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This is for Chris Ogryski, a fellow traveler whose journey ended too soon.



Prologue
It was supposed to be a celebration.
Teresa Stevenson forgot her sister couldn’t hold her liquor for spit. But it wasn’t like she could stop the girl from throwing back the nightclub’s signature drink they called Dragon’s Blood. She had every right to let loose. Little Sis had graduated from Harvard Law.
Mandy heaved again into the toilet, and Teresa, being the good big sister, held her blonde locks back to keep them clear of any spatter. Mandy’s tortured groans echoed in the nightclub’s bathroom. When she stopped throwing up, she cried.
“I’m so stupid. Why did I drink so much?”
Teresa rubbed Mandy’s back and hushed her. “You were having fun. You deserved it.”
“And I deserve this, too. I’m such a dumbass.”
Teresa helped her sister out of the stall and rinse up at the sink, then guided her through the club toward the door. The dance floor was still crowded, even at 2:00 AM. For the denizens of the French Quarter, the night had only begun.
Teresa guided Mandy through the crowd and out of the nightclub. The humid air carried a swirl of smells ranging from stale beer, night blooming Jasmine, and all manner of cooking food. Teresa’s ears still rang with the bass beats thumping inside the club, but competing music blared from the open doors of the bars around the corner on Bourbon Street.
Mandy staggered and Teresa pulled her tight to her side to steady her.
“No more drinking for the rest of the trip,” Mandy said.
Teresa laughed. “This from the girl who declared she was going to drink Absinthe in the streets.”
“Forget it. I’m done drinking. For life.”
“Yeah, right. You okay to walk?”
Mandy nodded. “Hotel’s only a couple blocks.”
They walked up to Bourbon Street. People roamed the sidewalks and streets, many carrying plastic cups, a few looking worse off than Mandy. Even in June, well out of range of Marti Gras, the party apparently never ended here.
On their way to the hotel, they received at least a half-dozen offers to “party” from complete strangers. At one point, apparently forgetting her declaration of sobriety, Mandy took a plastic cup from a man who promised the drink would “set her free.” But right before she put the cup to her lips, Teresa took it and handed it back.
“She’s as free as she can be. Thanks anyway.”
Mandy pouted, but didn’t protest.
Halfway back, Mandy stopped and clutched Teresa’s hand, nearly jerking her off her feet. “Look,” she said with the awe of a three year-old seeing a rainbow for the first time. She pointed up at a sign in front of the alley to their right. “Pirates Alley. I’ve totally heard about this. It’s supposed to be spooky at night. They used to bring pirates here to torture or something.”
“In an alley?”
“There was a dungeon or something.”
Teresa snorted. “We just came from the Dungeon.”
“Not a nightclub. A real dungeon.” She looked at Teresa, curled her lip, and smacked playfully at Teresa’s arm. “No fair teasing the drunk.”
“But it’s so easy.”
They laughed. Then Mandy tugged at Teresa’s arm. “Let’s go down.”
“Forget it.”
“Come on, we have to go that way to get to the hotel anyway.”
“But we came up Bourbon Street to stay where it’s crowded. I’m not going down some alley at night.”
Mandy scrunched up her face. “Don’t be such a wimp. It’s a tourist attraction, not a real alley.”
“Only I don’t see any tourists down there. All I see is an empty alley.”
“Fine.” Mandy waved a hand down Bourbon Street. “You go that way. I’ll meet you at the hotel.”
Just the idea of splitting up made Teresa’s heart thump faster. She gripped Mandy’s wrist. “You really are drunk if you think I’m going to let that happen.”
Mandy yanked her hand free. “Do I look like some dumb chick fresh out of state college? I graduated Harvard Law, Sis. And I’m here to celebrate. That means doing whatever the fuck I want to.”
“That’s mature.”
“Kiss my ass.” She stormed down the alley.
The shadows looked alive as they slowly crawled up Mandy’s legs and slid down along her shoulders. A chill ran through Teresa. If Mandy had been through half of what Teresa had, she would know how dangerous the world was and, drunk or not, would never walk into the shadows alone.
“Wait,” she called.
Mandy kept walking.
One of the shadows along a wall looked thicker than the others. Teresa blinked. In that second the shadow turned into a man curled up against the wall, dressed in a tattered coat the color of night.
“Mandy.”
The man sat up as Mandy approached. He held out a hand with long, gnarled fingernails. “Spare a quarter.”
At least Mandy had the sense to move to the opposite of the alley. “Sorry. No change.”
The man in the black coat got to his feet and shambled after Mandy. “Just a quarter, dear. A quarter in the Quarter.” He cackled.
God damn it, Mandy. Teresa charged forward into the alley. “Wait up, Mand. I’m coming.”
The man turned toward Teresa at the sound of her voice. A shadow masked his face, though Teresa couldn’t tell how. A light hanging above him should have illuminated his face enough to see.
The bell from St. Louis Cathedral began to toll.
The shadows seemed to move around the man.
A breeze carried a metallic scent to her, like a jar full of pennies. A smell Teresa recognized.
Blood.
That’s when she knew.
With the low growl of a bit bull, the man turned back to Mandy, who continued to stagger down the alley, oblivious.
“Mandy, look out,” Teresa screamed.
The panic in Teresa’s voice must have registered. Mandy turned around. Too late.
The man—only he wasn’t a man, Teresa knew—sprinted at Mandy, his coat billowing so that he looked like a moving shadow himself. He slammed against her, wrapping his arms around her at the same time, and lifted her off her feet.
Mandy kicked her legs and screamed. She pummeled her attacker’s knees with the toes of her pointed boots.
He carried her deeper into the alley, unfazed by her struggles.
“No.” Teresa dashed forward.
Two more shadows pulled away from the walls and took shape. One a woman dressed in tight leather like a dominatrix. The other a young man in a black t-shirt and matching jeans. They both looked lean and hungry. Cheeks and eyes sunken. Skin pale and scored with dark veins.
Fresh turns. Once human. Now…
Teresa reached into her blouse and withdrew the silver crucifix she always wore. She yanked at it, snapping the chain free from around her neck, and held it out in front of her.
The two attackers cringed and hissed at the sight.
“Get out of my way.”
It was only a small crucifix, the size of Teresa’s palm. Enough to irritate this pair, but nothing that would drive them away. The male closed his eyes and batted a hand at the crucifix.
Teresa jerked away.
Down the alley, Mandy screamed again then went silent and fell limp in her captor’s arms.
Oh, Jesus, no. Teresa charged forward, pushing her way between her attackers.
The woman caught Teresa by the arm and swung her around like a sack of feathers.
Teresa sailed into the alley wall and crumpled to the ground. She rolled onto her side to get the crucifix back up and found her hand empty.
The pair saw their opening and came at her.
For a second, Teresa’s heartbeat felt locked. Cold heat flushed through her. Then her training took over. She reached into her boot and drew her silver dagger.
The female reached for her.
Teresa swung the dagger and slashed at the woman’s palms. The slices left behind smoldered around the edges like burning paper.
She screamed and staggered backward, looking at her cut hands as if she had never seen them before.
Definitely a fresh turn. So fresh she didn’t know what silver could do. Luckily, Teresa had learned about silver a long time ago. She scrambled to her feet.
The male circled to her left, his red eyes focused on the blade.
“You picked the wrong girl to fuck with, vampire.”
He grinned, showing off his fangs. “I am immortal.”
“Shit, kid. Were you turned yesterday?”
His grin turned to a scowl and he leapt at her. Fast.
But Teresa had dealt with much faster. She side-stepped and swung the blade at his face as he passed.
His ear came off, the bloody hole catching fire. He smacked at the flames while his own momentum sent him careening into the wall. The wall cracked on impact. He bounced away, but managed to stay on his feet.
Teresa didn’t give him a chance to recover. She thrust the dagger into his back, right where she had been taught so long ago. Vampire Anatomy 101. Aim for the heart.
He arched backward. Blood sprayed from his lips. The inhuman screech from his lips twined with the tolling cathedral bell and echoed through the alley.
The sound set Teresa’s teeth on edge. She yanked her dagger free. The blade glowed like an ember.
The male vampire dropped to the ground. Smoke curled out from the hole in his back, accompanied by the smell of rotten steak set on a hot grill.
Stomach twirling, Teresa spun to face the female vampire.
She stared back at Teresa with wide, red eyes, hands held in front of her and smoking. “How?”
“Your sire should have told you silver’s a bitch.” She hurled the dagger at the female. The glowing blade flashed as it spun through the dark and as quickly disappeared into the vampire’s chest.
The female gasped. Smoke puffed from between her lips. For a moment she looked like a scared human girl, a glimpse of what she used to be. Then her eyes melted in their sockets. The skin on her cheeks began to burn and flake away. She collapsed to the ground.
Teresa stood transfixed as she watched the fire consume the vampire from the inside. A scream tore her back to her senses.
Mandy.
She looked down the alley. No sign of Mandy or the vampire that had taken her. She spared a second to recover her blade, then sprinted in the direction she had last seen her sister. Pirates Alley came to an intersection with a lone light post marking the center. The crossing alley was better lighted, with small shops lining either side. To the left, empty. To the right, a trio of boys that looked like frat brothers smoked cigarettes and sipped from plastic cups. They stopped in the middle of hearty laughter when they spotted Teresa with her dagger.
“A man carried a woman this way. Did you see them?”
All three boys stared at her, slack-jawed. “Naw, dude,” one of them said.
“She was kicking and screaming. How could you not have seen her?” But she didn’t wait for an answer. After all, she was dealing with vampires. Some of them had ways to make you forget. But not the fresh turns. Which meant the one who took Mandy might have some age.
Or be an original.
Didn’t matter. She glanced in all possible directions and chose her own destination at random. She ran straight ahead. She checked every shadow. She called her sister’s name over and over. When she ran out of Pirates Alley, she sprinted in the direction of their hotel. Maybe Mandy had gotten free, ran back. She didn’t bother stopping to ask anyone she passed if they had seen Mandy. She knew they hadn’t. She also knew that Mandy would not be at the hotel when she got there.
Still, she ran until it hurt to breathe.
It wasn’t until she burst into their hotel room and found it empty that she could consciously admit what she already knew.
Mandy was gone.
Tears burning in her eyes, Teresa dropped to her knees and screamed.



Chapter One
Craig Lockman lifted the axe over his head. With a practiced ease, he swung the axe down. The log standing on end on the tree stump before him split with a snap. The halves tumbled off the stump and to the ground.
Leaving the axe blade embedded in the stump, Lockman wiped sweat off his brow with the back of a wrist. He stacked the chopped wood with the others and started back to the cabin when he heard something in the woods behind him.
He spun around, scanned the tree line only twenty yards or so from the cabin’s back porch.
Silence stared back at him. Not even the whisper of a breeze through the leaves.
Probably an animal. All sorts of critters scurried in the brush back there. It had taken Lockman a little while to keep from going on full alert at every rustle or snapped twig. Though it wasn’t like he hadn’t earned his paranoia after the events of last summer. Almost a year later, and he still had the nightmares. The golden cup. The lamb’s blood. A father’s wicked urges. Memories from another life writ large in his dreams.
He shook his head at himself and turned back to the cabin. He reached the first step up to the porch when he heard the sound again. Movement. Too heavy for a chipmunk or squirrel. Maybe a deer. He waited, one foot on the step.
A robin chittered in the trees and took flight.
The hairs on the back of Lockman’s neck stood on end. He turned slowly and strode back to the tree stump. Pulled the axe free.
There’s nothing out there.
Years of training, instinct, and—face it—paranoia, said otherwise. He knew he wouldn’t relax until he’d made sure.
He gripped the axe handle with both hands and crept into the woods.
A swarm of gnats swirled around his face. Squinting, he fought the urge to bat them away and continued forward. He chose his footing carefully, trying to avoid fallen branches and twigs. He made sure each step fell silently and firm before taking the next. He paused between steps to scan the trees and brush around him. Sweat oozed between his palms and the axe handle.
The robin he heard earlier returned to the branch it had abandoned, a worm in its mouth. The bird scuttled along the branch to a nest tucked against the tree’s trunk, dropped the worm into the nest, and flew off again.
Nothing else stirred.
The lack of movement bothered Lockman more than if he’d heard the sound again. His approach had made whatever snuck through the woods go still. That didn’t mean the thing wasn’t an animal of some kind, but most creatures would have dashed away in fright. The stillness suggested predatory cunning.
Coyote?
Which naturally led him to think of werewolves. But a werewolf in these parts made no sense unless it had come specifically for Lockman. Anything else would be a ridiculous coincidence.
He was getting ahead of himself. He didn’t know what he had out here. Maybe nothing more than a frightened jackrabbit. His imagination was getting the better of him, and he had to wonder if that didn’t come with a bit of wishful thinking. Fighting the supernatural was what he was trained for. Literally made for. After nearly a year of mundane odd jobs under another assumed name, and domestic squabbles between Kate and Jessie, the arrival of some beast or another—if he wanted to get down and dirty honest with himself—would be a welcome change, wouldn’t it?
He squeezed the thought away. Chasing rabbit trails through his head wasn’t going to help—
The burst of movement shook the brush to his right. He didn’t have time to turn, saw only a dark blur in his peripheral vision. Then something struck the back of his legs below the knee. His feet flew out from under him and he slammed onto his back in a bed of poison ivy.
He took a blind swing with the axe and chipped the bark off of a sapling. A booted foot kicked at his hands and knocked the axe free. Then his attacker was on top of him, knees pinning his shoulders. A flash of sunlight cut the air between them and he felt a cold blade against his sweaty throat.
The woman wore a knit skull cap with a few wisps of blonde hanging out around her ears. Her gray eyes studied his face while he studied hers.
A wash of déjà vu came over him. Not just her face, but her position on top of him.
“Teresa?”
She smirked. “Sorry about spooking you Craig, but I had to make sure I had the right guy.” She pulled the blade away from his throat and slid it into her boot. “And I wasn’t really expecting you to come after me with an axe.”
“I’m not used to old friends sneaking around in my back yard.”
She gave him a playful pout. “It’s a dangerous world out there. A girl can’t be too safe.”
“Well, are you satisfied?”
“You used to do a lot more before asking me that?”
“Sorry, kid, but I’m spoken for these days.”
Her eyes widened. “Married? You?”
“Not exactly.”
She stood and offered her hand to help him up. When he took it, she squeezed hard. “So there’s still hope.” She tugged.
Lockman sprang to his feet. He dusted himself off and glanced down at the patch of poison ivy he’d been laying in, glad he wasn’t allergic. He looked Teresa in the eye and pushed away the fog of memories threatening to obscure his judgment.
“What are you doing here, Tree?”
The playful smile fell from her lips. The corners of her eyes crinkled. Her jaw set. “I need your help.”



Chapter Two
Kate Cohen, who used to be Kate Maddow—before she married a werewolf—and now had to get used to calling herself Emily Blake, pushed through the high school’s front doors and headed straight for the principal’s office. No hesitation. No glances at the pimpled faces staring at the mom who had entered their turf with obvious bad intentions. This had become routine. Kate no longer felt an out-of-place stranger inside this building. She felt like a damned nuisance.
Even the secretary’s smug, tight-lipped smile underneath the pitying eyes no longer stung when Kate entered the main office. She knew them all—from the secretary, to the school counselor, to the principal himself—thought she was failing terribly at her job as mother.
She couldn’t argue with them.
“Go on in,” the secretary said.
Kate felt her cheeks go hot. Now they had stopped bothering to show her in. Just go on in, you know where it is, make yourself at home. She clutched her purse a little more tightly and marched through the principal’s open office door.
Jessie sat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk, head down and her black hair hiding her face. The principal sat with his hands folded on the ink blotter. The burnt orange of a fake tan coated his skin. His smile, all teeth, looked fresh off the whitening strips.
“Have a seat, Ms. Blake.”
She knew he was talking to her, but a small part of her always rebelled at answering to the false name. She forced a smile and took the seat next to Jessie. She tried to give Jessie a pointed glare, but Jessie’s hair screened her eyes.
“Ms. Blake, I want you to know right away that we aren’t upset with Abby.”
Kate blinked at the sound of her daughter’s fake name. She didn’t like it any more than her own.
“We’re not here to punish her. We’re concerned for her.”
Kate’s stomach dropped even before this coaster rolled over the first hill. Not a fight this time. Or a smart remark to one of her teachers. Damn it, Jess, why?
“Mrs. Malkowski, our counselor? I believe you’ve met her? She’s very concerned.” He bumped over his words like a carriage on cobble stone. “Are you aware of your daughter’s…practices?”
Her heartbeat rattled her own voice. “If you’re referring to the self-cutting, I am.”
The principal swiveled in his chair to face Jessie. “Abby, show your mom your arm.”
“Fuck you.”
A lance of fire shot up Kate’s spine. “Watch your mouth.”
The principal grimaced, looking a little green under all that spray-on orange. “Abby, we’re not angry with you. We’re concerned.”
“Don’t be.”
He took a deep breath.
Kate noticed his gaze aimed over Jessie’s head rather than at her. She turned to Jess, reached out to touch her shoulder.
Jessie shrugged Kate’s hand away. “I’m fine.”
“Show her your arm, Abby.”
Kate didn’t like the tone in his voice, that pretentious baritone that expected immediate obedience. It reminded her of Alec. She tried to soften the demand. “Please, hon. Just show me.”
A heavy sigh that brought Jessie’s shoulders practically up to her neck before sagging back down. Then she held out her arm to Kate while still refusing to look up.
The cuts looked fresh. Pink hash marks along her arm as if she had been keeping track of days. A few of them still oozed a little while most had begun crusting over with scabs.
Kate glared at the principal. “You didn’t have the nurse bandage her?”
He blanched, no amount of orange cover able to hide it. “The nurse disinfected the wounds. But we felt you should see for yourself before covering them.”
“To what? Rub in my face that my daughter has a serious problem? You people think I don’t know this? You think I’m doing nothing to stop it?”
He looked like he was clenching his teeth in pain, and Kate wondered if it was some attempt at a reassuring smile. “Mrs. Malkowski gave me a list.” He shuffled through papers on his desk. His hands shook slightly.
Jesus. When Kate had gone to high school, their principal’s nickname had been Goldfinger, because when you got in trouble he would poke you hard in the breastbone with a rigid finger while scolding you like a drill sergeant. When had school authorities become so soft?
“Here it is.” He pulled free a yellow sheet of lined paper and handed it across the desk. “Some therapists she suggests. They’re all local.”
Jessie made a disgusted grunt. “Great.”
The principal looked at her. “Honestly, we’re only trying to help.”
Jessie finally lifted her chin. Her hair fell away from her face. Her eyes bored into the principal with a gaze Kate imagined felt as hard as Goldfinger’s accusing jabs. “You have no fucking clue how to help me.”
Kate leaned forward. “Stop.”
Jessie turned to her, lip curled and brow creased. “He doesn’t. You know he doesn’t. None of them do. Why do we have to keep lying?”
The principal cleared his throat. “Lying?”
“I’m tired of it, Mom.”
“This isn’t the time to discuss it.”
“When is the time? You never want to discuss it. You want to pretend none of it ever happened and play house with Craig. Live happily ever after.” She threw a hand up. “Good for you. But it isn’t working for me. I’m not happy.”
The principal looked back and forth between them, blinking and open-mouthed. “I’m sorry. Who is Craig?”
Kate’s whole body tensed. Her gut churned. She took a deep breath and shot to her feet. “We’re going. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”
Jessie folded her arms. “Can’t I just go back to class?”
“Young lady,” the principal said. “This is serious. If you can’t resolve these issues with your mother, I’ll be forced to call Child Services and have them intervene.”
Jessie scowled, but Kate beat her with a response.
“There’s no need for that.”
“You may not think so, but Abby is harming herself. This kind of behavior is evidence of severe depression. And could be a precursor to—”
“Thanks for your unprofessional opinion. But I think I know my daughter better than you.”
“I’m not suicidal,” Jessie added.
He still held out his list on the yellow paper. “You’re right. I’m no professional. But I’ve worked in schools for a long time. I’ve seen terrible tragedy when things like this go unchecked. Please.” He raised the paper to her. “Contact someone. Get Abby help.”
Kate’s anger at this man deflated. He wasn’t the enemy here. He was genuinely concerned. He just didn’t have any idea what he was dealing with. How could he? He had never been possessed by a specter. He had never performed magic using his own blood. And Kate was willing to bet her life he’d never been married to a werewolf.
She took the offered sheet of paper. “Thank you. I will.”
Jessie rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath.
Kate folded the list and tucked it in her purse. “Let’s go.”
Jessie stood and stared at the principal a moment. She smirked. “If only you knew.”
“Enough.” Kate took Jessie by the arm, making sure to avoid the cuts, and escorted her out of the school.
When they got in the car, Kate put the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it right away. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”
Jessie stared out her window, shrugged.
“It’s hard enough getting used to the names we have, the people we’re pretending to be.”
“Then why bother?”
“Because our lives depend on it.” Her voice turned shrill. She gave herself a second before continuing. “After what we’ve been through, we are not safe. You and I both know what’s really out there. But if you insist on flaunting that knowledge, you put us at risk. Then it’s off to some other remote community, with a new set of names, a new pack of lies.”
Jessie turned from the window. Her eyes were wet. “What aren’t you telling me, Mom?”
Kate cringed inside as she told the lie. “Nothing. Craig is just worried that some of Dolan’s people might still be operating and might come after us.”
“Dolan’s dead. Why would anyone care about us?”
Kate searched inside for the most honest answer she could afford to give. “Because, like it or not, we’re part of that secret world now. And it’s a damn dangerous world to live in.”



