.
As if spurred by the sniper’s failure, more gunfire erupted from my left. The Dalton brothers had popped up from behind a row of seats on the main floor. Each of them carried Uzis, which they gleefully unloaded in my direction.
I strengthened my shield, but the steady fire quickly tired me. I was already inching toward my new lower limit. I couldn’t waste energy standing out in the open like that. I backed into the wide mouth of the entryway to the field where, once upon a time, the Lions ran out to play ball.
I dropped my shield once the brothers were out of sight, but they kept on firing as if they could shoot through the concrete wall protecting me.
Idiots.
Their weapons quickly ran dry.
I used the break to step back out, forming a ball of flame in each hand. The fireworks would drain my power more quickly than manipulating the air, but it also had a better chance of making quick work of the boys. I threw the fire at them with as much force as I could muster in order to clear the thirty or so yards between us as quickly as possible.
The brothers had dropped the Uzis and had started down steps toward the field with handguns drawn. They seemed surprised by the flames coming their way, as if they had forgotten they were dealing with a sorcerer. They froze in place, and the fireballs hit them square, sending them flying backwards, their clothes and hair in flames.
They screamed, but not for long. It didn’t take long for magical fire to burn through mortal flesh.
I stood in awe for a moment as the weight of what I had just done sunk in. I had burned the Dalton brothers to cinders. Just like that. Granted, in self-defense. Still, I executed monsters, not mortals. Especially not mortals I knew personally.
And don’t forget the sniper. He probably didn’t survive that fall, killer.
I clenched my fists. Anda had set a hell of a trap. Not just for me, but for the rest of her competition as well. She was banking on my taking down some of them in the process. Which meant there were probably more.
I no sooner thought it when I heard something crack the air behind me.
For an instant, I thought it was another gunshot. I threw up a shield and spun toward the sound. I found Sudi Bakaikoa standing in the entryway, not armed with a gun, but rather a fucking bull whip.
I didn’t know Sudi personally, just by reputation. And honestly, it was his enchanted whip I had heard about more than anything about him. He was almost as skinny as his whip, and dressed in tight black leather that made me think of either Cat Woman or the Gimp from Pulp Fiction, only without the creepy mask with the zippered mouth hole.
He grinned with pointed yellow teeth. A few of his dreadlocks hung down the front of his dark face.
“Looks like Anda had it wrong, heh?” he said. “You do still have ya power.”
So Anda had been telling stories. No wonder the Daltons had come at me head on like bigger idiots than usual.
“I sure do,” I said. “So you might want to back off.”
“Nah.” He thrashed out his whip.
I clenched down to tighten my shield, but the whip passed right through it and wrapped around my neck. I felt the whip squeeze tighter, like a living thing, cutting off my windpipe. I didn’t know how the whip passed through my shield and didn’t have time to worry about it. I drew up another fireball and whipped it—pun intended—at Sudi.
He anticipated the attack. He ducked the fireball then gave his whip a hefty tug, pulling me off my feet. He had a lot of strength for such a skinny guy.
I flopped forward. My face splashed in a puddle of stagnant water left behind by a long ago rain. Some got in my mouth and tasted rank.
The whip tightened some more. My face swelled as the whip cut off my blood flow. A few more seconds and I would pass out. I couldn’t rely on finesse. I had to unleash something big or die.
I pulled a combination of elements, air and fire, together, giving my fire bolts not only heat but heft. I threw them toward the top of the entryway right above Sudi’s head. The concrete exploded as if hit with a rocket launcher. Chunks crumbled downward as the entrance caved in and buried him underneath.
He screamed as he was crushed, then went quickly silent.
Which was all well and good. But while the last pebbles of the ruined entryway rained down, the whip around my neck tightened even more. It had a mind of its own, apparently, and didn’t need its master to finish the job of killing me.
I tried to wedge my fingers between the loop and my throat without any success.
Everything started to go dark.
I grabbed the length of the whip and pulled. It held firm, its one end trapped under the pile of broken concrete from the cave in.