Chapter Three
Niall looked at the young vampires seated at his table. The eldest couldn’t have been more than a mortal century, though he wore his scars well. Black lines crisscrossed his face like claw marks. He’d clearly had an active life on the mortal plane. The others, though. Goodness. None of them more than a handful of decades, and probably only half of that spent in the mortal world. But all of them true born. Niall would not have a vampire conceived on the mortal plane seated at his table.
In the center of the table sat a gold plated punchbowl filled with a deep red liquid. Empty goblets sat in front of each of his five guests, two of which were actually female. Niall recalled an era where females would never have such an honor. Instead, the women would remain chained in a back room and raped after feasting.
Sadly, intercourse among vampires had long since faded as a practice. Most vampires raped their meals these days. Uncivilized, but Niall could adapt with the times. He prided himself on his liberalism.
“The same question glimmers in each of your eyes. Why, by the light, have we been summoned here?”
His guests exchanged looks. A couple nodded. None of them spoke. They knew better.
“You all hail from different regions of the South. From Atlanta down to the Florida keys. You’ve seen the growth of our numbers, both mortal and from our home world. And all of you have shown a rare quality among vampires.”
He smoothed the silk placemat on the table before him. His own empty goblet stood at the center of the red fabric. A color of pride among vampires. An obvious symbol, but no less powerful in its inspiration.
“Vampires are often a selfish lot. We may hunt in packs, but we still hunt only to feed ourselves. Yet you five have shown a sense of leadership among your kind. You’ve managed to organize the swelling numbers of our kind in your areas.”
Again, he paused and watched them absorb his words. Did they have any idea what they were capable of? What power they could possess? The possibilities made Niall’s dead heart feel on the verge of beating.
Niall leaned forward. “Do any of you know who I am?”
One of the females spoke. “You’re the eldest of our kind known in North America.”
Niall pounded the table with a fist. His goblet tipped. He let it roll off the table and clang against the floor. “Not my age. Who. I. Am.”
The five shared uncertain glances. None of them met Niall’s eyes.
“I am King of the South. I rule over every vampire in this region. They listen to me. They obey me. They work for me.”
The older of the five threw up a hand. “There is no such thing as a vampire king. Not even in our world.”
Niall showed his fangs. “This isn’t our world. And I tell you, this is my kingdom you visit today.” He clapped his hands twice, summoning his latest servant. A fresh mortal turn that worshiped the very idea of Niall. Mortals were so pliable, even before turning. How many, especially in New Orleans, had built shrines to vampire-kind? Nightclubs. Films. Costumes. And it didn’t matter that most of their ideas about vampires strayed so far from truth. The Myth. That was what was important. The Myth that made mortals both fear and worship the vampire.
The servant, a skinny boy scarcely older than seventeen years, entered the room. His skin was nearly as white as his hair was black. Silently, he went round the table and filled the goblets from the bowl in the table’s center.
The guests watched, each with their own style of wariness. The eldest sneered. The younger female stroked her jaw. A young male leaned away from his goblet as if he thought it poisoned.
He could smell the fear on all of them.
The servant boy finished filling the cups and left immediately.
Niall gestured with both hands to his guests. “Before you sits a cup of our kind’s most precious commodity. I provide this to those who accept my rule. You may drink and enjoy my hospitality. Those of you who deny my rule may simply let me know by leaving your cup untouched.”
Every gaze rose to him.
He smiled. “Again, I see the same question in all of your eyes. What possible reason would you accept me as your king? Simple. I shall give you dominion over a portion of my vampire legion. Your shown ability to lead will do more than merely help you survive as it has. It will allow you to flourish.”
The eldest spat. “What legion? You make it sound as if you have an army to command. No vampire has ever submitted to such rule.”
“No. Never before. Never before. But change is master of all things.”
“Lies.” The eldest lifted his cup and dumped it on the floor. “I’ve had enough of this talk.”
Niall looked to the others. “This one has made his choice. What of the rest of you?”
The young female stared into her cup. “If vampires stood together as you claim, it could mean a whole new life on this plane.”
“Indeed. No more hiding. No more starving. No more fear of the mortals that oppress us.”
The eldest folded his arms. “A youngling like you would be so gullible.”
She lifted her cup in toast to the eldest and drank deep.
The older female beside her shook her head and slid her cup away. She bowed her head to Niall. “If you’ll excuse me, my elder. I mean you no disrespect.”
Niall inclined his own head. “I gave you a choice. It is yours to make.”
The remaining two vampires looked across the table at one another, then at the female who drank. Her lips shined deep red. Her skin turned a white as pure as sugar. Apparently the men liked what they saw, and both of them drank from their cups.
The vampire directly to Niall’s right guzzled so fervently, the blood trickled from the corners of his lips and down his chin. When he had drained the cup, he slammed it down on the table and gaped at Niall.
“You feel it, don’t you?”
The vampire nodded. His own skin lightened like the young female’s.
“Good,” Niall said. “Those of you who drank, I offer my first command as your king.” He looked pointedly at the two who had refused their cups. “Kill those who did not.”
“Ha.” The eldest stood, knocking his chair back. “I’ll take the three of you on myself and show you the light.”
The young female stood slowly. She gripped the female next to her by the back of the neck and lifted her out of her seat one-handed.
The older female hissed and thrashed, but she could not break loose. “Put me down you bitch.”
Instead, the young female wrapped her free arm across the other’s chest and tore her head from her shoulders. Black blood fountained from the stump of her neck, spattering the ceiling and raining over the young female.
She dropped the two pieces of her victim to the floor, smiling through the gore on her face. She bowed to Niall. “Master.”
Now the scent of fear permeated the room as the eldest vampire stepped back from the table.
Niall nodded to his newest male subjects. “Go ahead.”
They charged the eldest, one leaping clear over the table, the other moving so fast he blew a tapestry off the wall. They tore their elder apart with no more effort than gutting a fish. Only some pieces remained recognizable when they had finished.
Covered in the black blood of his fellow vampire, one of the males turned to Niall. “I’ve never felt so strong.”
The female bowed again. “If it pleases you, Master. May I ask a question?”
Oh, she had learned so quickly. He would have to keep a close eye on her. “Your name?”
“Alicia Bennet, sir.”
 “Your true name.”
Her eyes widened. Then she smiled. “Yora.”
“Ask your question, Yora.”
She gazed at the bowl in the center of the table which still held a pool of red. “What mortal provided such powerful blood?”
Niall glided around the table and stroked her bloody cheek. “No mortal.”



Chapter Four
“You look good.”
Lockman finished pouring the scotch into Teresa’s glass. “You’re not so bad yourself. You’ve hardly changed.”
“My ass is bigger.”
“Ass looked fine to me.”
She smiled and lifted her glass. “So you checked?”
“Part of my training. I notice details.” He drank from his own glass and savored the burn of the liquid coursing down his throat. The scotch was strictly for special occasions. He figured seeing an old friend from the Agency days counted.
After her own sip, Teresa set down her glass and absently turned it on the kitchen table.
“What’s going on, Tree?” Lockman asked.
“It’s my sister.”
Lockman raised his eyebrows. “You have a sister?”
“Just one of the many personal things we weren’t supposed to share at the Agency.” She shook her head. “Fucking Creed. Wonder what happened to that old coot.”
Lockman felt a pinch in his chest. “He’s dead.”
“Aw, shit. I hope it wasn’t something like cancer. I’m sick of hearing about people dying of cancer.”
“He was murdered. One of Dolan’s people.”
“Dolan? He’s still operating?” She made a fist. “Oh, I’m gonna track down that son of a bitch and rip his spine out.”
“Sorry, Tree. I beat you to it.”
She screwed her lips together, nodded. “Good.” Lifted her glass. “Here’s to bad folks getting what they deserve.” She emptied her glass and pounded it on the table. “Give me another.”
Lockman topped her off. “Your sister.”
She emptied her glass again, but didn’t ask for a refill. “Mandy. Stupid girl. Harvard grad and she’s got the common sense of a newt.”
“Nice analogy.”
“I used to have a couple pet newts as a kid. They would bite each other’s limbs and tails off. But they grew back. Stupid little things.”
“Why are you stalling?”
She pushed away her empty glass and leaned back in her chair. “Because when I tell you what happened and what I want, you’re going to say ‘no.’”
Like always, Teresa had that half-cocked grin on her face along with the lift to her chin as if challenging the whole world to take a swing. But Lockman also noticed the quiver in her lips and the way she couldn’t keep her hands still. “You’re scared.”
She jutted her chin. “So? I’ve seen you spooked.”
“I’m not criticizing you. But whatever it is must be serious.”
She rubbed the tops of her thighs then clasped her hands together and trapped them between her knees. “It’s not like the old days anymore. No one is keeping things in check. I swear to Christ we’re headed for the apocalypse.”
“You’re still in the game, then?”
“Freelance, like Rodriquez.”
Lockman didn’t have the heart to tell her Rod had been another casualty courtesy of Otto Dolan. “Lots of work?”
“Fucking mojo everywhere you turn. But this time… I was supposed to be on vacation.”
Lockman sipped his scotch, giving her time to come to it on her own.
She gazed down at her hands. “Would you believe me if I told you New Orleans has a vampire problem?”
“Only if you’re talking about Anne Rice novels. There’s never been any real activity down there.”
“There is now. I did some digging. Seems after Katrina hit, vamps saw an opportunity to find easy prey. A whole bunch of them migrated down.”
“How many?”
She shrugged. “No idea. Enough to find a pattern if you’re looking for one. It’s almost like hiding in plain sight, though. I guess the crowd down there is a little desensitized to murders featuring bodies drained of blood.”
Gravity seemed to double as Lockman realized where this was headed. “Your sister was killed?”
She bit on her lip and stared into the air between them, her eyes focused on a memory. “Sis had just graduated Harvard Law. This was our planned celebration trip. Both of us were ambushed. Three vamps. I took out two, but the third…”
“He got Mandy.”
Her gaze shifted back to the present and screwed onto Lockman. “He took her.”
Lockman titled his head. “What do you mean, ‘took her?’”
“He didn’t kill her. He picked her up and carried her away.”
“Oh, Tree.” Gravity pressed even harder against his shoulders. “She’s gone. You know that right? He probably just took her someplace…quiet.”
“The two I fought off were fresh turns.”
For whatever twisted reason, once vamps found themselves on the mortal plane, they could turn humans into their own kind. Just like the mortal mythology. Though it wasn’t as common a practice as films and books portrayed. Human’s made better food than friends.
“I don’t want to be cold,” Lockman said. “But Mandy is dead. And even if she isn’t. If they turned her, she’s as good as dead.”
“I know you’re right.” She wiped at her eyes. “I know. But I can’t be sure. Maybe she got away. Maybe she’s lost down there, hurt. Maybe they took her for some other reason.”
“You know as well as I do, vamps only have one use for mortals.”
She slapped the table. “I have to be sure.”
Lockman sighed. He stared into Teresa’s frightened and confused eyes. Her personal stake had clouded her judgment, but he couldn’t fault her for that. The same had happened to him last summer. “I don’t know what you think I can do.”
“Help me find her.”
“I’m out of the game. Way out. I have responsibilities here. People I care about.”
“Hiding out in a cabin under a fake name. That’s the life you want?”
“It’s the life I chose.”
 “Bullshit. You settled because some woman’s got you by the cock.”
While the sweat had cooled on his skin from the work outside, a new wave of heat spread through him. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“I know who you are at your core. I know you’re a man who used to stand for something. Who fought to protect his country from threats nobody even knows exist.”
The golden chalice. The lamb’s blood. A father’s hard and greedy hands. He squeezed his eyes shut and willed the images away. “I’m not who you think I am.”
“Then who are you?”
A lie conjured by the very mojo we once swore to fight.
But telling her that wouldn’t help either of them.
“I can’t help you. I want to. But I can’t.”
“Because your woman won’t let you.”
“Because I’m not about to put Kate or my daughter at risk again.”
That stopped her as he knew it would. She sat open-mouthed for a moment before blinking away her shock. “A daughter? Damn. When did that happen?”
“Long story.”
She ran a hand through her hair.
Lockman remembered what it felt like to run his own hands through that hair. They’d both been young. Cocky. All about having a good time between jobs, and the juvenile pleasure of breaking Agency protocol with their tryst.
“So that’s it?” Teresa asked.
“I’m sorry.”
She waved a hand. “Don’t. You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”
Lockman lifted the bottle of scotch. “Another?”
“Hit me.”
For a while, they drank in silence. Lockman took the time to process everything since finding Teresa out in the woods. He realized he had missed an important question.
“How’d you find me?”
She smirked over the lip of her glass. “You’re tagged, Craig.”
He glanced down at his right foot. Long ago, his former boss, Victor Creed, had implanted a tracking chip in Lockman’s right heel. All part of the Agency keeping track of their special project. “How do you know about that?”
“You know how it is in this business. Stuff gets out. I pulled some strings and landed one of the trackers.” She reached into a pocket and withdrew a device that looked like a thicker version of an iPhone with extra buttons along the side. She tossed the device onto the table. “You really should get that thing removed.”
“I thought everyone who knew about it was dead.”
“Which brings up another question.” She crossed her arms. “Why are you tagged?”
He took a deep breath, wondering how he could put this without decimating Teresa’s entire view of him. But there was no delicate way to tell a person you used to be someone else. “Did you know Dolan had a brother?”
She hitched a shoulder. “Rumors, mostly. He was supposed to be a big-time magical sensitive. But the Agency put him down a long time ago.”
“They didn’t put him down,” he said. “They turned him into me.”
Subject breached, he had nothing left to do but explain it all. He started by summarizing the events of last summer. How Dolan tracked him down through Jessie. Lockman’s ensuing efforts to find out who had betrayed him, while protecting the daughter he never knew he had. Then the bomb Tanner dropped on him that Creed later confirmed—Craig Lockman was a fabrication, a collection of false memories swapped with Gabriel’s, all in the name of National Security against paranormal threats.
She scrunched up her face and swatted a hand through the air. “Get the fuck out of here.”
He waited, face straight, to give her time to realize he was serious—or draw her blade and take a swipe at him.
She sagged in her seat. Her brow creased. “Jesus Christ.”
“You’re not going to try to kill me?”
“Are you kidding? You didn’t know. I can’t believe Creed did that to you.”
“He thought he was doing the right thing. Instead of killing Gabriel, he imprisoned his soul in an artifact and used that same artifact to create…me.”
“You’re not totally pissed at him? I’d want to rip his dick off and use it to poke his eyeballs out.”
“I’ve come to terms. Besides, some good came out of the whole thing.”
Teresa smiled. “Your daughter.”
He finished off his Scotch. “She changed my life.”



Chapter Five
The last thing Kate expected to find when she got home with Jessie was an attractive blonde in Craig’s arms.
“Uh-oh,” Jessie said.
Craig and the woman stood by the couch, the woman’s arms wrapped around Craig, her cheek pressed against his chest. Tears streaked her face.
At the sound of Kate and Jessie’s entrance, Craig started.
The woman pulled away and wiped at her eyes.
“Kate,” Craig said, almost breathless.
Kate’s face flushed. Her throat constricted, which made it hard to speak. When she did, her voice came out with a rasp. “Who is this?”
“An old friend from the Agency.”
The Agency?
Now her arms tensed with the urge to break something. After the conversation she just had with Jessie about having to stay out of sight of the world of supernatural creatures and blood-driven magic, and here he had a woman from the Agency in their home?
The woman held out her hand. “Teresa Stevenson.”
Not quite pushed to the realm of rudeness, Kate shook Teresa’s hand. The woman squeezed a bit too hard, as if trying to prove something.
Craig stepped between them. “How’d it go at school?”
Kate lifted an eyebrow. “How did it go? Your daughter…” She glanced over Craig’s shoulder at Teresa. “Can we discuss this in private?”
Teresa held up her hands. “Know what? I need to make a phone call anyway. I’ll step outside. How’s the reception out here?”
Kate glared at her. She couldn’t believe how badly she wanted to punch this woman in the face.
Teresa must have seen it writ in Kate’s expression. “I have good service. Sure I’ll be fine.” She slipped between Kate and Jessie, then out the front door.
Kate turned her attention to Craig. “What the hell is going on?”
“She came here for help.”
Jessie snorted. “You definitely looked helpful.”
Kate whirled on her and speared a finger in the direction of the bedrooms. “Go to your room.”
“Whatever.” Jessie trudged into her room and slammed the door.
Craig stepped forward and tried to put his hands on Kate’s shoulders.
She shrunk out of reach. “Really? You bring someone from the Agency into our home? I thought we were done with all that.”
“We are. She came here for Christ’s sake. I didn’t go seek her out.”
“But you let her in our home. And you sure as hell didn’t look too put out by her visit.”
“Her sister was taken by vampires. I was comforting her.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you jealous?”
“No.” She crossed her arms and huffed, almost convincing herself. “I’m pissed off that you’re even considering going back into that life.”
“Did I say I was going anywhere?”
“You said she asked for your help.”
“That’s right. And I told her I couldn’t. I told her I had a life and responsibilities here. And then, right before you walked in the door, we said our goodbyes.”
Kate closed her eyes, shook her head. How stupid. What a fool she’d made of herself.
“Hey.” Craig put his arms around her. “I promised you I would never put you and Jess at risk again. I’ll die before I let anything happen to you.”
Kate rested her forehead against his chest. “I know. It didn’t help that I’d just come from a horrible meeting with Jessie’s principal.”
“What was it this time?”
“Jessie’s cutting herself again.”
“Fuck.” He drew away from her and ran his hands over his scalp. “This isn’t going to stop, is it?”
“She nearly blew our cover with the principal. I swear she was on the verge of telling him everything just to spite me.”
Craig turned toward Jess’s bedroom. “I’ll go talk to her.”
“What about your friend?”
He frowned. “Could you, you know, keep her company until I’m done?”
Her skin crawled at the idea. What on earth would she have to talk about with that woman? “How about I tell her you’re busy being a father and she can see her way out?”
He cocked his head like he wanted to protest.
“You’ve already said your goodbyes, remember?”
He pointed at her. “Just don’t be nasty to her. She a good person in a bad place right now.”
Her cheeks flushed. Again she felt foolish. “Thank you,” she said.
“For what?”
“For sticking by me.”
He cupped her cheek with a hand and kissed her gently. “We’re in this for the long haul. I’m not going anywhere.”



Chapter Six
Teresa made sure she stood a good distance from the cabin before making the call. A mosquito buzzed in her ear as she dialed. She swatted it away, looked at the thick woods surrounding the cabin, and wondered how Craig could stand it. She needed steel and concrete. The bustle of other lives around her. Traffic noise and industrial smells. One thing was for sure. She fucking hated mosquitoes.
The one that harassed her ear landed on her arm.
She tucked her cell phone between her ear and shoulder while it rang. When the mosquito began to feed on her blood, she squeezed the flesh around where it had pierced her. A trick she’d learned from Mandy as kids. Eventually, the mosquito burst, spattering its and Teresa’s blood on her arm.
Fucking blood sucker.
If only it were that easy to kill vamps.
“What is it?” came the voice through the phone.
If she didn’t know any better, Teresa could imagine him as a handsome radio announcer. A ridiculous thought, considering who he really was. “He’s not going for it.”
“Really? I find that hard to believe.”
“He’s got a girlfriend.”
“And a daughter. So what?”
“You knew about his daughter? How come you didn’t tell me?”
“If I had to take the time to tell you everything you don’t know, both our phone bills would hit six figures at least.”
Teresa kicked at a stone on the ground, tipping it over. A clump of beetles skittered in panicked circles from the disturbance. Teresa jumped back. “Look, I know you’re trying to help. I get why, too. But we don’t need Craig. There’s plenty of freelancers out there we could recruit.”
“Are you going to pay for them?”
“Don’t screw with me. You have resources.”
“It doesn’t matter. We need Lockman on this.”
She looked toward the cabin. “Why?”
“Another one of those things you don’t know that I don’t have time to tell you.”
Teresa tightened her grip on her phone. “You are making me regret coming to you.”
“Trust me, you never had a choice. This is all meant to be.”
“Losing my sister is not some part of your stupid grand destiny.”
“Think what you want.”
“Well, it’s like I said.” She kicked the stone back in place, covering the beetles. “He doesn’t want to help.”
The voice on the phone laughed. “Sweetheart, he wants to help. He just needs a little more motivation.”
“So what do we do?”
“We motivate him.”



Chapter Seven
Lockman turned the knob to Jessie’s bedroom door and found it locked. He knocked. “Jess, open the door.”
“Go away.”
“I only give two warnings.”
Silence for a moment. “And then what?”
Lockman kicked the door. The old wooden jamb splintered easily and the door swung open.
Jessie sat in the center of her room. On the floor beneath her she had drawn a pentagram in chalk. A hardcover book lay open at her side. A single candle burned in front of her and smelled of lavender. A framed picture stood on the other side of the candle. Lockman recognized the face—Jessie’s old boyfriend, Ryan. As he took in these details, Jessie drew a steak knife across her palm.
“What the hell are you doing?” Lockman’s voice buzzed in the corners of the room, the sound so ragged he did not recognize it as his own.
Jessie started and dropped the knife. But she had done enough damage. Blood dripped from her hand and pattered onto the floor. “Get out of my room.”
“Are you trying to kill yourself?”
“Get out. You have no right to barge in on me.”
“You’re a fourteen year-old girl who’ll be lucky to make it to fifteen if you keep cutting yourself. This can’t go on.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “I could have saved him. But you’d rather let him rot in a mental hospital.”
“Quit being so God damned melodramatic. There’s nothing you could have done for Ryan.”
“I did it for mom.”
Lockman inhaled deep through his nose. A knot twisted in his gut like it did every time he told the lie. “That was a fluke. There was a lot of mojo swirling around that place. It just happened to come together in our favor.”
Her eyes narrowed. The scowl on her face said everything. She hated him. She blamed him. Whatever ground they had gained in their relationship had eroded the more and more Jessie let this obsession consume her. “You said there’s no such thing as good magic.”
“Look at your hand. Look at your arms. What’s good about that?”
“How could it just ‘come together in our favor’ then? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“There’s a lot of things that don’t make sense in this world. You should know that by now.”
“See? You pretend to know all about this stuff. But you really don’t know anything.”
“I know that hurting yourself won’t save Ryan. I know that inside you is a strong, passionate girl that’s tearing herself apart because the boy she loved sacrificed himself to save her.”
Her lip quivered. The tears streaked down her cheeks. Lockman remembered a time when those tears would have smeared black makeup all over her face. She had stopped wearing makeup altogether. Stopped spending much time at all grooming herself outside of showering and brushing her teeth. 
What had happened to them? He felt more distant to her now than he had the day she showed up at his door in Los Angeles with the news that she was his daughter.
“Jess, your mom and I are worried about you. You can’t keep this up.”
She looked at her bleeding palm.
Lockman chided himself for not taking care of that right away. “Christ. Let me get the gauze.”
“No.” So soft, Lockman almost didn’t hear her.
“You’re done with this…” He gestured to her setup. “This crap. You can’t do magic. Face it.”
She continued to stare at the blood on her palm. “You’re lying.”
He clenched his teeth and spoke through them. “Blow that candle out and come with me to the bathroom.”
“I can feel it.”
He stalked toward her. Scooped up the book and snapped it shut—The Beginner’s Guide to Witchcraft written in a Gaelic font across the cover. Utter tripe. He tossed the book aside and went to grab Jessie by the arm to take her with him.
“No.” She balled her cut hand into a fist. Blood oozed down along her wrist. A drop of it fell into the candle’s flame.
A blue spark flashed off the wick, so bright it turned Lockman’s vision white for a second. The light bulb in the ceiling light exploded. A crackling fizz rang throughout the whole cabin, accompanied by more popped lights. The numbers on the digital clock on Jessie’s nightstand flickered out. The hum of the window unit air conditioner in the living room fell silent.
Lockman heard Kate shriek.
A second later, the front door opened and shut and Teresa asked, “What happened? My cell just cut out.”
Lockman stared down at Jessie, a cold, thick feeling rising in his throat. The saliva in his mouth evaporated.
Jessie looked up at him, eyes wide, body trembling. She opened her hand. The blood had disappeared. The cut itself looked cauterized. “Oh, fuck.”
When Lockman tried to swallow, his throat closed. Daylight still came through the bedroom window, but it felt like the shadows were closing in on him. “You didn’t do that.”
His words blew away like flakes of ash, insubstantial.
Jessie smiled. “Yes I did.”



Chapter Eight
Hands trembling, Lockman took it all away. The candle, the book, her chalk. He smeared the pentagram Jessie had drawn on the floor with his foot. Then he started checking her dresser drawers.
“What are you doing?” She leapt to her feet and grabbed at his arm.
He wanted to shove her away with all his strength. Instead, he turned to her. “I’m searching your room. And anything I find like that,” he pointed at the pile of items he’d gathered up and set on the bed, “I’m taking out back and burning.”
“You can’t dig through my things.”
His jaw locked. “What’s it going to take to convince you? This is a dark road you’re headed down.”
“I can use this power for good. Like I did with Mom. Like I did with—”
“No.” He slashed a hand through the air as if that could cut off all argument on the subject. “This ends here.” He pulled her top drawer open and rifled through socks and t-shirts. Found nothing. He slammed that drawer shut and went for the next.
“Stop it.” Jessie tried to grab at his arm again, but she had nothing against his strength.
Her panties filled the second drawer. He hesitated then.
Jessie covered her face and cried.
“Craig?”
He spun toward the voice.
Kate stood in the bedroom doorway. Her lips parted. Her eyes danced behind a teary glaze.
“I have to do this,” he said, though Kate had never questioned him. Yet he felt he must explain himself. Why? He never would have thought twice about tossing this room a year ago. A year ago everything was clear. He saw a threat. He fought the threat. Thoughts, emotions, shame? If you wanted to stay safe, you couldn’t let those things rule you.
A year ago.
Not anymore.
He slammed the drawer shut. Stalked to the bed and scooped up the items he’d left there. He faced Jessie. “You’re to stay in your room while your mother and I discuss this.”
She sniffled, wiped at the corner of an eye with the heel of her palm. Then she jutted her chin, mouth a straight line.
“I’m trusting you not to mess with this stuff anymore,” he said.
She stared at him, her eyes wet and cheeks red.
Lockman took the deepest breath of his life and left her room, closing the door behind him.
Kate looked at the things in his arms. “What was that?”
He hung his head, eyes closed. “Fucking mojo.”



Chapter Nine
“She’s a sensitive?”
Lockman didn’t like the sound of Teresa’s voice. A whiff of greed under the awe.
He had managed to get the power back on through the circuit breaker. So after replacing some bulbs they had light now that evening had begun to darken the sky. The three of them, Lockman, Kate, and Teresa, sat around the kitchen table as if a meeting were called to order. The chalk, candle, and book on witchcraft sat in the middle of the table. State’s evidence.
Teresa drew the book to her, examined the cover, flipped it over and read the back. She laughed. “This is bogus.”
“She doesn’t know that,” Lockman said.
She tossed the book back to the table’s center. “You haven’t been very forthcoming with her, have you?”
Lockman sensed Kate bristle beside him.
“She’s our daughter,” Kate said.
Teresa gave her a serious look. “Yeah, well, she’s a magical sensitive and a damn powerful one from what I can tell. She totally fried my phone. It’s useless now.”
Kate pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m sorry about your phone.”
“It’s not about the phone. You’re lucky you’re out here in the boonies. If that had happened in a city? Shit, I don’t know what your neighbors would do. The ones that didn’t get electrocuted or burnt anyway.”
“You think this is funny?”
“I think you’re aren’t taking this seriously enough.” Teresa looked at Lockman. “And you should fucking know better.”
He scraped a nail across a chip in the table. “We’re trying to protect her.”
“From herself? Or from you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Do you have any idea what your daughter might accomplish if you harnessed that power? You can’t tell me you aren’t tempted.”
Kate said, “She isn’t some tool to be used.”
“It’s mojo,” Lockman added. “Now you should know better.”
Teresa sucked a deep breath through her nose as if savoring a smell. “Man, Craig. You’re still a hard-liner.”
“When have you ever seen mojo do something positive?” He held up a hand before she could answer. “Without horrible consequence.”
Teresa pointed in the direction of Jessie’s bedroom. “If she can blow circuits and fry electronics, she could easily help us find Mandy.”
Lockman felt like he’d swallowed a tornado. He shot to his feet. “Never. You get that idea out of your head right now.”
“I’m just saying—”
“Well, don’t.”
“Fine. You’ve made it painfully clear you don’t want to help me.”
Kate stood and took Lockman by the arm. “I think it’s time for you to go, Ms. Stevenson.”
Shaking her head, Teresa smiled. “You two think you can hide out here forever?”
“We’ll do what we have to,” Lockman said.
“Think about it, Craig. If I could find you…” She let him fill in the blank.
As if the mere mention of the idea made it so, the sound of an engine and the skid of tires on gravel came from out front.
Icy heat poured over Lockman’s skin. “You brought someone with you?”
Teresa’s face paled. “They’re not mine.”
Lockman turned to Kate. “Get Jessie. Go. Now.”



Chapter Ten
While Kate ran to get Jessie, Lockman cut the lights. “You armed?” he asked Teresa.
“Just my blade. Rest of my gear is with my car, parked about a mile down the road.”
Lockman nodded and got to work. From the cupboard under the kitchen sink he retrieved a Sig Sauer fully loaded with silver rounds. He handed the weapon to Teresa. From a cookie jar he withdrew a flash bang grenade. He tucked this in his shirt pocket.
“To the living room.”
Teresa followed him.
He peered out the window, Teresa close enough that he could smell the woods on her from when she was sneaking around in the trees. An earthy but clean scent, and the faint hint of the shampoo from her hair.
Outside, a black cargo van sat parked at an angle. The back doors hung wide open. No sign of a driver up front. No movement in the dusk’s shadows.
“I told you, you should have gotten that tracking device removed.”
“There’s no way—”
“There’s always a way.”
Kate came out with Jessie, both of them walking close, plain fear in their eyes.
Lockman nodded at them. “Just like we’ve practiced.”
Kate put an arm around Jessie and guided her silently into the kitchen.
Teresa raised an eyebrow.
“Cabin came with a cellar,” Lockman explained. “I built a tunnel that opens about forty yards back into the woods.”
“Nice.”
“Fool me once…” He knelt down and pried open a loose floorboard. From the hole he pulled out first one Glock, then another, and finally a pair of spare magazines.
“What else you got stashed in this place?”
“Couple rifles in the cellar. The girls will take those with them. And if we get really desperate, I have a grenade launcher under the couch.”
“Who hooked you up?”
“Who do you think?”
She grinned. “Marty.”
“The one and only.”
They both returned to watching out the window.
“We could save ammo and use the tunnel,” Teresa said.
“And let them find it and follow us out?” He racked a round into one Glock’s chamber. Repeated with the second. “I want to buy Kate and Jessie as much time as possible. But if you want to go…”
“Don’t be an asshole. I help my friends when they need it.”
He felt the dig, but ignored it. No time for that conversation now.
“Where are they?”
Lockman glanced toward the kitchen. Jessie and Kate were out of sight, probably in the tunnel by now. “Sweating us out.”
“It’s working.”
“Why don’t you cover the back. They could come at us from any direction. Be best if we could see them before they hit the cabin.”
“On it.” She duck walked around the couch and into the kitchen.
Lockman stayed low and watched out the front.
Condensation filmed the van’s windshield.
That didn’t make any sense. Not unless someone was in the van, their breath fogging the window.
He no sooner had the thought when the engine roared to life and the van drove straight at the front of the cabin.



Chapter Eleven
“Oh, shit.”
Lockman twisted around and dove away from the window.
A deafening symphony of destruction exploded behind him as he sailed over the couch. Shattering glass. Snapping wood. Cracking drywall. And the growl of the van’s engine as it pushed its way in through the front of the cabin.
Lockman hit the floor, rolling over his shoulder, using the momentum to carry him to his feet. Once up, he spun around and fired both of his guns into the van’s windshield.
The glass spider webbed. The van jerked to a halt and the engine died.
Teresa barreled into the living room, her weapon raised. “What the fuck?”
Lockman kept the Glocks trained on the windshield. The damaged glass made it hard to see inside. Something shifted behind the wheel. Lockman didn’t hesitate putting three more rounds clustered above the steering wheel.
The movement stopped.
“There’s either more in back,” Lockman said, “or they’re about to hit us from outside.”
Teresa turned, pressed her back to Lockman’s. “You want to grab that grenade launcher?”
Lockman eyed the couch. The van had come through far enough that it pushed the couch back a good four feet. “Think that’s under the van now.”
“Couch wasn’t such a good hiding place after all, huh?”
“Sorry. Wasn’t expecting a van driving into the cabin.”
“Excuses, excuses.”
“Any movement toward the back?”
“I’m practically blind here. I can see your cheap kitchen set. Nothing on the porch near as I can tell.” Her gun’s hammer clicked as she drew it back. “What the hell are they waiting for?”
Lockman tried to peer through the mess of cracked safety glass and into the van. He thought he saw a form in the driver’s seat. No sign of movement though. “Have to approach the van.”
“You kidding? That’s what they want.”
“Then I’d hate to keep them waiting.” He rolled his shoulders, cocked his neck from side to side. “Cover me.”
She pivoted, swinging her weapon around in a clean arc. She aimed into the windshield. “Got your six.”
He moved around the van to his right, skirting the couch, stealing glances at the floor for any sign that the grenade launcher had been kicked out from its hiding place. Chunks of drywall and bits of glass littered the hardwood. Some of the old floor planks had collapsed under the van’s weight.
“Anything?” Teresa asked, voice holding only a hint of a tremble.
He now had a view of the driver’s side window which hadn’t been damaged in the crash. What looked like a figure slumped in the shadowed interior. Something not right about it, though.
Guns up, he crept closer. Three steps and he could see clearly enough. “Damn.”
“What?”
The “driver” was nothing more than a stuffed shirt and a sack for a head. “Decoy.”
Automatic gunfire chattered from the back of the house. The glass in the back door and the windows on either side overlooking the porch exploded inward.
Lockman backpedaled and threw himself up against the wall to one side of the kitchen entrance.
Teresa stood frozen in the open.
He reached out, grabbed her arm, and pulled her behind the wall. Their bodies came together with enough force to knock the wind out of Lockman. Her face came only an inch from his.
She must have saw the hunger in his eyes. She smirked. “Combat always did get us hot.”
The gunfire stopped abruptly.
Lockman’s ears rang. Sweat rolled down his sides. His heartbeat hammered a fast and steady beat. His own breathing rushed in his ears. A shard of glass clinked to the floor. The smell of dust and cordite roiled through the cabin.
“Jesus Christ,” Teresa said. “Can’t they just charge in and fight like normal people?”
What remained of the cabin’s front door snapped off its hinges, sailed into the living room, and bounced off the wall mere feet from Lockman’s shoulder. A massive form rushed in after the door, dressed from head-to-toe in black, including wrap-around sunglasses covering the eyeholes of the ski mask.
Lockman had faced a tac-ops team dressed like this before—the preferred uniform of vampires operating during daylight hours.
But this particular figure stood taller and wider than any vamp Lockman had seen before. He made the doorway look like a porthole. His shoulders crunched through either side of the doorway as he entered.
Lockman aimed both Glocks at the charging mass and opened fire.
The bullets burned holes in the attackers shirt, but the silver rounds neither drew blood or stopped his charge. Before Lockman had time to react, the massive figure slammed into him like a line backer, shoulder into Lockman’s gut, pinching him against the wall.
A spray of bile shot out from Lockman’s mouth, the taste bitter and hot. All air burst out of his lungs. He felt both his guns slip from his hands.
The attacker lifted Lockman over his head with the ease of a professional wrestler on the choicest brand of steroids. A second later, Lockman found himself floating through the air, an instant of weightlessness rudely cut short by the impact against the opposite wall. He dropped onto a short bookcase that toppled to the floor with him. All sorts of agony flared in his body, the worst of it the band of pain across his ribcage where the oversized-vamp had first barreled into him.
Teresa shouted and her gun thundered twice before going silent.
Lockman tried to get to his feet, but barely made it up to his hands and knees. He looked up, saw a second black-clad vamp even bigger than the first rush into the cabin. The first one had Teresa around the waist.
She donkey kicked him in the crotch and he dropped her. But when she tried to make a break for it, the second one grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder as if she were nothing more substantial than a stuffed teddy bear.
“Craig!”
He ground his teeth together and willed himself to his feet. Every joint felt like an ember. Each breath sent a spark of pain through his chest.
With Teresa over his shoulder, the giant vamp turned and regarded Craig through its dark lenses. Teresa kicked and struggled, but the vamp held tight. Then he turned and walked out the front door.
Lockman started after him. A hand the size of a baseball mitt landed on his shoulder and spun him around.
The first vamp had recovered from Teresa’s kick. He drew back a fist and swung at Lockman’s head.
The beast’s size made him slow. Especially for a vampire. Lockman easily ducked the punch and followed up with three quick jabs to the vamp’s ribcage.
The jabs had no effect. The vamp simply took another slow swing.
Lockman ducked again, then scurried back out of range. He noticed the bullet wounds in the vamp’s chest bled no more than a few cuts would. The silver rounds should have burned through the vamp’s flesh, turned those holes into craters.
“What do you want?” he shouted.
The hulk did not answer. He charged instead.
Lockman backed away until he came against the wall.
The vamp reached him, swung.
Lockman ducked, but the attack was a feint and the vamp had him by the neck with his opposite hand. He tried to pry the vamp’s gloved fingers loose to no effect.
The vamp threw his punch again, this time with Lockman unable to duck.
The last thing Lockman saw was a set of black-clad knuckles headed straight for his face.
Then darkness.