What a terrible way to go. Detroit sorcerer strangled by sentient whip. If I hadn’t been so occupied with dying, the thought would have depressed me.
Before I passed out, I pooled every drop of power that remained inside of me—or at least the power I still had access to—and directed it into my hands. I squeezed the whip as if it were a rope and my life depended on hanging on. Which it did, I guess. But I didn’t want this rope to hold tight. I wanted it to break.
I charged my hands with blue flame, as hot as I could make it. I didn’t know what the whip was made of. I had no doubt it was strong. But everything had a burning point, a temperature it could not withstand. I would test the limits of this thing until I had nothing more to give.
Suddenly, the whip bucked in my grip. Then twisted and squirmed. I was reaching its limit. Impossibly, I heard the whip screech. It unraveled from my neck, allowing a gush of beautiful air into my lungs. It hurt to breathe, but I didn’t let that stop me from gasping in more and more air.
While the whip had released me, I didn’t dare return the favor. I couldn’t chance allowing it to grab me again before I could clear its reach. Besides, I had committed the last of my available energy to generating this extreme heat. I didn’t want to let it go to waste.
The whip writhed and thrashed. I hung on. Eventually, I felt whatever material it was made out of soften until it turned to the consistency of putty. Then I yanked on that fucker.
The whip snapped in half.
Another screech cut the air. I had to wonder if this thing had a mouth on it somewhere to make such a piercing sound, and decided I’d rather not know.
All at once, the half of the whip in my hands went limp. The other half pinned under the rubble gave a few more thrashes before also falling still. Both ends where the whip used to be joined glowed and smoldered like the tips of a pair of cigars. The flames around my hands died. I tossed my half of the whip away from me as if it might strike again. I wasn’t taking any chances.
My body ached. My muscles were loose and weak. It took some effort to get to my feet, but I managed. My neck felt swollen and my throat burned. I turned toward the field to check on Fiona.
She still sat bound to the chair.
Only now Anda stood beside her.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“Wow,” Anda said. She stood with her hip cocked, her crossbow held down at her side. She wore a pair of black jeans and a matching halter, with a spiked choker around her neck. “I’ve never seen you look so pathetic before.”
I cleared my throat. I felt like I’d swallowed glass. “You’ve got balls, Anda. I’ll give you that.” I shuffled toward her. Shuffling was the best I could do at the moment.
When I reached the ten-yard line, Anda raised her crossbow. She didn’t, however, aim it at me. She pointed it at Fiona.
I froze. “Let her go.”
“I will,” she said. “Once you’re dead.”
“What is your problem? You’re pissed because I’m a better hunter than you? That really what all of this is about?”
“Keep walking this way,” she said. “Slowly.”
I complied. Slowly.
“I told you I’m not a vampire.” I held my arms out as the afternoon sun blazed down through the shredded remains of the dome. “Obviously.”
“And I told you I don’t care.”
“When the Ministry finds out what you pulled here, you think they’re still going to give you contracts?”
She looked at me as if I spoke Klingon. “What I pulled? You murdered four of Detroit’s best hunters while they tried to collect on a perfectly legit contract. I think they’ll be plenty happy when I bring back your remains.”
My remains. A spark of hope lit in me. “I won’t turn to dust like a vamp,” I said. “They’ll know you killed a mortal.”
“An innocent mistake,” she said and shrugged. “Contract was still valid. How was I to know you hadn’t turned?”
“Because I’m standing in the fucking sunlight you bitch!”
She curled her lip. “Keep walking.”
I hadn’t realized I had stopped. I stood the equivalent of three first-downs from her and Fiona now. Thirty measly yards. If I could work up one last fireball, if I could aim it just right, I could take Anda down. But not while she still had her crossbow aimed at Fiona. I couldn’t risk Anda jerking the trigger.
Meanwhile, Fiona stared at me, her expression unreadable. She didn’t look nearly as afraid as I would have been if our roles were reversed. In fact, she looked rather calm.
I continued forward, my footsteps crunching in the grit left behind after the Astroturf had disintegrated from exposure to the elements. The hot, wet air made it feel like a greenhouse in there instead of a football stadium. It smelled like one, too.