Chapter Twelve
Something isn’t right.
The thought echoed in Lockman’s mind as he swam out of the dark. When he opened his eyes, Kate’s face looked down at him. He blinked while trying to remember how he ended up on the floor.
Something isn’t right.
The vamps. Teresa.
He sat up. Too fast. The room swirled. Nausea flooded his stomach.
“Easy,” Kate said and put an arm around him.
“They took Teresa.” He glanced around the living room—or what was left of it. They had left behind the van, still half-parked inside the cabin. The mixed smells of drywall dust, stale exhaust, and cordite didn’t help with the nausea. “Where’s Jess?”
“At the rendezvous point.”
“Why aren’t you with her?”
“I came back for you.”
“That wasn’t part of our plan.”
She patted the rifle on the floor beside her. “I came prepared.”
Lockman shook his head. There was no preparing for an attack like that. It was like they knew exactly what to expect and made all the right moves to get in. Then they defied everything Lockman thought he knew about vamps. Their size. Their strength. Their weakness to silver.
“What happened?” Kate asked.
Questions. Lockman had so many of his own, he didn’t know how to clear his head long enough to answer Kate’s. “Something isn’t right,” he voiced the thought that kept tolling in his mind like a church bell.
“Talk to me, Craig.”
“I’m alive. That’s number one.”
“On your list of things that aren’t right?”
“There’s no reason vampires would leave me alive unless they had special instructions. But I have a hard time believing we have another Dolan on our hands, using vamps as lackeys.”
“What does it mean?”
He held up a hand. He needed to think, damnit. What the hell was going on? Teresa had said vamps had taken her sister. Now vamps had taken Teresa and left Lockman alive. None of this was typical vampire behavior. Not even Dolan’s vamps had enough self-control to temper their bloodlust. “If they wanted Teresa, but not me, they should have eaten me.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
He looked at her. “That’s because none of this makes any sense.”
She drew back, eyes wide and intense. “You’re scaring me.”
He nodded and let the nod go on as if he were in a trance. The cool hand against his cheek brought him back to reality. Kate’s hand. He slapped his hand over hers and held her fingers to his face. “A little shell-shocked. Sorry.”
“You don’t have to be sorry. I just…I’ve never seen you like this.”
Yes. What was wrong with him? What had happened to the cool professional? A few vamps, a little bit of gun fire—
Gunfire.
“They didn’t have guns.”
Kate cocked her head. “What?”
“They fired on us from the back, to get our attention. But when they came through the front, they were unarmed.”
Kate looked around at the destruction. “Doesn’t look like they needed them.”
“They took Mandy. They took Teresa.” His clenched his fists. Together, he and Teresa had spent years fighting the un-fightable, the unthinkable. Vamps. Shape shifters. Bad mojo. They had saved each others’ lives on the battle field, and each other’s sanity in the bedroom. They were bound by that.
“I have to go after her.”
Kate’s face hardened. “We have to get back to Jessie. We have our own problems now.”
“Help me up.”
Kate helped him to his feet and he shuffled to the van, peered in through the driver’s side window. The stuffed decoy only consisted of the head and torso. A set of bungee cords strung together had kept the wheel straight and the gas pedal down. The impact had killed the van’s engine, otherwise the wheels would still be spinning and the van may well have driven on into the kitchen.
“We have to go,” Kate said. “Jessie’s alone.”
Some of the shock had worn off and let in the pain. Lockman’s muscles ached. His back screamed, probably from when the vamp threw him against the wall. They must have fed right before the attack. That explained the strength, but not the size. The size and the speed—or lack of it. A trademark vamp skill. Incredible speed, especially after feeding. But the one he had tangled with moved like a bull wading in molasses.
Something isn’t right.
Understatement of the year.
“Craig?”
He stepped back from the van and went out the broken front door. He high-stepped over debris to get around to the back of the van. The doors still hung open. The inside looked clean. Barely a film of dirt on the metal floor. Nothing to tell him where these vamps had come from or where they were headed. “Damn.”
Kate stood in the doorway, holding her rifle like Lockman had taught her, both hands, barrel up. “I know she was your friend, but—”
“What would have happened if I had left Jessie behind in Los Angeles? If I’d done what I was trained to do and covered my own ass for the sake of National Security.”
“Jessie is your daughter. She’s family.”
“Teresa was family once. Might as well have been.”
Kate stepped out onto the porch. “So was Otto Dolan.”
He spun on her. His whole face burned like a brand. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t begin to think of words that meant anything in that moment.
Kate looked away. “That was over the line.”
“Dolan was Gabriel’s brother. Not mine.”
“I know.”
“We might have shared this body, but we are not the same person.”
“I know. I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. But Jessie is your family now. Right now. And me, too.”
Lockman inhaled deeply. He gave the van one more cursory scan. “All right. Let’s go. But we have to make a stop on the way.”



Chapter Thirteen
A mile down the road, Lockman found Teresa’s car parked right where she had said. A two-door Honda that looked like at least twenty years old. She had parked facing west, in the direction of the cabin. Lockman cut across the dirt road and parked nose-to-nose with her car.
In the passenger seat, Kate stared out the windshield. “That’s hers?”
“Wait here.”
He got out and moved around the Honda and checked the doors. Both locked. With an elbow, he shattered the driver’s side window, reached in, and unlocked the door. He slipped behind the wheel and leaned over to open the glove box.
Rifling through he found her registration. Boston address. Long drive. But safer than taking a plane and leaving a paper trail. Safer still to rent a car under an alias. Which meant she hadn’t been too worried about someone tracking her. He twisted around and checked the backseat. Nothing back there except a worn out pair of running shoes. He thumbed the button to pop the trunk.
When he got out of the car, he noticed Kate glaring at him. Her jaw set. Her neck stiff. How could she not understand? Teresa meant something to him. If Kate expected him to abandon her after an attack like that, it was the worst kind of double standard. It was okay for him to risk his life and the safety of hundreds of thousands of innocent Americans to save Kate and Jessie. But when another close friend is threatened, he’s supposed to revert back to his cold, professional self?
He punched the Honda on the way to the trunk, hard enough to leave a small dent. The pain crackling through his knuckles satisfied him enough.
Inside the trunk, Lockman found the mother lode. A large case that looked like it held a keyboard or similar musical instrument opened to reveal a small arsenal. Uzi 9mm. Desert Eagle. Pump-action shotgun. Military grade cluster grenades. And a disassembled rifle that looked as though, if put together, it could rival Rodriguez’s infamous Ms. Betty.
The weapons screamed “Marty.” Apparently, they had a weapons hookup in common. It was as good a place to start as any.

The rendezvous point was an abandoned boathouse on a private lake about a twenty minute walk north of the cabin. But driving there meant circling a large section of untouched woodlands and the lake itself on twisting dirt roads that didn’t allow a speed much over thirty-five. It took them almost an hour and a half before they pulled into the gravel lot beside the boathouse.
Jessie came running out to meet them. “Jesus, I thought you guys were dead.” She plowed into Lockman after he got out of the car.
He wrapped his arms around her, felt her trembling. “We’re all right.”
Jessie pulled away and hugged her mother. Then she looked around them. “Where’s your friend?”
Kate hung her head, mouth screwed tight.
“Taken,” Lockman said. 

They checked into a motel thirty miles south. Dusk had given way to a clear night, the stars thick in the sky. Lockman stood outside the hotel, looking up at the stars, at the night, and mulling over yet another quirk about the attack at the cabin. The vamps had attacked at dusk, the sun still out, but not for much longer. Why don the protective clothing when they could have waited a few more hours and attacked, full strength and uninhibited, in the dark?
The door to their hotel room creaked open and let out the sound of the television, a newscaster discussing troop increases in the Middle East. Then the door clicked shut, cutting off the TV noise.
Without turning, Lockman could tell by the footfalls it was Jessie who had come out. “Hey, Jess.”
She stood next to him and looked up. “Nice night. Mom’s pissed at you.”
“I know.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m going after Teresa.”
“Duh. What else would she expect you to do?”
“Stay here. With you two.” He swallowed and looked down at his daughter. She looked so frail these days. Drenched in her confusion and anger about leaving behind her boyfriend, who’d been driven insane by the specter that had possessed him. “Maybe she’s right.”
Jessie’s brow wrinkled. “And let the vampires have your friend? Really?”
“The two of you are what’s important.”
“Yeah, we’re important. But the world doesn’t revolve around us. That’s the problem with Mom. That’s always been her problem. But I thought you knew better.”
“What’s the point of all my precautions? All I’ve done to protect the two of you if I abandon you now?”
The sound she made could only come from a teenager, a cross between a tsk and a grunt. “That’s lame. You wouldn’t be abandoning us. Mom’s just afraid you want to get in Teresa’s panties.”
“I think there’s more to it than that.”
Neither of them spoke for a moment. The ratchet sound of Cicadas came over from the tall grass on the other side of the road.
“Hey, Dad…” Her voice wavered. “Can I call you that?”
She never had before. “Yeah.”
“You should try to help her, no matter what Mom says. If I had a choice, I’d never leave behind someone I cared about.”
Lockman closed his eyes a moment. His throat tightened. “Jess.”
“Forget it. I know the spiel. Magic’s evil. I can’t help Ryan. I don’t have any magical abilities, even though I blew every fuse in the cabin and killed Teresa’s cell phone.”
“It’s not a joke.”
“I’m not joking.”
“Destruction is not something to be proud of.”
“I’m not trying to destroy anything. I want to help my friend just like you want to help yours.”
“You still don’t see.” Lockman stepped around to face Jessie. “You want me to admit you have a knack for mojo? Fine. You’re right. You’re what the Agency called a sensitive. You know who else was a sensitive? Gabriel. And look what his abilities nearly accomplished.”
“It’s not the same.”
“It’s all the same. Your little ritual today. What did that accomplish? Destruction.”
“But I didn’t mean for that to happen.”
He pointed a finger at her. “Right there. That’s the crux. This kind of power you can’t always control. It feeds off of strong emotions. And one of the strongest emotions is anger. You blew the lights because you were mad at me. What if, instead, you had blown the gas line?”
The color drained from her face. She folded her arms across her chest and shivered.
“Now you understand.”
“It isn’t fair.”
“The whole reason the Agency existed was to protect people from the very things you want to dabble in. It corrupts. It isn’t fair, but it’s the way it is.”
She sighed, looked at her feet. “It doesn’t have to be like that. I know it doesn’t.”
Lockman put an arm around her. He wouldn’t argue anymore. He’d said his piece and, for once, he thought Jessie might have finally heard him.
“Well?” she asked.
“Well what?”
“Are you going after Teresa?”
He stared into the night. His stomach tumbled like a wash machine. “Yes.”



Chapter Fourteen
“It should be near the surface of the skin. You won’t have to cut too deep.”
Kate stared at Lockman as if he’d asked her to cut his whole leg off. She wouldn’t even look at the pocket knife he had sterilized and now held out to her.
“I can’t do this.”
He sat in one of the motel room’s chairs, facing Kate in another, his bare foot propped on her knee. He waved the knife at her. “Take it.”
“No.”
Lockman took a deep breath. “Kate, listen. I know I’m asking a lot, but this tracking device in my heel will only continue to cause us trouble until I get it out. I don’t know who has access to the device anymore. I can’t risk having it in there.”
“Shouldn’t a doctor or something do this?”
“I can’t walk into a hospital and say, ‘Hey, Doc, got a minute to remove a homing device from my foot.’ Wouldn’t go over well.”
Kate rolled her eyes and in that moment looked frighteningly like her daughter. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid.”
“Hey, Mom.” Jessie sat on the edge of the bed, arms folded, a grim look on her face. “You know he’s going after Teresa, right?”
“I didn’t think a decision had been made.” Kate gave Lockman a pointed look.
He glanced at Jessie, wondering what she was playing at.
Jessie raised her eyebrows, giving him her best “Duh” face.
“Right.” He nodded at Kate. “I’ve made the decision.”
“That’s it? No discussion? You make the decision and to hell with what the rest of us think?”
“I have to do it.”
Kate glared at Jessie. “I guess you’re taking his side.”
“It’s what I would do if I were him.”
Kate snatched the knife out of Lockman’s hand. “You two think you’re so clever.” She lifted his foot and spread a towel across her lap, then set his foot back down. She eyed his heel, then pointed with the knife. “Right there.”
“Right where I marked it.” He had drawn a circle with a black marker around where she should cut.
“And you don’t want, I don’t know, a rope to bite down on?”
“Just put the alcohol on first. I’ll worry about the pain.”
“I’m not doing this because I’m angry with you. Don’t think you can goad me that easily.”
“Okay.”
She cocked his foot one way, then the other, studying. “Right there?”
“Right there.”
“Jess, turn around.”
“Give me a break.”
“Turn around or you’re grounded for a week.”
“Whatever.” Jessie turned on the TV and put her back to them.
Kate met Lockman’s eyes. “Are you really going?”
He couldn’t tell what kind of storm brewed in her mind. He saw anger and fear. And something more. “Yes.”
“Then this is it. You leave, don’t bother coming back. We won’t be here.”
“Kate—”
Before he could finish, she jabbed the tip of the knife into his heel.

The next morning, Lockman limped his way to the door. The wound was cleaned out with alcohol and packed with gauze. It would slow him down a bit at first, but he had operated with worse wounds, and pain-tolerance was one of many skills the Agency had taught him.
Jessie and Kate stood close by, Kate with her arms crossed, Jessie’s eyes glassy.
Lockman held out one of a pair of burner phones he had bought on their way to the motel. “I’ve programmed the number to mine in this phone. If you need to contact me—”
“We won’t,” Kate said.
“—for any reason, speed dial’s on one.”
Kate stared at the offered phone with more contempt than she had the pocket knife. She kept her arms crossed.
Jessie sighed and took the phone.
“Stay in touch,” Lockman said.
Jessie nodded. “We will.”
Kate said nothing.
He looked back and forth between them. There was something more to say. Had to be. But he couldn’t put the words together.
Jessie did it for him. “Love you, Dad.”
Despite living like a family for almost a year, not one of them had said those words until now. In fact, the last time Lockman had heard “I love you” was fifteen years ago, right after he had proposed to Kate—right before he’d been forced to leave her.
He hugged her. “Thank you.”
She laughed. “Think the proper response is, ‘Love you, too.’”
“I love you, too.” He looked to Kate.
Her expression had softened some. “Don’t do this,” she whispered.
“I love you, Kate.”
“Then stay here.”
“I’ll be back.”
She turned away.
“Kate?”
“Go.”
Lockman ran a hand over Jessie’s head. “Take care of her.” He limped out the door, closed it behind him. The cab he had called pulled into the lot and parked in front of their motel. He couldn’t imagine what the fare to take him from here to the airport would cost. But he couldn’t leave the girls without a car.
He looked over his shoulder.
Jessie peered out at him through the window. She waved.
He hesitated. Why was he doing this? Leaving behind people he loved? His first real family.
Because he never would have made it this far without Teresa. If there was any chance of saving her, he owed it to her to try.
He waved to Jessie then limped to the cab, got in. One last look at the motel as the cab pulled away. Kate stood behind Jessie in the window, expression unreadable.
Please wait for me.
But he wasn’t sure she would.



Chapter Fifteen
Craig had been gone only about ten minutes when Jessie’s mom said, “Pack your things.”
Jessie had pulled a chair to the window and was staring out at the tall grass of the field across the road. The morning breeze swayed the grass while the sun glinted off the dew on the blades. She drew her attention away and turned to her mother. “Why?”
Mom had the suitcase they kept packed in the cabin’s cellar on the bed, and stuffed the few things she had removed back in. Hair brush, the blouse she wore yesterday, makeup bag. “Because we’re leaving.”
“To go where?”
“Somewhere away from here. Somewhere he can’t find us.”
“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?”
Mom slammed the suitcase shut and zipped it closed. “Don’t talk back to me.”
“We’re not going back to those days. Where you just yell at me and tell me what to do.”
“I’m your mother. You’ll do as I say.”
“Craig’s my dad. I’d rather listen to him.”
Mom thumped a fist down on her suitcase. “Stop it. Stop taking his side over mine. I was the one who was there your whole life. Not Craig. Me. By myself for most of it. He can’t come into our lives for a year and negate all that time he was gone.”
“I thought you were over that. You know why he left. You know all about the crazy stuff out there. But you still hold leaving against him?”
“I’m not discussing this any further.” She pulled the suitcase off the bed and lugged it to the door. There she dropped it and turned back to Jessie. “Get your things together now.”
“No.”
“Now!”
“You’re jealous. That’s what this is really about.”
“This isn’t about her. This is about Craig shirking his responsibility to us.”
“What about his responsibility to Teresa?”
Mom stomped her foot, hands fisted at her sides. “I said I’m not discussing this.”
Jessie leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “And I said I’m not leaving.”
“Are you going to pay for the room yourself? Because I’m checking out, and unless you’ve got money, I doubt they’ll let you stay here out of the goodness of their heart.”
“Man, you have turned into Mega-Bitch.”
Her mother raised a hand as if to slap her.
Jessie forced herself not to flinch. She lifted her chin and waited for the strike.
But Mom lowered her hand. “You didn’t see the cabin. It was destroyed. Craig was on the floor, unconscious. I thought he was dead.”
“But he wasn’t.”
“He should have been. He said so himself.”
Jessie tried picturing what her mother had seen. It didn’t take much. Last year Jessie had seen all kinds of destruction, and had survived her own close calls. She could imagine what it must have been like for her. “So you run away because you’re afraid of losing him?”
“Not running away. Moving on.”
“Then you’ll have to move on without me. Did you not hear what I said before he left? I love him. He cares about me. Gets me.”
“And I don’t?”
“You don’t even try.”
Mom flinched as if Jessie had slapped her. For a second she looked ready to cry. Her nostrils flared and the moment passed. “You’re right. I’m the worst mother that ever lived.”
“Are you listening to yourself?”
“Do I sound a little irrational? I can’t imagine why. Maybe it has something to do with the van parked in the living room of our home. Or the bullet holes and broken glass. Or the fact that we have to have a god damned escape tunnel and lug around rifles like some dysfunctional militia.”
Okay, so she finally made a good point. Didn’t change the facts. Like Mom had said to her at school—they were a part of this dark world now, like it or not. “Leaving Craig won’t change anything.”
“He’s dangerous.”
“But you love him.”
“Do I?”
Jessie couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. “Are you serious?”
“Get your things, or we’ll leave them here.” Mom grabbed Jessie’s arm and tried to pull her to her feet.
Jessie yanked free and toppled backward in her chair. The back of her head smacked against the floor. Even though the floor was carpeted, she saw stars.
“Jess? Oh god.” Mom came around and tried to help Jessie up.
Jessie shook her off. “Get away from me.”
“It was an accident.”
Jessie rolled over and got to her feet. She stared at her mother, vision blurred by tears. Her face felt hot. The stale air in the room turned her stomach. It was their old life all over again, only worse. Mom shouting commands, never listening. After all they had been through, how could she go back to that?
She had nothing more to say. If she tried to talk she knew she would start crying and blubbering. Not going to happen. She pushed past Mom and strode for the door.
“Where are you going?”
Jessie stopped, tried to put together a sentence. Her constricting throat wouldn’t have let her speak anyway. She threw open the door and walked out. Kept walking even while her mother called after her. And when she heard Mom coming up behind her, she ran.



Chapter Sixteen
Lockman had fallen asleep the moment he took his seat on the plane, and woke up when the tires hit the runway at Detroit Metro Airport shortly after noon. While on assignment, sleep when you can, because you never know when you’ll get the chance. Only he wasn’t on an assignment. It felt like it, though. His heart had even taken on a faster, yet steady, rhythm. Each breath tasted different. His vision seemed twice as clear.
Instincts from years of training taking over, like a programmed machine.
He let most of the passengers file out of the plane before collecting his carry-on and exiting himself. He went straight to the rental desk and used the credentials he had made for his life with Kate and Jessie in Northern Illinois. They offered a Ford Focus. He said that would suit him fine.
Less than an hour later he was on his way downtown.
He arrived at the rundown apartment building around two-thirty. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since the bagel and coffee he bought at the airport before his flight. The short trip from O’Hare to Detroit Metro didn’t warrant an in-flight meal. Not even a bag of pretzels. Airlines had gotten cheap these days.
Car locked, he crossed the street and went inside the apartment building, took the stairs to the sixth floor. The hallway on this floor smelled like a fusion of apples and burnt dog hair. Lockman wrinkled his nose and tried not to imagine what could possibly make a stench like that. He reached apartment sixty-six where some joker had drawn a third six after the tarnished numbers on the door. He knocked. Only had to wait a couple seconds before Eliza answered the door.
“You again?” she asked, peering at him through her windowpane glasses that magnified her eyes. She stood about four foot and a few inches and her hips had to be at least half that wide. She still sported the page-boy hair cut. She still looked like a gnome. But she was definitely human.
“Me again.”
“Where’s your girl?”
“Somewhere else.”
She nodded. “Good idea.”
“Is he here?”
“What? You think he’s hanging out at the mall?” She opened the door wide. “Come in.”
Lockman stepped into the apartment and found Marty seated on his couch watching the NBA playoffs. He wore a Pistons jersey, even though they weren’t playing. The tank exposed his green and muscled arms. He held a mug about the size of a paint bucket filled with dark beer. He was grunting as one of the players on screen streaked toward the basket and then dunked the ball.
“Aw, for the love of fuck” His voice rattled the framed Monet and Picasso prints on the walls.
“As couth as usual, Marty.”
The ogre turned around and smiled at Lockman. “Well shit me twice. Craig Lockman returns. You seriously need more gear?”
“I didn’t come here about gear.”
His smile drooped. He set his massive mug on the coffee table and stood to his full seven feet. “Eliza, you want to—”
“We need some groceries anyway. Do your thing.” She grabbed a set of keys and was out the door.
Lockman raised on eyebrow. “Trouble in paradise?”
“You never had a fight with a woman?”
He thought of Kate. Which made him wonder how she was doing. “I’ve had my share.”
“Well, if you ever get your ass married, they’re gonna seem like mild disagreements in comparison.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
Marty flicked the television off with a remote. “You didn’t come here for marriage counseling. What’s the deal?”
“Teresa Stevenson.”
His face stayed straight. “Name sounds familiar.”
“Don’t fuck with me. You know exactly who she is. She’s got a trunk full of Marty.”
“I’m not the only gunrunner to the netherworld, you know.”
“Are you saying it’s not your stuff?”
“I’m not saying anything.”
Lockman couldn’t blame the ogre for his reticence. Supernaturals didn’t last long on the mortal plane if they didn’t keep their business close to the chest. But Lockman didn’t have time to dance. “A group of vamps took her. I need you to be straight with me.”
His red eyebrows knit together. “What do you mean, ‘took her?’ Vamps don’t take. They eat.”
“This crew had training. They reminded me a lot of Dolan’s vampires.”
“Only Dolan is history.”
“You think someone could have taken over for his cause?”
“I haven’t heard anything like that. Guess it’s possible. But I don’t think he had any followers that loyal. Least not any that survived your soiree.”
Lockman shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled over to one of the Monet prints. “Starry Night.” It looked like a perfect night for vampires. “When did you see Teresa last?”
“I don’t know that I’ve seen her at all.”
Lockman spun around and charged the ogre, shoved him hard in the chest. The impact did little more than make a slapping sound and turn Marty’s green face a darker shade.
The ogre growled from the back of his throat. He reached for Lockman’s throat with a hand the size of a dinner plate. Stopped about six inches away. His jaw tightened. He shook as if someone had Tazed him, and didn’t stop until he dropped his arm.
“You’re a real prick, Lockman. Picking on a neutered ogre.”
“Chip’s still working then?”
“Makes it real hard to please my lady with the rough stuff.”
“I’m sure she appreciates that you can’t tear her arms out of their sockets.”
Marty’s face darkened another shade. “I’d never hurt her.”
“Not with the chip in your head.”
“Chip or not.”
“Whatever you say, buddy.” He smoothed out Marty’s jersey, patted him on the arm. “When did you see her last?”
“You can’t save her.”
The back of Lockman’s neck prickled. “Something you want to tell me, Marty?”
“Times are changing. Things aren’t like they used to be back in your Agency days.”
“Enlighten me.”
“Vamps are getting organized.”
“Bullshit. The closest they come to organized is when they hunt in packs. They have no leadership unless some mortal tames them.”
Marty shook his head. “You think you’ve seen every vampire there is to see?”
“I’ve seen enough.”
Marty pointed at Lockman’s chest with a sausage-sized finger. “That kind of stupid is gonna get you killed.”
“If you know what’s happened to Teresa, you need to tell me.”
The ogre shook his head and picked up his beer. He drank deep, almost draining the mug completely, then set the mug down and wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. “I don’t know what happened to her. She came to see me for some equipment about a week ago. Said it had something to do with her sister.”
“Her sister was taken by vamps, too.”
“There you go saying ‘taken’ again.”
Since Marty had finally leveled with him, Lockman gave him the full rundown about Teresa coming to him for help and the attack on the cabin. When he had finished, Marty rocked his mug back and forth.
“I need a refill. You want something?”
“Water.”
“I can smell the hungry on you. You want to eat?”
“You’re a hard ogre to read, Marty. From hostility to hospitality.”
“You got that wrong, brother.” He waved his big finger. “I like you, Lockman. No matter how much you hate and distrust me. But I have to watch my back. I don’t have the luxury of belonging to this world.”
“I don’t hate you. I just know what you are.”
Marty raised his eyebrows. “And I know what you are. Better than you know yourself.”

Marty fed him a homemade gyro with pita chips. When the ogre bragged that the gyro had lamb from the best butcher in Detroit, Lockman almost spit out what was in his mouth. Images of a lamb with its throat cut and gushing blood poured into his mind. He squeezed the thought away and forced himself to eat the rest of his meal. Eat when you can, even if you have to stuff your mouth full of grubs. Lockman could hear Creed’s voice as clear as if he stood in Marty’s kitchen with them. He hadn’t thought about the old man much since last summer’s events. Not ready to deal with the loss of his mentor. Which, considering the lies that mentor had told him, seemed foolish. Maybe it wasn’t Creed himself that Lockman missed. Maybe it was the idea of Creed—the only true father figure Lockman had in his life.
Gabriel, on the other hand…
He pushed those thoughts away. No need to go there. Gabriel, for all intents and purposes, was dead and buried with the artifact that held his memories back behind the cabin in Illinois. As far as the artifact went, he could retrieve it at some other time if he needed to. Or he could leave it there, lost forever.
“I can see the smoke.”
Lockman looked up from his empty plate.
Marty studied him across the table, his hands folded and resting on his barrel of a belly. “You thinking about Gabriel?”
A bolt of cold shot up Lockman’s spine. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You forget. I’m a shaman now. And I’m good. Real good.”
“I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Gabriel Dolan. Brother of Otto Dolan.”
“So what?”
Marty unfolded his hands and leaned his elbows on the table. His eyes grew intense, the pupils dilated wide. “The events are in motion. I’ve seen what’s to come.”
“Fortune telling? Really? Never been a very reliable practice, even with the best mojo.”
“Not for mortals, perhaps. But the shaman have an honored place among my people. Even the warriors fear them.”
Lockman pushed his plate aside. “Is that it? You’re trying to scare me?”
“A little fear wouldn’t hurt. But I know you well enough that you won’t believe a word I say.”
“Then why waste your breath?”
The ogre smiled, showing teeth near as thick as dice. “This is bigger than you. Yet you play an important role.”
“Come on, Marty. Quit wasting my time. You said you had an address for me.”
Marty slapped the table. “Right to business then. So much for our nice meal. I see you hated the lamb.”
“I didn’t—”
“You can’t bullshit a shaman, brother.” He stood and retrieved a pen and pad of paper from a drawer. The pen looked like a sewing needle in his hand. He sat back down and scribbled on the pad, tore the top sheet off, and handed it to Lockman.
Lockman took the paper. Marty’s penmanship was surprisingly neat. New Orleans address. “What’s this?”
“Teresa rented an apartment down there to launch her search for her sister from. She told me about some pretty disturbing things going on around the Quarter.”
“Let me guess. Organized vampires.”
“And a lot of fresh turns.”
Lockman chewed on his lip. “She told me about that, too. I think she was hoping her sister might be one of them.”
“Strange thing to hope.”
“She’s desperate. She wants to see her sister up and walking, not as a blood-drained meal tossed in some alley.”
“Well, if her body were tossed in an alley, it would have been found by now. Probably they burned it or shredded and scattered it.”
Lockman snorted. “You tell Teresa that?”
“No. I told her ‘Good luck with your search,’ gave her the gear she wanted, and minded my own damn business.”
“See? How come you can never do that with me?”
Marty stood and collected their plates, easily reaching across the table to get Lockman’s. “Because you’re special.” He smirked, took the dishes and set them in the sink.
Lockman didn’t bother commenting. Nothing he could say would convince Marty that his prophecy was a load of ogre dung.
When he turned back from the sink, Marty leaned against the counter and folded his arms. “Anything else I can do for you, sir?”
“There is one thing.”
“I hope you brought your big wallet. This economy, prices have gone up.”

Marty led the way to one of the many storage units he rented around the city. He drove one of those gas-guzzler SUVs, a shade of green that nearly matched his skin, all the windows tinted. A strange mix of incognito and flash. Marty could do nothing small…except for his wife.
Before they loaded Lockman’s trunk with a choice selection of weaponry and ammunition, Marty took Lockman by the elbow. “You driving down I assume?”
“Make for an interesting day if I tried to check this stuff as baggage.”
“I can hook you up with a car, you don’t want to mess with the rental.”
Lockman thought about it. Would definitely make things easier. “How much we talking?”
“Consider it a donation to your cause.”
“That’s not like you.”
“Teresa’s good people.”
“You want to donate the weapons, too?”
“Don’t push your luck.”
Marty pulled out his keys and unlocked the storage unit next to the one Lockman had picked his gear from. He rolled the door up and the sun gleamed off the car’s platinum paint job. A sleek machine, the make and model of which Lockman had never seen. It looked like a cross between a BMW, a Corvette, and a spaceship.
“What the hell is that?”
“One of a kind. And loaded with extras.” He pointed at the windshield. “Bullet proof glass. Built in satellite communication system. GPS. All voice activated, of course. Laser cannons in the headlights.”
The expression on Lockman’s face must have been priceless. Marty pointed at him and laughed. “That was a joke, brother.”
“I feel like I’m in a fucking Bond movie.”
“Well, it don’t fly and it doesn’t have any weaponry. But it’s built like a tank. And that shiny paint? Flecks of silver in that.”
“Oh, nice.”
“Plenty of compartments to stash weapons. You get pulled over, cops can search all they want, they’ll never find a thing.”
Lockman shook his head. Unfuckingbelivable. “You sure you want me to have it?”
“It’s a damn shame sitting in here, collecting dust. Besides, I know you’ll bring it back to me.”
“I have to bring it back?”
Marty thumped Lockman’s chest with the back of a hand. “Don’t even joke. Thing cost more than Trump Tower.”
“Where do you get all this shit?”
“If I told you that, I’d have to kill you. At least, if I wanted to stay in business.”
“Yeah. Maybe I don’t want to know.”
“You don’t.”
They loaded the car, Marty showing Lockman all the compartments and how to open them. It started with Lockman having to press his thumb against a scanner while Marty entered a code on a keypad. “All the doors on this thing will only open for you now.”
Lockman got in behind the wheel, pressed his thumb against a pad in the steering wheel, and the engine came to life so quietly he wasn’t sure it had started at all. He pulled out of the storage unit while Marty watched. When he cleared the doorway, he buzzed down his window.
“I forgot,” Marty said. “It’s a hybrid. So you should get pretty sweet mileage.”
“Thanks, Marty.”
“I’m not so bad after all, am I?”
“You’re definitely full of surprises.”
The ogre grinned. “Be careful, Lockman.”
“Sure thing.”
Marty reached through the open window and put a hand on Lockman’s arm. “I’m serious. No matter what you may think, you’re not done with Gabriel.”
Lockman waved him off, but as he pulled away, he couldn’t ignore the sinkhole in his gut. God damned ogre had got him good and paranoid.



Chapter Seventeen
Standing on the shoulder of the two-lane highway with her thumb stuck out like some freaking movie cliché reminded Jessie of that time Craig had left her at the side of the road in the middle of the desert. It felt like an age ago. Back then he had scared her more than anything. What kind of guy kicked a girl in her early teens out of his car in the middle of nowhere?
Of course, he’d come back.
What if he hadn’t? What if she’d hitched a ride and made her own way back home, never to see him again? Life would sure be a lot less complicated. But the truth was Jessie and Mom were bound to get wrapped up in this crazy shit. Her mom had married a freaking werewolf after all.
Arm tired, she almost let it drop even as a car with more rust than paint tooled her way. No one was going to pick her up anyway. But the car slowed, pulled to the shoulder, and stopped about three feet from Jessie.
The crappy car all but screamed serial killer, but the woman behind the wheel looked older than Yoda, and not much taller. Her head barely poked above the dash, and with her buck teeth she looked like a gopher peeking out its hole.
The old lady honked the horn and gestured for Jessie to come over.
Jessie shrugged and jogged to the passenger side, climbed in. The air-conditioning managed to capture winter inside the car. Goosebumps popped up along her arms the moment she closed the door.
“Where ya headed, babe?” Her voice was one-hundred times bigger than her body.
Jessie blinked, mouth open. “Uh…”
“You ain’t going to catch no flies in here, so you might as well close your mouth.”
“North.”
“North where?”
Jessie realized she had no idea where she was. Only that they had traveled south. But they hadn’t gone too far. “I need to get back home. We have a cabin in the woods.”
“Going to have to narrow it down, babe.”
“Can you just start driving? I think I’ll recognize the area when we get there.”
“Why not?” The old lady put the car in gear and pulled back out on the highway. “I’m not much of a talker. You mind the radio?”
“That’s fine.”
She tuned the radio to a religious station. A priest was warning his congregation against the dangers of demons on this earth.
Jessie smirked. Father, you have no idea.

Sure enough, Jessie started recognizing landmarks about forty minutes into their drive. When she saw the Quik-Save on the corner of what qualified as downtown—a diner, a hardware store, the Quik-Save, and a blinking stoplight—she knew exactly where to go and gave the directions to her elderly driver.
“You live out there?”
Jessie watched a pair of boys both about ten sitting on the curb in front of the Quik-Save, licking at ice cream cones. Life had been normal like that for her when she was their age. Normal as it could get with a mom who had raised you alone suddenly moving in with a man Jessie barely knew. The same guy that turned out being a werewolf.
Maybe not so normal.
“Not anymore, I guess.”
The lady gave her a glance, but didn’t ask any more questions. She hadn’t been joking when she said she wasn’t much for talking. They hadn’t exchanged a word since the lady turned on the radio until now.
When they reached the drive to the cabin, the woman stopped the car. “Oh, you got one of them long driveways might as well be its own road.”
Jessie didn’t know what to say. The woman almost sounded insulted about the driveway.
“I don’t do those. You don’t mind?”
It took a second before Jessie got what the lady meant. “Oh. Okay. I can get out here.”
The woman smiled, her yellow buck teeth sticking out proudly.
Jessie waved as the woman pulled away and got a cloud of dust from the dirt road in return. Weird lady.
The driveway ran about a quarter of a mile. Nothing major, but between the mid-afternoon humidity and the mosquitoes that harried her no matter how often she swatted, she felt as though she had slogged three miles through a swamp by the time she reached the cabin.
She gasped when it came into view.
Big ass van halfway through the front of the cabin. Pieces of wood and glass scattered everywhere. The door missing and the frame cracked on either side as if something big had forced its way through. The vampires Craig mentioned? He had said they were bigger than most he’d seen. But that big?
“Damn.”
She hadn’t expected the place to be so trashed. She had hoped to hole up here for as long as Mom didn’t realize where she’d gone. Give Mom some time to think about things, come down from her crazy. The cabin didn’t look so livable, though.
Jessie kicked at the dirt drive and stubbed her toe for the outburst. She cried out, her voice swallowed by the surrounding trees. Realizing how isolated she was, she shouted again, long and hard, like Mel Gibson in Braveheart right before charging into battle. The release helped a little. She screamed and shook her fists and stomped her feet, the frustration oozing out of her as she did.
But something curled back through her like black smoke.
An emptiness.
A hunger.
Throat dry and aching from all the shouting, Jessie crept to the front door and entered the cabin.
Chills pumped through her. The couch lay crunched under the van’s front tires. An acrid smell filled the air, part gasoline and part something she couldn’t name. The dried brownish spatters on the floor spoke of bloodshed. But whose blood? Craig had shown up at the motel bruised and plainly hurting, but not bleeding.
She supposed it didn’t matter.
She checked her bedroom, which looked the same except for the debris scattered on the floor by the door. It was warm enough outside. She could probably hole up in her room until Mom found her. Better than camping out or going back to hitchhiking.
Then she heard the rustling. Something right in her room. Under the bed.
Jessie took a slow step back, then another, easing her way toward the door. Unlike the chicks in bad slasher movies, she knew better than to investigate a strange noise. You got the fuck away.
She didn’t make it to the door. A blur of gray fur shot out from underneath the bed. Jessie’s first thought—Werewolf. She screeched and scampered backward, back thumping against the wall to one side of the door.
The thing scurried past her and out of the bedroom.
A second later her brain caught up with her eyes and processed what she’d seen. Too small for a werewolf, only a few feet long and less than that tall. Gray fur, yes, but also dark fur around the eyes like a superhero mask.
A flipping raccoon.
Heart racing, Jessie leaned her head back against the wall and laughed. Paranoid much? The adrenaline coursing through her made her shaky. She went to the bed and sat down before her legs wobbled out from under her.
That dark hunger wormed through her again.
The feeling set her teeth on edge. She clamped her jaw. What the hell was wrong with her?
She looked around her bedroom. Not much to it. The place never felt like home, only a temporary stop on the way to something better. She never bothered decorating much. Not like her old bedroom with the framed movie posters, the bookcase with the shelves sagging under the weight of her books on filmmaking and screenwriting. Her computer hooked up to her digital video equipment, set for more editing of her latest short.
Another life. Another world.
Now Jessie had some idea of how Craig must have felt out in Los Angeles. One year in a false life, away from all that she loved, was hard enough. She couldn’t imagine fifteen.
A whisper tickled her ear.
Jessie started. A new wave of adrenaline gushed through her limbs and into her gut.
More whispers, the words mixed with a dozen different voices.
She couldn’t make anything out. But where was it coming from? Outside? She checked the window. Closed. Besides, it felt like the whispers came from just beside her. She swore she could even feel breath puffing against her ear.
She shivered. Shot off the bed.
The whispers grew louder, yet she still couldn’t make out any words. Then she felt the tugging. Not physical. But a draw, an instinctive urge to move. At first she tried to fight it. She thought about Ryan, how the specter had possessed him.
Am I possessed?
She raised a hand before her eyes and squeezed it into a fist. Her will had made that movement. She couldn’t be possessed. But why that pull?
The whispers stopped.
The resulting silence startled Jessie. She turned in a slow circle, scanned the floor, the walls, the furniture. Not sure what she was looking for. Not sure of much of anything at the moment.
She heard a low hum, like something mechanical running in the distance. The sound soothed her somehow. Her muscles relaxed. She could take a deep breath and let it out without shuddering. Much better than those creepy-ass whispers.
No longer afraid, she followed the pull out of the bedroom, through the living room, into the kitchen. The humming grew louder when she stepped out onto the porch. Stripes of electricity ran across her arm, each band corresponding to one of the cuts she’d made there.
She understood.
Magic.
What had Craig called her? A sensitive? Well, she sure as shit was sensing something.
She smiled. God, damn, she knew she had it all along. Mom and Craig were scared. They wanted Jessie to think she didn’t have this connection to something bigger. To hold her back. But they couldn’t anymore. Her sensitivity had grown too strong to hide. And now she stood at the precipice of something huge. A watershed.
Standing on the back porch, Jessie took a deep breath through her nose. The moist and minty scent of the forest filled her nostrils. Her stomach buzzed like a beehive. She stepped off the porch and followed the pull.
The humming reached a deafening level, blocking out the sounds of the birds in the trees, the wind through the leaves, the whirr of insects circling her head.
She stopped and looked toward her feet. A smooth, football-sized stone lay on the ground before her. The hum seemed to emanate from the stone. She crouched and touched the stone’s cold surface.
Not the stone.
She lifted the stone and tossed it aside.
The dark circle of soil beneath the stone teemed with insects. Little beetles, centipedes, and spiders all scattered at the sudden exposure to the light. But they didn’t go far before skittering back, as if drawn to this spot the same as Jessie.
A part of her recoiled at the nest of bugs even as she reached down and pushed her fingers into the soil. A centipede crawled up her wrist. A black spider ran over her knuckles. Her skin felt as thought it was shrinking against the bones. Still, she shoved her hand deeper into the soil, scooped a handful, and tossed it away. A knot of earthworms squiggled in the hole she had dug. More of them poked out from the clod of dirt she had thrown aside.
All these critters drawn to this one spot. Something had to lie buried below. Something important. Something powerful.
She stood and jogged back to the cabin, the whole time feeling as though an elastic band pulled across her chest, urging her back to the spot. She retrieved a spade from the wooden box built into the porch where Craig stored his axe and some other tools he used around the cabin.
Then she was crouched at the spot again, no memory of her walk back. Her head swam. The moment reminded her of that time she and Ryan had raided his mother’s liquor cabinet and she drank so much she blacked out. Really stupid. She never drank like that again. She did not like having a piece of her life clipped away like a strip of film from a movie reel.
The hum soothed her. Made her forget her worries. Beckoned for her to dig.
She jammed the spade into the earth and dug.
The legion of bugs skittered about at the invasion, but they refused to abandon the spot. They crawled up the spade’s handle, between Jessie’s fingers, over her arm. Or they scurried into the hole as anxious as Jessie to get to whatever slept below.
About a foot down the tip of the spade clinked against something metal.
Jessie set the spade aside and used both hands to clear the last of the dirt.
Her heart felt like it stopped beating for an instant. Her hands, teeming with insects, trembled.
A bronze cube with ornate carvings on its surface sat in the pocket of earth she had made.
The memory artifact.
The hum blasted in her ears, no longer comforting, but oppressive.
Impossible. Craig had destroyed the artifact. He had said so.
He also said you didn’t have any magical power.
Another lie. He hadn’t destroyed the artifact that had nearly cost all of them their lives. He buried it. Saving it. For what?
You need to bury it again, put the stone back, and run the fuck away from here.
“I can’t,” she whispered and didn’t recognize her own voice. Instead, she reached into the hole and pulled the cube out.
Her fingertips tingled at the touch.
The humming pulsed so hard in her ears she felt her head might implode at any minute. Then the electric bands across the cuts in her arm turned into searing lightening. The cuts split open and blood ran thick down her arm. Droplets pattered on the ground. The pain cried so hard the edges of her vision turned dark. Her head spun. She clenched her teeth and willed herself not to pass out.
The whispers returned, even over the humming. They came from the cube.
Jessie realized the whispers belonged to all the memories trapped in the artifact. Thousands. Millions. Voices from years ago, centuries ago, ages ago. They wanted out.
They wanted Jessie.
The blood on her arm burst into flame.
Jessie screamed. Tried to toss away the cube. But her fingers stuck to the surface like wet flesh to ice.
As the blood on her arm burned away, a single voice emerged from the chaotic chorus. I am immortal.
Tears streamed down her face. She recognized the voice. Craig’s voice. Only she knew it wasn’t Craig.
Gabriel.
As if thinking his name worked like a trigger, the engravings in the cube glowed a bright orange. The blood on her arm evaporated and the flames went out. The cuts closed and disappeared, not even leaving scars.
The cube’s light grew brighter.
Jessie squinted. She tried once more to throw the cube away, but it clung to her fingers.
The light and the humming filled the whole world until there was nothing else.
Jessie felt her throat rattle as she screamed, the sound blocked by the humming. Then something touched her mind, penetrated it, curled up inside. Pain as sharp and rough as a serrated blade cut through her head.
Silence and darkness replaced the humming and light.