“You’re really going to do this?” I asked. “Kill an innocent man over a few lost bounties?”
Her dark eyes went wide. “A few bounties? Those bounties mean the difference between feeding my children something healthy before sending them off in the morning, or forcing them to eat the free crap they call a breakfast at the school.”
Have to admit, that took me by surprise. I could not, for the life of me, picture Anda as a mother. “Bullshit. You don’t have any kids.”
She bared her teeth. “You might not care about anybody but yourself, that doesn’t mean the rest of us are self-absorbed dicks.”
Man, this bitch had nerve. I clenched a fist. “I have a family,” I shouted. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”
She raised her crossbow and trained it on me. “Shut up and keep walking!”
My chance presented itself. I took a deep breath and poked around inside my soul for one last scrap of power. I thought I could feel it there. Enough for a single fire bolt. Certainly not anymore. But Anda still stood so close to Fiona. The chances of Fiona getting caught in the flames were too great.
I held off.
And started walking again.
An odd flicker drew my attention to Fiona. I almost tripped on my own feet when I saw the orange and black stripped fur across her face. Then her features wavered like a disturbed puddle and she looked fully human again. She gave me a pointed stare and I realized why she had appeared so calm. Apparently, Anda did not know Fiona was a shifter, and Fiona had been biding her time, waiting for the right moment to spring the news.
Literally.
I smirked.
“This is funny to you?” Anda snarled. She straightened her arm and steadied her aim with the crossbow. I was within twenty yards of her now. I had little doubt she could put an arrow through my eye from that distance. Easy.
I lost the smirk. “No,” I said and stopped walking. “It’s pretty fucked up. And I’m done. You want to get any closer, you’re going to have to come to me.”
“I don’t need you any closer to kill you.”
“Then do it.”
She took the bait and stepped forward, just enough so that she stood in front of Fiona.
Watching a bound and gagged woman shift into a tiger and break through those bonds was something to behold. The ropes around her audibly snapped as her growing bulk stretched them beyond their limits. The gag ripped apart against her growing teeth. She kicked away the chair with her hind legs. The full shift took a matter of seconds.
Anda had enough time to glance over her shoulder to see what was going on.
Fiona pounced.
Anda cried out, twisted, got the crossbow between them.
Fiona, in full tiger form, hit Anda with her massive front paws, driving her to the ground with a roar that echoed throughout the stadium. She landed on top of Anda, pinning her with her tiger claws in Anda’s shoulders. Fiona opened her jaw wide, as if she meant to bite into Anda’s face.
I held out a hand. “Fiona, don’t. She’s down. We don’t need to kill her.”
Much as it pained me to admit.
Fiona, mouth still wide, looked up at me.
I heard a muffled snick sound.
Fiona’s tigress eyes went wide. Just as I realized what the sound meant, Fiona cried out and leapt away from Anda.
An arrow stuck out of Fiona’s flank.
She staggered sideways. Blood stained her orange and white fur by her belly.
Anda flipped up onto her feet. She didn’t seem to notice the bleeding claw marks on her shoulders at all. She readied another bolt in her crossbow and aimed for Fiona.
“No,” I shouted. I gathered up that small bit of remaining magic within me and lit my fist into flames. “I’ll burn you to the bones.”
Anda looked at me, but kept the crossbow on Fiona.
Fiona curled around to face Anda, movement awkward and slow. She took a couple steps toward Anda, then dropped to the ground, whimpering. As a weretiger, Fiona should have had a tremendous constitution. Certainly more than what a single arrow could sap. Which told me Anda was using the poisoned arrows she had tagged me with before.
I raised my fiery fist. “Put down the crossbow.”
“I’ll have plenty of time to take the shot. This one will go straight through her skull.”
Even if Fiona’s shifter physiology could hold up against the poison, she couldn’t survive a shot to the head. If I killed Anda, I would lose Fiona, no question. But if I didn’t use the fire bolt I had conjured, it would mean releasing that magical energy. I couldn’t take it back. And since I held the last dregs of my power in that flame, once I let go, I would have nothing left to fight Anda with.
“Put it out, Sebastian,” Anda demanded.
“Promise me you’ll get her help,” I said. “After you kill me. Get her help.”
“I didn’t want to hurt her,” she said.
“Then help her.”
“Drop the flame.”
I looked at Fiona. She looked back. I could see the intelligence in her tiger eyes and thought I could see sadness or regret. “It’s okay,” I said. “This is all my fault. I’m sorry.”
I opened my hand, released the energy, and the flame died.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
“Turn around and get on your knees,” Anda said.
I gave Fiona one last look. I had really wanted a second date, damn it. This was not fair at all.
“Do it,” Anda prodded.
I sighed and obeyed. Despite the hot sun and humidity, the ground felt cool against my knees. I squinted up at the sky. Cloudless and bright blue.
“Now put your hands behind your back.”
Anda didn’t know I had coughed up the last of my magic. She was being extra careful with me. I wondered if I could somehow use that to my advantage. For the life of me, I couldn’t see how.
Once I crossed my wrists behind my back, I heard Anda’s footsteps approach behind me.
Fiona growled softly.
“I have to say, I’m surprised.” From the sound of her voice, I could tell Anda stood only a couple feet away. I could practically feel the point of the arrow she meant to execute me with against the back of my skull. “You are sacrificing your life to save the shifter. Not the Sebastian Light I know and loathe.”
“That’s just it, Anda. You don’t know me. Whatever twisted version of me you’ve imagined is just that. Imaginary. If making me out to be the villain soothes your conscience over killing me so you can snag a few more bounties, I doubt I can convince you otherwise. But I’m not the villain here. I never threatened to kill you. Never threatened anyone you cared about. Never set up a bunch of others to die to benefit myself. That was all you.”
Anda’s boot slammed into my back, right at kidney level.
I flopped onto my face. My cheek scrapped against the ground as I writhed in pain.
“Roll over.” She kicked me in the side. “Roll over. Let me see your face.”
I rolled onto my back and looked up at her. She aimed her crossbow at my left eye.
“I have to do this.”
“Of course you do.”
“You’re a wicked, selfish fuck.”
“That’s right.”
“The world will be a better place without you.”
I swallowed and looked Anda right in the eye. “Tell that to my sick mother, who will have no one left after you kill me.”
Her brow creased. Uncertainty filled her eyes.
It was the best chance I had.
I swatted at her crossbow, throwing off her aim, and rolled sideways. I heard the bolt spring loose and stab the ground where my head had been a second before.
I hurried to my feet, ignoring the throbbing kidney and the fire in my throat. I had no magic left in me, but I still had my survival instinct. Everything depended on that.
By the time I stood, Anda had another arrow loaded. I ducked low and charged like countless linebackers had during the Silverdome’s prime. Anda loosed an arrow, but it went over me. I slammed my shoulder against her waist and threw all of my weight into her. I probably weighed three times as much as she did, so gravity was on my side.
She hit the ground.
I landed on top of her.
Her crossbow clattered away, knocked from her grip.
I moved to pin her arms, but one of her thin wrists slipped from my grasp. She reached down for something and an instant later I felt a sharp pain rip through my side.
I rolled off of her and pressed my hand over the tear in my shirt that exposed the gash underneath. Blood oozed between my fingers. More of my blood covered the blade of the knife Anda held.
She snarled and dove for me.
I scampered away, going for the crossbow.
She saw where I was headed and shrieked like an angry crow. I was a foot from the crossbow when Anda pounced onto my back. Her knife sliced into the meat of my left shoulder. If I survived, I would have another scar on the opposite shoulder from where I was branded. How nice.
I bit back a scream and used the pain much like I would use a sudden burst of magical energy, but instead of conjuring an external flame, I stoked the one inside of me, the one that burned for me to survive, keep going, never give up, had too many things yet to do.
Like help Mom.
Like get that second date with Fiona that I fucking deserved, gads damn it.
I bucked hard, tossing Anda off of me. She went, but the knife stayed embedded in my shoulder. Just as well. Better it sticking out of me than in her hand ready for another strike.