Chapter Eighteen
Lockman drove non-stop and made the trip to New Orleans in eleven hours. His back and joints ached from sitting so long. It didn’t help his bruises from the tangle with the big vamps either. His heel felt surprisingly well. Just a little sore. Kate had done a clean job. If he kept up on the care with fresh gauze and Neosporin, he should heal up fine.
He’d never been to New Orleans, even while with the Agency. All the fiction written about the hauntings and vampires in and around the Quarter turned out as just that—fiction. What Teresa had told him made sense, though. After Katrina, among the destruction and dislocated citizens, the area would appeal to the scavenger instincts of vampires. He could see how a single natural disaster might turn this city into a hotbed of the unnatural.
Lockman spotted a gas station and nearly turned in so he could get a map when he remembered the Marty Mobile’s built-in GPS. He entered the address Marty had given him and a female voice with an electronic tenor guided him through the city to the apartment building.
He parked the car and patted the dash. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” the female voice responded.
Lockman started. “Really?”
“Really,” the voice responded. “I am the vehicle’s Voice Enhanced Ready Assistant. You can call me VERA. And next time you need to enter an address into the GPS, just ask. I can do it for you.”
Lockman smirked and shook his head. Where did Marty get this stuff? “Nice to meet you.”
“The pleasure is mine.”
Did she sound a little flirty? For crying out loud, she was a computer. He let it go and got out of the car. When he closed the door, the locks automatically engaged. Damn, but he was going to have a hard time giving this thing back to Marty.
He jogged to the apartment building’s front door, expecting the line of buzzers with names written next to them. He knew her apartment number from the info Marty had given him, but when he checked the corresponding button he found the name “Steve” printed next to it. Steve came from Stevenson. She used to use that moniker to obscure her ID all the time. Not a convincing alias of any kind. Just a way to signal to those who knew her they had the right person, and keep her real name from view of those who didn’t.
Her button didn’t matter, though. She wasn’t there to let him in. He pulled on the door. Sometimes these didn’t close all the way when tenants rushed in and out. This door was latched and locked. Time for the old standard.
He raked his hand across all the buttons.
A few voices answered through the intercom. He ignored them, staying silent. Someone buzzed the door open without question. He yanked it open and stepped inside. Rows of mailboxes filled one wall of the foyer. A wooden staircase lead up to the next floor, the wood nicked and scarred with age. Lockman scanned the mailboxes until he found the one with “Steve” printed on it above the apartment number. He drew his pocket knife and easily jimmied the box open.
Only a film of dust on the bottom of the box. Didn’t look like she’d received any mail in some time. Not surprising since she hadn’t lived here long and only intended to use it as a base of operations in her search for her sister. Had to check everything, though. She had put her codename on the box which meant she may have intended to use it at some point.
He took the stairs to the third floor, catching a glimpse of a man on the second peering out his doorway expectantly. “Did you ring my bell?” he shouted after Lockman.
“Not me,” Lockman said and kept going without pause.
Picking the lock to Teresa’s apartment took a little more work than popping open her mailbox, but not much.
The apartment didn’t add up to more than a square space with barely enough room for the bed and the L-Shaped desk cluttered with computer equipment. The door to the bathroom provided the only break in the close walls. The studio apartment made for a perfect temporary command center, but Lockman couldn’t imagine living there for any length of time. He’d seen similar closets passed off as apartments in Los Angeles. Apparently, plenty of people had no issue giving up space to live in their dream city. For Lockman, the tight quarters made the muscles in his back tense and his abs squeeze.
He felt like a memory was trying to push through the back of his mind.
He shook off the feeling and got to work searching the apartment, starting with the computer. Of course, the machine was password protected. He tried a few guesses, including “Steve,” but after the third failed try the computer locked him out completely.
From the desk chair he looked around him. A bulletin board with news clippings tacked to it hung on the wall above the desk. A leather-bound book lay on the desk beside the computer. The rest of the space held little of interest. The bed. An open suitcase on the floor filled with clothes. A hotplate plugged into a wall socket situated above the scuffed molding that lined the floor.
The articles on the corkboard all centered around disappearances and murders in and around the Quarter. Murders of a specific type. Large wounds. Excessive blood loss. Bodies left in obscure locations like trash bins, alleyways, and even rooftops.
An obvious and extreme amount of vampire activity. Lockman wondered what the cops made of it all. He had never seen nor heard of such a concentrated vamp hot zone. They kept this shit up, a whole lot of mortals would get wise. Supernaturals typically didn’t advertise their existence on the mortal plane. Despite whatever powers they might have, they were still a minority on mortal turf. They wouldn’t last long once mass hysteria set in.
Lockman stood and brushed his fingers over the surface of the leather bound journal. What the hell was going on down here? He picked up the journal and flipped through the pages. Only about an eighth of the pages had any writing on them. Disjointed notes and observations, mostly based on the articles on the board. He turned to the last page of notes, intending to work his way backward, figuring her most recent activity might have more relevance. He didn’t have to read any further than that last page, where he found a short note above a scrawled address. “Possible mojo abuser named Jean LeRue in quarter. Rumors has ties to vamps.”
He scanned through the rest of the journal, but didn’t find anything beyond brainstorming and commentary on the articles. However, one word did feature prominently in many of the passages—organized. She kept coming back to the hypothesis that the vamps in the area were somehow organized beyond the usual hunting packs. Nothing more than desperate explanations to give meaning to her sister’s abduction as far as Lockman was concerned. It simply did not jive with known vampire behavior.
He flipped back to the note about Jean LeRue. The obvious place to start. He tore the page from the book and left the apartment.
Back in the Marty Mobile, Lockman reached over to type the address from the notebook into the GPS, caught himself. “Vera?”
“Would you like me to enter the address on the paper into the GPS?”
He glanced at the sheet in his hand, then looked around the vehicle. “You can see this?”
“I have full monitoring capabilities both inside and out of the vehicle.”
Lockman narrowed his eyes. “You’re not all technology, are you?”
“I don’t not understand your inquiry.”
“Bullshit you don’t. You aren’t a computer.”
She didn’t respond for a moment. When she did finally speak, the robotic tone of her voice disappeared. “Marty insisted you wouldn’t approve if you knew the truth.”
Lockman rubbed his temples. “Mojo, right?”
“I am magical in nature. Yes.”
He threw open the door and jumped out. “Jesus Christ, Marty.” He wanted to kick the side panel, but he had a feeling that would hurt his foot more than the car. He walked a circle around the vehicle, hands in his hair.
Call Marty. Tell him to come pick up his magical mystery car himself. Walk away. Then what? Rent a car and leave an unnecessary paper trail? He wasn’t ready to burn his new ID, mostly because he didn’t have another one set up to take over. The less he spread around his latest false name the better.
He growled and got back in the car.
“I assure you, I’m quite stable,” Vera said.
Yeah, right. “What are you?”
“Difficult to explain in mortal terms. The closest analogy to mortal mythology would be an angel, I suppose.”
Lockman scrunched up his face. “Like a guardian angel?”
“Something along those lines. Though I admit it’s an imprecise comparison.”
He threw his head back and laughed. Unbelievable. He had a guardian angel named Vera who was a car. “That acronym for your name?”
“Marty came up with that. If you ask me, he pushed credibility with the name.”
“Now here’s a good question. When did Marty arrange this story, because I didn’t see him talk to you after he offered to loan me the car.”
“He explained about three days ago that you would need me for travel and that I should mask my true nature under the guise of an electronic system in the vehicle.”
“He didn’t know I was coming to him three days ago.”
“Apparently, he did. Perhaps he foresaw your arrival with his shamanistic sight.”
Lockman sighed and leaned his forehead against the steering wheel. He felt a hand rub the back of his neck. When he jerked up and looked behind him, no one was there.
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Vera said. “I was trying to comfort you.”
“You just keep your invisible hands off me.” He shivered. “Where does the car end and you start?”
“The car is a physical body to hold me to the mortal plane. For all intents and purposes, we are one.”
“So you’re like fucking Herbie the Love Bug.”
“I apologize. I do not understand the analogy. Who is Herbie?”
“Forget it.” He rubbed his face, then dropped his hands in his lap. “Okay, it looks like I’m stuck with you for now, so let’s lay some ground rules. No more touching me. As little conversation as possible. No magical perks. I want you to act like a normal car.”
“That seems like a waste of my skills.”
“Reminds me of another rule. I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it. In other words, I don’t want your opinion.”
“Understood.”
“Good. Now power up the GPS and get me to this address.”
The GPS screen remained static, still showing that he had arrive at his last entered destination.
Lockman tapped the screen. “Come on. What’s the deal?”
“You asked that I function like a normal car” Vera said. “That would require you to enter the address into the GPS yourself.”
“Is that a joke?”
“A normal car would never joke.”
Lockman tapped the address into the GPS, started the engine, and peeled rubber away from the curb. Marty was going to catch hell for this.



Chapter Nineteen
The GPS directions took Lockman out of the city to an old plantation that looked like a miniature version of Scarlett’s Tara. An iron gate blocked the driveway, a call box mounted to a post to the left. A surveillance camera sat atop the call box like a one-eyed crow. Lockman lowered his window.
A voice crackled from the call box before Lockman could reach out and press the buzzer. “What do you desire?” The touch of a French accent.
“I’m here to see Mr. LaRue.”
“Are you certain?”
What kind of question was that? “I don’t have an appointment, if that’s what you mean.”
“That isn’t what I mean.”
It was going to be one of those days. “Yes, I’m certain. Jean LaRue.”
“Pity. You’re handsome. The girls would have enjoyed tasting you.” A sigh. “I’m afraid Monsieur LaRue is quite busy.”
“Tell him this concerns his friends with the pointy teeth.”
A moment of silence.
“Very well.”
A short pause, then the gate clicked and slowly swung open.
Lockman pulled forward, wondering what the man on the call box had meant about girls tasting him. Vamps? His neck muscles tensed.
“I know you’d rather have me quiet,” Vera said, “but I’m sensing a great deal of magical energy at the house. You should be careful.”
“No shit.”
He pulled into a circular drive and parked next to a BMW and a hearse. Up close, the mansion showed its age. Peeling paint. Half-dead kudzu crawling over the façade. Through the open window Lockman could smell rotten vegetation. Yet somehow the old house clung to its former dignity with help of details like the ornate railing lining the wrap-around porch and the arched stain glass window above the front door.
“Can you tell what’s inside?” Lockman asked.
“I would have to leave the car to look inside.”
“You can do that?”
“I’d prefer not to. My connection to this plane is tenuous without a physical anchor.”
“You mean you can get sent back to wherever you came from.”
“Yes.”
Lockman touched a panel in the driver’s side door. The panel flipped open to reveal one of the many compartments Marty had shown him. He withdrew a .45 from the compartment and tucked the weapon in his waistband at the small of his back. “If I don’t come out of there alive, can you drive yourself back to Marty?”
“I cannot return without you. My instructions are to guard you at all cost. If you find yourself in danger, I will intervene. If you die, I die with you.”
“Just like a real guardian angel.”
“Perhaps the analogy is more apt than I first thought.”
“Don’t worry. If anybody dies today, it’s not going to be me.”
He climbed out of the car. He had to remind himself, no matter what she said, that he couldn’t trust Vera. Mojo was for the bad guys. Always had been. Always would be.
When Lockman rang the doorbell, an off-key version of “Taps” chimed on the other side of the door. Grim stuff. LeRue was pushing New Orleans cliché and about to slip into Adams Family territory.
A man with skin as white and thin as paper answered the door. His thick black eyebrows stood out in such contrast to his pallor they looked pasted on. He raised those eyebrows and bowed. “Monsieur LaRue will be but a moment. Won’t you relax in the parlor while you wait?”
This place had to be a joke. The butler might as well have answered the door with a guttural, “You rang?” Lockman peered past the butler into the house. Shadows hung in the foyer like drapes, and quivered as if made by candlelight.
“Is this a theme park or something?”
“Beg your pardon?”
“I’m having a hard time taking you seriously with all the pomp and spookinstance.”
The butler’s pale face split with a grin. He covered his lips with a hand and chortled. “That’s very clever, sir.” He waved the hand that had covered his mouth in a stately manner. “Most of our clientele expect a certain sort of atmosphere.”
“What kind of clientele is that?”
“I’ll leave specifics to Monsieur LaRue. Please, come in.”
Lockman followed the butler through the foyer, lit by votives mounted to the wall. The smell of hot wax crowded the entrance. The parlor, as the butler called it, had more traditional lighting from floor and table lamps with red shades that dampened the light. The furniture looked old Victorian. The carpet as red as blood. But all of these details registered at the periphery. The women commanded the bulk of Lockman’s attention.
Six women of varying age, all dressed like burlesque dancers, lounged in the parlor. Two of them reclined on a red leather chase, their stocking-clad legs twined together. Neither of them looked much older than eighteen, and could have been younger.
A third woman in her late thirties leaned against the wall to Lockman’s right and studied him as he entered. Her tongue poked between her glossy lips. She drew a hand down her neck and over a breast that bulged from her bustier.
The remaining women—the eldest looked close to fifty, yet had skin as smooth as a teen—gave him similar hungry looks.
“Please, have a seat,” the butler said, then left Lockman to fend for himself.
His seating options were limited, as the women occupied most of the furniture. A girl in her early twenties wearing sheer silk that did nothing to cover the flesh beneath patted the empty spot next to her on a loveseat. “I don’t bite.”
No. These girls didn’t bite. They sucked. Nymphs. They could lure a man—or a woman, for that matter—with their sexual energy, then drain the very life-force from your body. Almost worse than vamps. But definitely easier on the eyes.
“I’ll stand, thanks.”
The girl pouted. “Suit yourself.”
Every set of eyes in the room focused on him. He tried to concentrate on a spot on the carpet, but even with his gaze cast down he could feel each woman’s pull.
And they knew exactly what they were doing to him.
A wet sound drew his gaze up despite his efforts not to look.
The pair on the chaise kissed and explored each other’s body with their hands, until one of them slid her hand between the other’s legs and drew a gasp from her. They both looked at him from the corners of their eyes.
He gritted his teeth and turned away. The swelling in his pants betrayed him. He tucked his hands in his armpits and pretended to study a renaissance era painting on the wall. The painting depicted a trio of naked woman by a pond. Lockman squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on breathing, in through his nose, out through his mouth.
Finally a voice with a Cajun accent spoke from the entrance. “Ah. I see you have met my beautiful ladies.”
Lockman opened his eyes and turned.
Jean LaRue looked like a shorn Santa Claus—round and red-faced, with not a single bit of visible hair. Not even eyebrows or lashes. He wore a deep red tuxedo, full with bowtie and cummerbund. The ruffled shirt under the tux had yellow stains on an otherwise pristine white. The collar made his neck look like bloated sausage.
LaRue smiled, revealing broken yellow teeth. “Would you like a moment with one or two? I can arrange a room for you…on the house, of course.”
“I’m not interested in your nymph bordello.”
LaRue’s gaze dipped to Lockman’s crotch. “Oh, I’d say you’re quite interested.”
“Let’s take this somewhere else.”
The fat Cajun signaled with a pair of fingers and the woman by the door sauntered over. “He’s yours if you want him.”
She smiled and sniffed the air. “I want.”
“Not interested,” Lockman said through clenched teeth.
“You can drain him,” LaRue continued as if he hadn’t heard Lockman. “Share him with the other girls if he’s too much.” He looked Lockman in the eye. “I don’t like threats. Even subtle ones.”
The woman LaRue had summoned came around and put a hand on Lockman’s chest.
His legs and arms tingled as if they’d fallen asleep. A hint of vertigo swayed over him. He grabbed the nymph by the wrist, twisted her hand off of him, then torqued her arm just right.
Her wrist bones snapped. She screamed and backed away, cradling her hand. Venom filled her eyes.
“You don’t touch this merchandise, you nymph bitch.”
She hissed at him.
LaRue’s face reddened. “Sharia is one of my most popular girls. You’ve just cost me a great deal.” He turned to the roomful of woman. “Take him.”
Lockman reached behind him and drew his gun, jammed the barrel in LaRue’s squishy neck. “Bad move, Pimp Daddy.”
LaRue gasped at a womanly pitch. He waved a hand. “Never mind, my dears.”
Lockman shoved LaRue out of the parlor and kicked closed the double doors. “You want to do this here in the hall with a gun to your neck, or should we start over and have a seat somewhere?”
“No need to get violent.”
“Of course not. Easier just to feed me to your nymphs.”
“Why don’t we retire to the study?”
“Sounds dandy.”