I kicked at the ground to close the distance between my grasp and the crossbow.
Anda shrieked again. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she was some kind of werebird. But nope. She was just fucking insane.
I grabbed the crossbow, twisted around in time to see Anda lurching toward me on her knees with her hands clawed as if she meant to tear out my eyes.
I wasn’t any kind of marksman. Hell, I’d never fired a crossbow in my life. So I held off taking the shot. Held off until she was practically on top of me, until I could barely fit the crossbow between us. She reached to grab it from me.
I pulled the trigger.
The bolt only had six inches to travel. It shot through her throat and nearly made it out the other side.
Her eyes went wide. Her hands continued to scrabble at the crossbow as if she hadn’t yet realized it wouldn’t do her any good. She coughed, spraying blood across my face.
I shoved her aside and threw the down the crossbow. Got to my feet. I felt all the pains from my wounds. Most coming from my side. I could feel the knife still sticking out of me, too, which didn’t hurt as much as I thought it should.
I stood over Anda and watched the light drain from her eyes.
I kept watching her until I was certain she wasn’t getting back up.
Then I crouched beside her and checked her pockets. Found her phone. I dialed Sly as I stumbled over to Fiona who lay quietly, eyes closed, like a big sleeping cat. I looked closely to see that she was still breathing. She was.
Sly answered his phone with, “Who is this?”
Anda’s number must not have shown like it hadn’t for me. I was lucky he had answered at all. Sly did not take unsolicited calls very well.
“It’s Sebastian. I think I’m dying. Think you can spare one more favor?”
I explained the situation and made sure he promised to bring the stuff he had given me for Anda’s poison.
That done, I dropped the phone and curled up next to Fiona, rested my head on her soft side so I could feel the rise and fall of her breath.
“Hang on,” I said. “Help’s coming.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
The Detroit prefect had an office in the Renaissance Center, overlooking the International Riverfront with a nice view of Canada on the other side. The RenCen is a group of seven skyscrapers all connected, a defining feature of the city’s skyline, and a trademark of its history. The office space the Ministry leased there had to cost a fucking fortune.
I had to wait in the office’s reception area for two hours before the prefect could finally squeeze me in to his busy schedule. I think the only reason I managed to get an impromptu appointment at all was because of my respected surname and the fact that, as far as he knew, I wasn’t supposed to be able to walk around in the daylight.
Judging by his expression when I entered his office, I had that last part right.
He stood behind a massive cherrywood desk that could easily double as a life raft if the RenCen ever tumbled into the river—except that it probably weighed as much as my car. The rest of his office had similar displays of opulence, including an ornate rug I was pretty sure had been hand stitched by fairies. I’d seen something similar in a Fae history book my parents had me read when I was younger. As I recalled, only a hundred such rugs existed in the world, throughout history…ever.
Not to get political, but I could think of a million better things the Ministry could do with its wealth besides rent fancy office space and decorate it like a damned museum.
The prefect, Morgan St. James, had dark, mahogany skin and bright, intelligent eyes. He looked to be in his mid-forties, but I knew he was at least five times that. His presence was imposing. Magical energy exuded from him with great force. His power filled the room.
He waited to speak until his secretary closed the door behind me with a quiet click.
“I have to admit, this is rather awkward.”
I smiled, showing my teeth. “Look, no fangs.”
“Obviously.”
He gestured to one of a pair of leather wing chairs in front of his desk, then took a seat himself.
As rattled and snide as I felt, I knew better than to disrespect a high officer of the Ministry—I’d even worn a tie for this meeting. I took his invitation to sit. When I did, the weight of the last few days, especially my tussle with Anda, pressed down on top of me. I could have closed my eyes and dozed off right there in front of Prefect St. James. Wouldn’t that have been cute?
I must have made a pained noise of some kind. St. James asked, “Are you well?”
“Considering I was attacked by vampires, hunted like a demon, and nearly killed in the freaking Pontiac Silverdome of all places, I’m good.”