“You’re a eunuch.”
LaRue poured himself a cognac, hands trembling. “Hosting nymphs requires sacrifices.”
The study had built-in bookshelves covering every wall with leather bound books from floor to ceiling. None of the books looked read. Lockman wondered if some of them were even fake, simply decoration.
Lockman sat in one of a trio of armchairs arranged around a bronze ashtray that smelled of stale cigars.
“So you castrated yourself to make some money.”
After pouring himself his drink from the small table outside the circle of chairs, LaRue came around and sat across from Lockman. “Not some money. Great, heaping gobs of it.”
“Nice racket, turning clients into sex-addicts. Let the girls feed a little off of each one. You take all the cash. The clients keep coming back for more. Everybody’s happy.”
LaRue shrugged. “It’s a living.”
“Where’d you get the nymphs?”
“Does it matter? That’s not why you’re here.”
Lockman looked down at the gun he held in his lap. “It’s not. But I might come back later. Shut this place down.”
“Why would you want to do that?”
“It’s what I was trained to do.”
“Oh.” LaRue’s eyes widened, getting it now. “Oh.”
Lockman leaned back. “Let’s talk about vamps.”
“You work with that woman.”
“What woman?”
“The one who came to see me asking similar questions.”
Teresa.
“What did you tell her?”
LaRue sipped his cognac, then rested the glass on his chair arm. “I’m small time. I keep locals sexually satisfied and they allow me to live well in turn. There’s no reason to bring me into this.”
“Into what?”
“Your war with the vampires.”
War? Teresa never mentioned anything about a war. Unless he simply meant the Agency’s stance on the supernatural. But that applied to all supernaturals, not just vamps. Besides, the Agency was long gone. If LaRue knew about the Agency, he had to know it no longer operated.
“What did the woman who came to see you ask about?”
“My ‘friends with the pointy teeth’ as you put it. She never got specific. Somehow she got it in her head that I had dealings with vampires.”
“Knowing her, I’m guessing she was right.”
“That’s ridiculous. Nobody deals with vampires unless they’re food.”
“That’s why just mentioning them spooked you into trying to kill me.”
LaRue lifted his glass of cognac to his nose and sniffed. He closed his eyes. “Divine.” He emptied the glass in one gulp like a shot. His eyes watered. He blinked, then focused on Lockman. “I share my secrets with you, you promise never to come back here.”
“I don’t know. It’s hard to resist those women.”
“I’m serious. I don’t need any trouble from ex-government agents who can’t let go of the glory days. There are far worse things out there than me.”
“It all depends on what you have to tell me.”
LaRue raised his glass. “Mind if I pour another?”
“Yes.”
“Very well.” He balanced the glass on the arm of the empty chair next to his, then rummaged in his coat pocket and withdrew a cigar. He took his time lighting it with a match, rolling it and puffing until he had the end evenly ablaze. He shook the match out and tossed it into the ashtray.
A cloud of sweet-smelling smoke wafted over to Lockman. It smelled expensive.
“I’m an amateur practitioner,” LaRue said around the cigar in his mouth. He puffed and pulled it out. “I require certain…materials to practice my hobby. Vampires are uniquely qualified to supply me with said materials.”
He meant blood. Lockman curled his lip. “What’s the arrangement?”
“I occasionally offer a customer to a vampire, and they provide what I need in return.”
“You feed them your clients and they give you blood? Why not drain them yourself?”
“Please.” LaRue grimaced through the smoke. “I’m not a savage.”
“My bad. Didn’t meant to insult you.”
A smirk tweaked LaRue’s puffy face. “‘My bad?’ You must have children at home. Do you love your children Mister…I don’t believe you told me your name.”
A ring of heat collared Lockman’s neck. He jumped out of his chair and crammed the barrel of his gun in between LaRue’s nose and one eye. “Don’t even think about threatening my family.”
LaRue’s wide eyes danced. He raised his hands, his burning cigar pinched between two stumpy fingers. “I meant no threat, I assure you.”
Lockman jammed the gun a little harder against LaRue’s face. “Give me one more reason, and I’ll reassure myself with a bullet through your brain.”
“Understood.”
His concentration broken, Lockman found himself thinking about Jessie and Kate, wondering what they were doing. If they were safe. He compartmentalized the worries by promising himself to call after he finished with LaRue. He drew back his gun and fought the urge to pistol-whip the simpering eunuch.
“Tell me where to find your supplier.”
LaRue’s eyes widened even further. His lips formed a quivering O. “Not on your life.”
“How about on yours?” Lockman aimed at LaRue’s bulging gut.
“You’re not aiming for my head.”
“Gut shot means a slow, painful death. I figure that’s more convincing.”
“I don’t tell you, I bleed to death. I do tell you…I bleed to death.”
Lockman hiked a shoulder. “Guess it’s just a question of now or later.”
“I’ll have to shut down. Leave the state.”
“Careful. You might get me crying.”
The ruddy color in LaRue’s face drained away. Hairless and pasty white, his head looked like a lump of dough. “Then you get your way after all. Putting me out of business.”
“They call that killing two eunuchs with one stone.”
“How crude.”
Lockman poked his gun barrel into LaRue’s belly. “How about it, Pillsbury?”
Some of the color came back in LaRue’s cheeks. His lips peeled back, showing off his mouthful of broken teeth. “To hell with you. This is my home. I won’t leave.”
“Where are the vamps?”
LaRue shook. His jowls jiggled. “The vampire I deal with lives with a group that has taken over an old community center south of the Quarter. You could go knock on their door, have a chat.”
“How many?”
“I don’t know.”
Sometimes groups of vamps would gather to form nests. Safety in numbers. But their competitive and predatory behavior kept these nests from lasting long or growing beyond a dozen or so vamps. “How long has the nest been there?”
LaRue laughed, though his expression didn’t change. “This is no nest. It’s more like a hostel, which appropriately sounds like hostile to me.”
The hairs on the back of Lockman’s neck stood on end. He thought about Teresa’s notes, the continued insistence that the New Orleans vampires had somehow organized. “Now I know why you’re so fat. You’re full of shit.”
“Oh no. I saw it in your eyes. You know it’s true.”
“Vampires don’t hang out in hostels.”
“Times have changed, Mr. Agent.” LaRue smiled. His eyes lit. “You don’t catch up, this new world will kill you.”



Chapter Twenty
Lockman had the number dialed. All he had to do was press SEND. His thumb hovered over the button. Maybe it was too soon to call. He didn’t want to crowd Kate. Not after the argument they had over him leaving to help Teresa. Still, LaRue’s hollow threat tolled in Lockman’s mind like a broken bell.
He moved his thumb from SEND to END and cleared out the number.
He wasn’t going to let a bottom-feeder like LaRue dislodge his focus. Kate and Jessie were safe. It was Teresa he had to worry about. He could call them after he checked out this “vampire hostel.”
The directions LaRue gave Lockman led him to a squat building with few windows and sun-flaked paint on nearly every painted surface. The abandoned community center looked like it used to be an abandoned school. Some of the faded lines on the asphalt lot in front still marked the bus line at the curb. One of the tall lamps that once illuminated the parking lot at night had tipped over and lay across the lot, rusted and cracked. The few windows in sight from the front all had boards over them and a generous dose of graffiti that featured crudely drawn penises every several feet.
Kids thought they were so damn funny.
Lockman had pulled Vera to the curb in front of the building. He peered out the window at the run down shell. Really a perfect place for a vamp nest. Lots of rooms insides. Plenty of dark hidey holes to curl up in during the day or leisurely feed on victims at night.
It didn’t look like any kind of hostel, that’s for sure.
This job would require a little more equipment than a gun, even one loaded with silver rounds. He tapped open a number of compartments in the car and loaded up. A belt that held a half dozen wooden stakes in elastic loops along the back. A bandolier of vials filled with holy water. Fitted silver-lined gloves. Cross bow with a sling so he could carry it on his back until he needed it. And the star of the show—a flamethrower with a portable fuel tank mounted below the barrel. The essential tool for all your vamp nest cleansing needs.
This wasn’t the first time Lockman had raided a nest solo. During the daylight, most vamps were easy kills. A few vamps always stayed awake to guard the nest. But if you had the right equipment and skill, you could take the guards out first and leave the sleepers for easy kills afterward.
The hardest part would be finding the guards in the building’s hallways before they found him.
“Guard the front,” he told Vera, more as a joke.
“I doubt any vampires will attempt to escape into the daylight.”
 “Some of them might, after they’ve met me.”
Unlike most abandoned buildings of this ilk, the front doors didn’t have chains holding them closed. But when he pulled on one, it didn’t budge, apparently locked from the inside. Long boarded windows lined either side of the doors from top to bottom. Only about a foot wide, but enough to slip through sideways.
He chose the window to the right and kicked at the wood. Time and weather had softened the board. It only took a few kicks to break through. Another handful of minutes yanking pieces away to allow room to get through.
The air inside smelled like dead rat cooked in an oven. The humidity tripled. Each breath tasted like the sweat off a frog’s ass. If frogs sweat. He had no idea.
The darkness had only one beam of light coming through the window Lockman slipped in through. It illuminated enough for him to get his bearings. To the right, what once served as the main office. To his left, a pair of doors that led into what Lockman guessed was a gymnasium or cafeteria. The office door had long since fallen—or was torn—from the hinges and lay on the floor a few yards away. Inside, darkness swallowed everything. Lockman flicked on his headlamp—another gadget courtesy of Marty. The beam cut through the dark. He crept through the doorway and traced the floors, walls, and ceiling with the light. Rusted and empty filing cabinets lined the back wall. A gaping hole in the drop ceiling had mold growing around its soft edges. More mold covered the desk below the hole, a wet green and white mess with a gagging stench.
No vamps.
He backed out of the office and turned to the gym doors. These doors looked surprisingly sturdy and functional. Steel slabs with metal handles tarnished but secure. Cafeteria or gym, he didn’t expect the vamps to congregate in a large space like that. One or two of the classrooms deeper inside no doubt housed the nest. He couldn’t leave anything to chance, though. To do this right—and stay alive—he had to clear every room he passed.
He approached the doors, taking careful and quiet steps. He reached out a gloved hand while he hefted the flamethrower with his free hand and tugged at one of the handles. The door swung open with surprising ease.
The flesh along his arms prickled. Cold heat washed through him. Just by opening the door, he knew he had walked into something. What he found inside nearly stopped his heart.
Rows and rows of cots filled the large gymnasium. At lest fifty of them. Almost all of them occupied.
By vamps.
All brands of vamp. From the ugly originals with their scarred faces and bent ears to fresh turns, some of them so fresh they still looked human.
Nearly fifty vamps, all in one place, on cots? Cots?
The old gymnasium had been swept clean. A fallen basketball net, backboard and all, sat in one corner, obviously pulled there out of the way. None of the usual squalor found in most vampire nests. Every vamp wore clean clothes and looked well groomed. Even the originals looked as though their scaly skin and hairless heads had been washed. No drained victims piled in along the walls. No spatters of blood mixed with trash on the floor. The God damned place looked like a—
Like a hostel.
He backed up, scanning the large space with his head lamp. Nothing stirred. No guards standing about. Lockman’s eardrums pulsed in the silence. His gut twisted.
This wasn’t right. This wasn’t natural.
Not that anything about vamps was ever natural. But this set up, so neat and organized.
He sensed something, his instincts going wild, back of his neck hot and cold at the same time.
Then a faint sound. A rustling.
He swung his head lamp back and forth through the room, tracking along with the flamethrower. None of the vamps stirred.
Something wet hit his cheek like a rain drop. He wiped at the spot. His gloved hand came away smeared with red.
Lockman snapped his head up in time to see the vampire hanging like a bat by its feet in the rafters. The beast’s fanged mouth was wet and red. Unlike the sleeping vamps, this one was naked, it’s wrinkled white skin a web work of gray veins. An original in an altered form. Clawed hands. Clawed toes. Mouth nearly as wide as its face.
It hissed and dropped from the high ceiling.
Lockman jumped backwards out the gym door and landed on his ass on the cracked tile. Something crunched in his back pocket. He squeezed the trigger on the flamethrower, ignoring the pain that sparked from his coccyx up his spine.
The vamp had already hit the floor and ducked under the flame. It sprung at Lockman, keeping low, and pounced on top of him, knocking the flamethrower high. The ceiling tiles burst into flame.
Pinned under the vamp, Lockman had no leverage. The beast easily tore the flamethrower out of Lockman’s grip. It sputtered out and skated across the floor out of reach.
As the vamp lowered its bloody mouth toward Lockman’s throat, Lockman grabbed the thing around the neck. The vamp’s skin hissed and steamed against the silver-lined gloves.
The shriek from its mouth echoed through the dark halls.
Lockman worked a knee between them and shoved the vamp off. He scrambled to his feet and yanked a vial off his bandoleer.
The vamp reared around on all fours and launched itself at Lockman again.
Lockman threw the vial right at its face and spun to the side, out of the vamp’s path.
The vampire squealed and hit the floor, swatting at its smoking face. Rivulets of the holy water split the vamp’s flesh.
Taking advantage of the second he had, Lockman drew one of the wooden stakes and jumped onto the vamp’s back. He lifted the stake over his head, ready to drive it through to its heart.
The vamp bucked and Lockman sailed backward six feet before slamming onto his back. The impact knocked the stake loose. It tocked against the floor and clattered away into the dark.
When the vamp pounced for him again, Lockman rolled out of the way. He drew another stake and swung blind. The pointed end stabbed into the vamp’s neck. Dark blood, almost black, gushed out and ran down the vamp’s naked shoulder.
It grunted, but didn’t scream this time. The wound meant nothing to the vamp. It rose to stand on two feet, yanked the stake free, tossed it into the shadows. The blood pulsed out of the hole for only a second or two more, and then the wound closed like a puckering mouth. The vamp grinned. Its teeth looked like a pair of serrated saws.
Lockman pulled free another vial and chucked it at the vamp.
The vamp easily ducked under the vial, then charged.
Lockman set his legs and held out his hands to meet the vamps attack. When it hit him, he dug his gloved fingers into the wrinkled skin on its chest. The collision drove Lockman back, but he clung to the vamp even when he slammed against the wall and the air exploded out of his lungs.
Face inches from Lockman’s, the vamp opened its mouth wide enough to bite off half of Lockman’s head.
The silver-lined gloves sizzled against the vamp’s skin like a pair of hot irons. Lockman dug his fingers even deeper as the flesh melted under his grip. Then he wedged his foot into the vamp’s belly and kicked out.
The vamp flailed away, leaving Lockman with two crackling chunks of flesh in his gloved hands. He flung the vamp pieces aside and reached back for the crossbow, swung it over his shoulder, and aimed for the vamp’s heart.
Still pawing at its smoldering chest, the vamp didn’t look up until the bolt shot loose from the crossbow. Its yellow eyes widened in the split second before the bolt pierced its chest, square in the heart.
The howl echoed through the darkness. Blood and smoke spewed from the vamp’s gaping mouth. Then its ears and nostrils. The creature dropped to its knees as its chest collapsed like a pierced inflatable mattress.
Lockman eased backward until he stood in the pillar of light cast on the floor from the open window. He kept his headlamp directed at the creature as it melted from the inside out. The white skin blackened. Its head caved in like a rotten Jack-o-Lantern. Finally, it fell to its side and turned into a brackish and steaming lump.
Lockman’s arms felt weak. The crossbow in his hands had somehow gained fifty pounds. He let it drop to the floor. The adrenaline that helped him survive now betrayed him, turning his whole body into a quivering mess of nerves.
Then he heard the shuffling. The rustling. The echoes of movement. All coming from the gymnasium. His battle with the vamp, now a puddle on the floor, had woken the others.
Time to get the fuck out.
He turned and rushed out through the window. The sunlight stung his eyes. He didn’t wait to let them adjust. Squinted and kept moving. Climbed into the car. Took a couple seconds to look back through the board he had broken. No sign of movement, but he knew they were in there. Almost fifty of them. Well dressed. Well rested.
Well organized.