St. James pursed his lips. “You’ll have to forgive me, Mr. Light, but I only know the broad strokes of your situation. I don’t normally deal with the minutia behind bounty contracts.”
Of course you don’t, big fella. Wouldn’t want to get your hands dirty with all that dust and bloodshed.
“Well, apparently someone thought I was a vampire and that I needed to be executed. Which is strange, as not only had I not turned into a vampire, but, even if I had, I did not break any Ministry laws that would have warranted said contract.”
St. James’ expression gave away nothing. “So you were never infected?”
“I was never turned.”
“How is that possible?”
No way I was going to admit to stealing from a dragon or working with a vampire. No need to complicate things. “How did the Ministry know about the infection in the first place?”
St. James ran a hand over his bald scalp. “I took the liberty of doing some research while you waited to meet with me. My understanding is that it was an anonymous tip.”
“A random tip? And a contract on my life was drawn up based on that alone?”
“As I said, I’m not privy to the details behind every contract.”
“Well, what did your research reveal about whatever supposed crimes I had committed?”
He exhaled slowly through his nose, rested his hands on the desk in front of him. “I understand your frustration, Mr. Light. And I assure you this error has been corrected. The contract on you has been revoked.”
“That’s nice of you.” I could not help a little dose of sarcasm. I am who I am.
“If that’s all?”
I thought for a second, shook my head. “Any idea why a whole group of vampires were so eager to turn me into one of them?”
St. James shrugged. “I can only assume they felt a powerful sorcerer such as yourself would prove an asset to their baser needs.”
“Yeah, I thought it was something like that, too.”
“Do you think there is some other explanation?”
I couldn’t tell if he was being condescending or genuinely curious. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.
“If there is,” I said, “I can’t image what it is.”
“Please be certain, Mr. Light, that the Ministry takes this matter seriously. Whatever errors were made, it won’t happen again.”
Errors were made. Closest thing to a Ministry officer admitting a screw up. I would have to accept it. I was just glad this whole disaster had come to an end.
I stood. “Thank you, Prefect.”
When I stepped out of the RenCen, I took a deep breath of the hot, exhaust flavored Detroit air. My body ached. I felt worn out inside. And I still didn’t have any magical juice left in me. I wondered if this was how normals felt. If this was how Anda felt. Scary feeling. I could see how someone with so little power who knew about and fought demons could go a little nuts.
I thought about her claim to having kids. I had a sick feeling she might not have been lying.
Had I made some orphans somewhere out there?
You had no choice.
Yeah, but that didn’t make me feel any better about it.



Chapter Thirty
At least a dozen shirts lay in a heap on my bed. Half as many pairs of slacks had slipped off the edge of the mattress to the floor. I stood in front of the full-length mirror inside my closet door, checking out yet another outfit. For some reason, nothing seemed to hang right on my frame. Every combination of shirt and pants looked positively dorky.
I had never had this problem before.
I always looked good.
But tonight, good was not good enough.
Tonight I finally had my second date with Fiona, and I wanted everything to be perfect.
“Forget perfect,” I told my reflection as I turned one way, then the other, my stomach full of flits and flutters. “You can’t even get yourself dressed, for gods’ sake.”
This latest ensemble wasn’t cutting it. I stripped clear down to my boxers to start from scratch.
Before I could yank another shirt off its hanger, I heard the muffled sound of “Strangers in the Night” playing from under the pile of shirts on the bed. My ring tone (on my warranty replaced phone) I had programmed specially for Fiona.
Aw, crap. Something had come up at the nursing home and she would have to cancel. Of course, maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing, seeing as I was about to run out of viable outfits any moment now.
I dug through the shirts, found my phone, and answered, hoping I didn’t sound too eager or disappointed.
“Sebastian, you have to come to the home.”
My heartbeat quickened. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. It’s your mom. She’s awake.”
I was confused. Mom had been conscious for a while now, two weeks after I had nearly killed her with that potion. This wasn’t news. I made a hesitant sound, unsure what to say.
“Sorry. Of course she’s awake. I mean she’s lucid.”
“Lucid?”
“Yes. Lucid. Aware. Coherent.”
Finally my brain made it over the speed bump of denial and I caught on. “She’s awake?”
Fiona laughed. A beautiful sound. “Yes. And she’s asking for you.”
Suddenly, my outfit didn’t mean a thing. I would have thrown on a toga if it were the closest thing. Fortunately, I had a pile of pants and shirts right in front of me instead. I grabbed a random shirt and a random pair of pants, threw them on, and headed out to see Mom.
I was damn lucky I didn’t get a speeding ticket on the way over. I almost tripped over my own feet rushing from the nursing home’s parking lot to the front door.
I went straight to her room. Mom sat in a chair by the window. Fiona stood beside her. They both smiled at me when I hurried in.
That’s right. Mom smiled at me. Made direct eye contact with me.
Reached her arms out to me.
“Aw, Mom.” I dashed across the room and into her arms. I squeezed her thin frame as hard as I could without breaking her. She pressed her cheek against mine and I felt her tears. Or were they mine?
Yeah, they were mine.
“I’ve missed you so much.”
She stroked my hair and hushed me. I guess my sobs were getting a little out of control.
I hugged her for a long time before I got my fill. I drew back and looked into her smiling eyes. “You’re here.”
“I didn’t know I was gone,” she said. “The doctor had to explain it to me.”
I touched her cheek. I thought maybe I was dreaming, wanted to make sure she was real. She was.
I gasped as the next obvious thought struck me.
“Mom, do you remember what happened to you?”
Her brow furled. Her mouth turned down. I hated seeing it. I wanted her smiling again. But the question had to be asked. I finally had a chance to set things right, to get justice for whoever had wrecked my family.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I…” She squeezed her eyes shut, pushing tears loose down her cheeks. “I don’t know.” Then she opened her eyes and looked around frantically. “Where’s your father? Why isn’t he here?”
I knelt before her and took her hand. “Mom, Dad’s gone. Something happened to both of you. An accident of some kind. Nobody knows what. But Dad didn’t make it.”
She covered her mouth with a hand.
“You’re sure you don’t remember anything?” I asked.
She slowly shook her head.
“It’s okay,” I said. I kissed the back of her hand. “You’re here. That’s all that matters.”
Fiona rested a hand on my shoulder.
I took a deep and shaky breath. I tried not to let my disappointment blacken an otherwise wonderful moment. Just because she couldn’t remember anything now, didn’t mean it couldn’t come back over time. And even if it didn’t, Sly’s potion had worked after all.
I wrapped my arms around her. She hugged me back. Despite all I’d been through, I had never felt better than right now.
I had my mom back.
~~~~
Make sure to sign up for Rob Cornell’s mailing list to stay up to date on his new releases, and have a chance to get them at special new release prices. Just go here: http://eepurl.com/viKDf
Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.
 
Readers are the lifeblood of an author’s career, and nothing helps an author gain new readers more than word of mouth. If you enjoyed this novel, please let others know by posting a review at your book retailer of choice. Thanks!



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)
Darkening Dawn (The Lockman Chronicles #5)
Unturned
Branded (Unturned #1)
Visit Rob Cornell’s website at robcornellbooks.com



About the Author
Rob Cornell is the author of The Lockman Chronicles, a five-book urban fantasy series featuring ex-government agent and monster hunter, Craig Lockman. He is also the author of Branded, the first book in a new series about Detroit sorcerer, Sebastian Light. Raised on a steady diet of Star Wars, He-Man, G.I. Joe, and Transformers, Rob has always spent much of his time wandering the halls of his imagination, conjuring stories. Nowadays, he writes them down like a responsible adult. He lives in rural Southeast Michigan with his family.



Published by Paradox Publications
Copyright © 2016 by Rob Cornell
All rights reserved.
Cover Design by Beth Flumignan
Branded 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
Table of Contents
Title Page
Dedication
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
Books by Rob Cornell
About the Author
Copyright


cover.jpeg
'S .|

A
5 oﬂ

_ UNT NED - B@





images/00001.jpg
ad

PARADDX