Chapter Twenty-One
He waited for night, and it came too soon.
Lockman parked Vera across the street from the community center under the shadow of a cypress tree. He cracked the window so he could hear. The air outside hung still and wet. It smelled like a storm coming, but the local weather channel hadn’t forecasted any rain.
He cradled his cell phone in one hand, the screen cracked, the number pad crunched and missing keys. It was what broke in his pocket while fighting the nest guard. His only connection back to Kate and Jessie destroyed before he could even use it.
It took a good thirty minutes after dusk had passed for the first vamps to come out the front doors. A trio, two of them fresh turns, the other an original, examined the window Lockman had broken in through. The original grumbled something and all three of them went back inside.
“Permission to speak,” Vera said.
“No.”
“If there really are as many vampires in there as you claimed, is it wise to be so close at night?”
“You’re not very good at listening, are you?”
“I suppose that makes two of us.”
Lockman slid lower in his seat, gaze locked on the community center’s front doors. “I’m hoping to isolate one. For questioning.”
“Are you insane? The odds of capturing a vampire alive by yourself are—”
“Who said anything about ‘by myself?’ You’re going to help.”
The car actually sighed. “I have a feeling this isn’t going to be good for my paint job.”
“It’s your fender you should really worry about.”
“Nice.”
The first trio returned with a replacement board for the window. The fresh turns worked on removing the old wood scraps and hanging the new board while the original watched with arms folded.
Like a supervisor.
Outside of mortal-trained teams, Lockman had seen nothing like it. Vamps giving other vamps orders. His gut tightened. Could all these vamps be under the influence of a powerful mortal? Even someone like Otto Dolan had struggled to keep a small tactical unit on mission. Eventually, their true animal nature took over. Fifty vamps, living together like a miniature community, building instead of destroying. The possibility went against everything Lockman thought he knew about vampires.
Times have changed, LaRue had said.
Talk about a fucking understatement.
While the trio worked on installing a new board, other vamps filed out of the building. Some in small groups. Most in pairs. As casual as humans filing out of a functioning community center after a bake sale or adult education class. From a distance, the fresh ones looked purely mortal. Lockman could pick out the originals and older turns by the way they dressed—wearing hoods or hats and high collars to hide their deformities.
A bunch of vamps going out for a night on the town. Maybe to party in the Quarter. And kidnap more women.
Finally, a male vamp came out solo. He wore a baggy letter jacket and a baseball cap with the brim turned backward. He walked with a jag in his step, shoulders cocked to one side. Mr. Badass Vamp. Obviously a fresh turn. The kid was taking the whole immortal thing way too seriously.
His mistake.
Lockman started Vera’s engine. Even in the night’s silence, it barely made a sound. He pulled a U-turn and cruised in the same direction Badass Vamp traveled.
“What is your strategy?” Vera asked.
“Follow him. Wait for an opening. Hurt him.”
“Hurt him how?”
Lockman ignored her. His window of opportunity wouldn’t last long. If he wanted to pick off this vamp, he would have to do it within the next couple blocks, while they were still among the abandoned and derelict buildings. Any place more populated would make this impossible.
Badass rounded a corner. Lockman fell back a bit before he turned the same corner, and when he came around he saw his opportunity. He slammed on the gas and floored it.
“Headlights.”
Vera turned on her headlights. The beams lit up the vamp.
He turned toward the light, arm raised to block his eyes. Stood right where Lockman wanted him, in the mouth of an alleyway.
Lockman cut left, then curved right until he drove straight at the vamp, heading into the alley.
Badass worked out what was happening a second too late. He turned to run, but Vera’s front end clipped him at the knees and sent him up onto the hood. Where his bare hands touched Vera’s silver paint job, smoke hissed between his fingers.
“This is your plan?” Vera shouted. The illuminated dashboard brightened for an instant.
Lockman hit the brakes.
The vamp tumbled off the hood and rolled into the alley. The impact did little more than stun him. He shot to his feet as quickly as he hit the ground, shaking off his burnt hands.
Lockman was ready. He floored the gas again. Vera’s engine roared louder than it ever had. How much of that was actually her protesting, Lockman didn’t know. Probably most of it.
Badass tried to scamper out of the way, but his overconfidence dulled his reaction time. Vera hit him again, only this time he didn’t roll up on the hood because Lockman pinched him between the bumper and a metal Dumpster. The twist of metal and the crack of bones echoed in the alley.
The vamp screamed. The sound more human than not. The kid couldn’t have been a vamp for much longer than a month.
Vera’s front end crimped on impact, both fenders flaring out a little. Any other car and the whole front end would have caved.
A spray of blood from the vamp’s mouth painted a line down the center of her hood.
What sounded like a whimper filled the car. Vera.
“Sorry, girl.”
“There had to be a better way to do that,” she said, sounding a little choked up.
“It’s worked for me before.”
“This is something you do often?”
“Just once. A werewolf in Vegas.”
The dash lights flickered then went dim.
Lockman patted the console. “I promise to get you fixed up first chance I have.” He grabbed a stake and climbed out of the car to check on his captive.
Badass must have heard Lockman coming. He threw his head up and hissed, baring his fangs. Tiny little things compared to others Lockman had seen.
“Aren’t you scary,” Lockman said.
On a face that still looked human, this vamp’s expression was priceless. He looked as if Lockman had just told him his pants were down.
Lockman smirked. “Yeah, you’re not the first vamp I’ve seen. Have to admit, I don’t run into too many turns, though. Used to be vamps ate mortals, not played with them.”
“Who the fuck are you?”
Lockman held up the stake and waggled the pointed end. “I’m the guy who’s going to turn you to goo if you don’t answer my questions.”
“You mean turn me to dust?”
“The young are so naive.” Lockman jammed the stake into Badass’s shoulder. Blood gushed around the wood and dribbled onto Vera’s hood.
Badass grimaced, lifted his chin. “Didn’t hurt.”
“I keep this wound open…” He twisted the stake, then jammed it side to side like a joystick. “…you’ll keep bleeding. Enough blood loss is just as dangerous for a vamp as it is a human.”
Badass grabbed Lockman’s wrist and squeezed. “I’ll rip your arm out of your socket.”
Lockman slapped his free gloved hand onto the vamp’s. The silver sizzled against the vamp’s flesh.
Badass shouted and yanked his hand away.
“Your vamp friends obviously didn’t fill you in on the facts of undeath.” Lockman reached up and gave the stake another hard yank.
The vamp grunted, mouth clenched shut to keep in the scream that wanted out.
“First of all, if I stake you, you don’t turn to dust. You melt into a black, steaming puddle. Looks like elephant diarrhea.”
Badass reached up and tried to pull the stake free.
Lockman grabbed the vamp’s hand and burned his skin again. “Leave it alone.”
“You’re making a big mistake.”
“Look, kid. All I want from you is a few questions answered. You cooperate, I’ll put my car in reverse and your legs will heal up just fine. You don’t, I’ll get a few more stakes and poke you everywhere but the heart, give you the slowest death known to mortal or vampire.”
“I’m not answering nothing.” Badass gave Lockman a fangy grin. “Anything happens to me, my friends will skin you and suck the blood straight from your heart.”
“Your friends? Vamps don’t have friends. None of your nest-mates will even notice you’re gone.”
A light dawned in his yellow eyes. “You’re the one. You broke in and killed Matthias.”
“That the name of your butt-ugly nest guard?”
“You’ve messed with the wrong vampires. You have no clue what you’re dealing with.”
“This coming from the vampire that thought he turned to dust when staked.”
“Fuck you.”
Lockman turned away and bent into the car. He tapped another compartment open and grabbed two more stakes. He sauntered back to the trapped vamp, casual, a stake in each hand.
Badass growled and jerked as if he could pull himself free. A bone snapped, the sound ricocheting like a shot down the alley. He threw his head back and howled.
Lockman knocked the stakes together like a pair of drumsticks. “First question. Why so many vamps living together like that? There a mortal housing you for something?”
The vamp spat onto Vera’s hood, leaving a thick red glob on her silver paint job. “Mortals controlling us? Now who’s the dumb one?”
“What’s the deal then, smart guy?”
“We’re part of the Syndicate. There are more of us.”
The vamp said it like it was supposed to mean something to Lockman. The thing might as well have been speaking Troll. “The Syndicate? You mean the mob?”
Badass laughed.
“What is the Syndicate?”
“Your worst nightmare, bitch.”
Lockman tucked the stakes in his back pockets. He shook his head and grabbed the vamp behind the neck. The glove sizzled on contact. “You need better comebacks.” He slammed the vamp’s face down against the hood. Now his cheek cooked against Vera’s paint while his neck continued to blister and crackle under the glove.
The vamp jerked, but every time he tried to lift his head, he increased the pressure against his neck. No matter which way he struggled, he burned. His shouts buzzed through the alley.
Much more of this and they might attract attention. Lockman let go.
Badass sprung up like a Jack in the Box. Half his face sluiced off, exposing parts of muscle and bone underneath. He tried to say something, but with part of his mouth melted off he only managed a wet slur.
“Now you look more like a real vampire.” Lockman pulled out the stakes again. He didn’t have time to waste on questions about this so-called Syndicate. He had to get to Teresa and move on. “Your people kidnapped a woman in Illinois. Do you know anything about that?”
Badass shook his head while pressing a hand against his ruined cheek Some of the flesh had already started to regenerate.
“Your Syndicate had nothing to do with that?”
“I didn’t say that.” The hand against his cheek helped keep his mouth together to speak, but the words still came out distorted, as if he was talking out the side of his mouth. Which, technically, he was.
Lockman pointed with one of the stakes at the hood. “You want to admire my paint job again?”
“Syndicate takes lots of women. Men. Kids. Whatever.”
“And does what?”
Badass shrugged. Hard to tell, but it looked like he smiled. “Welcome them to the fold.”
“They’re abducting humans to turn into vamps?”
“We call it recruiting. Didn’t hear about anything that far north, though. Things must be moving fast.”
“What’s the point of all this?”
“You can burn me and bleed me all you want, but I’m not saying anything more. Whatever you do to me, they can do worse.”
Vamps did have a knack for torture. When Lockman had been with the Agency, he heard of reckless mortals who used vamps as interrogators. Some good men and woman suffered and died that way.
Lockman tucked a stake under his arm and pulled out a picture of Teresa he took from her apartment. It was of her and her sister. Teresa had it in a frame on her desk like a motivator. He showed the picture to the vamp. “Look familiar?”
Badass’s mouth started to heal, the flesh knitting back together, forming the smile on his face. “Oh, yeah.”
“Which one?”
“Chick on the left.”
Mandy. Teresa’s sister. A spark flared in Lockman’s belly. “Where is she?”
“Fuck if I know. In the system by now, I’d bet.” He squinted at the photo. “Chick on the right rings a bell, too.”
Lockman’s jaw ached from clenching his teeth. He took a deep breath through his nose to calm his nerves. Stay cool. “How?”
“She the one from Illinois?”
“How do you know her?”
“I don’t know her. But I saw her. Her and some big, friendly ogre were trolling clubs in the Quarter, asking all sorts of questions. Guess she asked the wrong one, huh?” He dropped his hand from his face. Much of the flesh had sewn itself back together, but left the skin pale and lined. Might scar. A hundred years from now the kid would almost look like an original vamp. He’d have his limits. Wouldn’t be able to change form like the originals. Wouldn’t have quite the strength or speed. But he would still grow to be dangerous.
Once upon a time, not too long ago, this kid belonged to this world.
Not anymore.
Lockman jammed both stakes into Badass’s chest.
The vamp hitched back, eyes wide and incredulous, as if asking Lockman how he could have done that to him. He fell forward. While the stakes to his heart melted him from the inside, Vera’s paint devoured his face. His clothes shriveled and melded with his boiling flesh. Eventually he left behind nothing but a smoking black scar across Vera’s hood.
Lockman climbed into the car, slammed the door shut. He focused on the center of the steering wheel. Breathed in. Breathed out. In. Out.
“Are you all right?” Vera asked.
“Shut up. Shut the fuck up.”
He started the car and backed out of the alley. Two black stumps that used to be the vamp’s legs stood before the Dumpster. Their oily surface glimmered in the headlights.
Once clear of the alley, Lockman jammed the car into drive and squealed the tires pulling away. He could sense Vera surrounding him, wanting to say something. It was an unsettling feeling, like being spied on by secret cameras.
First chance he got, he was going to ditch this car and head home. But not until he had a talk with a big, friendly ogre.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“Where’s Marty?” Lockman stood at a payphone in a gas station parking lot. It had taken him almost an hour to find a working one. The whole time he searched, his blood boiled hotter and hotter. Now he squeezed the phone so hard, he wasn’t sure he would leave this one in working order when he was finished.
Eliza’s voice sounded like sand in a blender over the phone. “Who the hell is this?”
“Craig Lockman. Put Marty on the phone, now.”
Her throat clicked. She hesitated. “Marty isn’t here.”
“Well, where the fuck is he?”
“I’ll have to call you back.”
“You can’t call me back. I’m at a payphone.” He gripped the top edge of the phone kiosk and squeezed till his knuckles turned white. “Do you know what’s going on?”
“I don’t get involved in Marty’s business.”
“That’s not what I asked you.”
Another hesitation. “Call back in fifteen minutes.”
“Eliza—”
“It’s the best I can do. Fifteen minutes.” The line went dead.
Lockman slammed the phone onto the hook and stalked away. He paced by Vera, looked at the black char the vamp had left behind.
Big, friendly ogre.
What the fuck was Marty playing at?
Fifteen minutes passed no quicker than a lifetime.
He used his credit card again to pay for the long distance call. The process felt like it took longer than the fifteen minutes he’d already waited. Finally, the phone rang. Eliza picked up on the second ring.
“He wants to meet you.”
“I don’t have time to meet him. I’m in New Orleans for Christ’s sake.”
“Marty is there, too.”
A block of ice dropped into Lockman’s stomach. “What?”
“There’s a café in the Quarter. It’s open twenty-four hours. Café Magique. He’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”
“An ogre is going to meet me in a fucking café?”
“It’s supernatural friendly. Just ask to be seated in the private section. Tell them you’re with the Gulogich party.”
“Cute.” Gulogich was the native name for ogres in their home dimension. The only reason mortals called them ogres was because that was the closest thing on this plane to describe them. In fact, most supernaturals on the mortal plane got their names from human mythology, though which came first was hard to tell. Most of the mythology had probably evolved around the reality. “What’s he doing here, Eliza?”
“I told you, I don’t get involved.”
Before Lockman could press her, she hung up.
His head spun. He gently placed the phone back on the hook, backed away from the kiosk as if it might come to life and bite an arm off. The pieces of this puzzle knocked against one another in his mind’s torrent, but none of them fit together.
He climbed into Vera. “What’s Marty up to?”
Vera remained silent.
Lockman pounded the steering wheel and the car’s horn honked. “Speak up, Vera.”
“I’m sorry. I thought you wanted me to remain quiet.”
“How come you only do that when it’s most convenient to you?”
“Whatever do you mean?”
Lockman gripped the steering wheel and squeezed. He could feel the tension growing in his neck and shoulders. “No more games. What is Marty doing in New Orleans?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
“Have you been reporting to him? Psychic link or something?”
“I do not have that capability.”
All his time on the field, dealing with all sorts of supernatural phenomenon—he never imagined he would get the run-around from a fucking car. “Tell me what you do know?”
“I was given one directive from the Gulogich. Protect you at all cost. I know nothing of his motives or plans. And I have not, in any way, been in contact with him since leaving Detroit.”
She sounded sincere enough. But, then again, how did you know when a car was lying? It looked like the only way he would get to the bottom of this was to meet with Marty. It went against every instinct in Lockman to enter a situation he knew so little about. One thing was for sure, he would go in prepared.
Lockman tapped a panel and opened another compartment, one of the bigger ones in the car. The Uzi 9mm and four extra mags lay inside.
“Isn’t that a bit overkill?” Vera asked.
He drew the Uzi from the compartment, checked the load, snapped the mag back in place. “Day I’ve had? No such thing as overkill.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
From the outside, the café looked so normal amongst the other establishments in the Quarter it bordered on cliché. Every bit of décor reveled in its utter Frenchness. From the espresso cups on the tiny outdoor tables to the Parisian music floating from the open door. A kid with the wisp of a goatee and wearing a pair of horn-rimmed glasses hunched over a notebook, scribbling with a fountain pen, a practiced look of angst on his face as he wrote. He looked like an actor pretending to be a writer and Lockman wondered if he was part of the décor as well.
Inside, more small round tables with tiny cups before the patrons, the patrons themselves caught up in conversations about Jazz and the true meaning behind Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead. Lockman had never stood among such forced sophistication before. They all felt like players in an experimental theatre troop.
What a great front for a supernatural friendly establishment.
Lockman approached a barista behind a counter filled with glazed and gooey pastries. The barista wore his hair long, one lock expertly draped down the center of his face, the rest combed neatly behind his ears. When he spoke he sounded like a Frenchman who had swallowed a surfer dude. “What can I get for you, bra?”
It took Lockman a second to realize the kid hadn’t called him a piece of woman’s clothing, but rather a “bro.” “All these people on the payroll?”
The French Surfer squinted, mouth hanging open. “Say what?”
“Never mind.” He tried to tone down the contempt in his voice. “I’m here to see the Gulogich party.”
The dopey surfer expression lifted from the kid’s face and he smiled, sudden intelligence in his eyes. When next he spoke, he sounded neither French nor totally stoked, dude. “You must be Lockman.” Then he gestured out at the café. “Not all of them.”
Lockman cocked an eyebrow. Then he got it. “Just enough to draw the right crowd.”
“A place like this, you want to keep up the right appearance.”
“You one of us or one of them?”
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“It’s never obvious.”
The barista narrowed his eyes. “You’re prejudiced, huh?”
“You know my name. You know what I used to do for a living?”
“Like the cop who thinks everybody is a criminal.”
“Not everybody,” Lockman said, his ire burning as he thought more about Marty’s role in all this. “Just them.”
“Well, don’t worry about me. I’m a one-hundred percent genuine native.”
“Okay, native. Show me to the party.”
The barista gestured Lockman to follow. They went through a curtain into a back hall. The hall had a couple rooms off of it. Maybe a storage closet and a bathroom. The barista led the way to the back of the hall which opened up into a small room, almost like a foyer to the back entrance. No other doors here besides that entrance, though.
“Your supernatural guests hang in the alley?”
The barista rolled his eyes and didn’t bother with an answer. Instead he reached into a pocket of his apron and pulled out a silver metal disc, about the size of his palm, shaped like a pentagon. The disc had something etched on its surface, but Lockman couldn’t make out any details from where he stood. His gut tightened a bit, though. Little trinkets like that meant only one thing.
Mojo.
Lockman took a step back.
The barista noticed and laughed. “You are phobic, aren’t you?”
“Whose blood you gonna use to charge your little doohickey?”
The barista held out one hand, palm facing Lockman. Scars crisscrossed his skin, making his hand a nightmare for any palm reader.
“You’re crazy.”
“I’m helping people who don’t get it from anywhere else.”
“They’re not people.”
The barista shrugged at that. He pulled a pen knife from his apron and cut another line in his palm. Then he pressed the disk against his bleeding palm. The air around them smelled like a coming storm. The disk glowed a bright blue.
A couple seconds later the wall to the left wavered like a disturbed pool of water. The paneling disintegrated before Lockman’s eyes, revealing a metal door with a keypad by the knob.
“Just a glamour?”
“Does the trick.” The barista put the disc and knife back into his apron and flexed the hand he had cut. The blood was gone, the wound closed. He shook the hand and winced.
“Is it worth all that?”
The barista gave Lockman a serious look. “Think of it this way. How would you feel if someone pulled you out of this dimension and into another so completely different from your own you were viewed as a monster? Not all supernaturals are here to eat mortals you know.”
“Doesn’t mean they belong here.”
“You’re right. They don’t. But unless you’ve got a way to send them all back, we’re stuck with them. And they’re stuck with us.”
Lockman had heard of supernatural sympathizers. He’d never met one before. As far as he was concerned, anyone who “befriended” supernaturals intended to use them in some way. But he didn’t have time to discuss paranormal politics with the kid. He pointed to the metal door. “Can I go in?”
The barista nodded and moved in close to the door, making sure he stood between the keypad and Lockman. A series of tones sounded as the kid entered a code. The lock clicked when it opened.
The barista stepped aside. “Go ahead.”
Lockman nodded his thanks and opened the door.
He didn’t know what to expect, but what he walked into would have never crossed his mind. First glance, it looked like an extension of the café up front. The main difference was the seating. Sure, it had the same small round tables and wooden chairs. But gravity was a myth in this space. The tables stood on the walls as well as the floor. And hung from the ceilings. Patrons sat at these tables as comfortably as if their side of the box-shaped room was really the bottom. M.C. Escher would have felt quite at home in this café.
It made Lockman dizzy.
He turned back, but the barista had closed the door. He heard the tones from the keypad on the other side. Then the lock snapped home. Staring at the door, his vertigo faded. He couldn’t very well stand there all night, though.
“Lockman,” a voice called through the normal din of any standard café. Only here there was no talk of the struggling artist or philosophical debates on literary masterpieces. Most of the conversations he could pick out revolved around mundane topics like menu choices or recounting of a day’s events. “Come on, Lockman. Don’t be such a pussy.”
Marty’s voice.
Lockman pivoted slowly back to the café. The view made his head spin again. A few of the patrons now stared at him—from the ceiling, the walls, the floor. He recognized some of the supernatural breeds. A nymph in one corner on the ceiling sat alone sipping espresso and eyeing him as if he were a rack of lamb. A stone-faced golem shared sorbet with some furred creature with feline eyes. A few human-like faces also stared. Some supernaturals did look like humans—certain varieties of fey, shapeshifters who took human forms, and Doppelgangers who had human doubles on the mortal plane.
There was no way to tell the difference between these and real humans.
Lockman hated that.
He tried to scan the café for Marty’s face without puking. Finally, he spotted the ogre waving an arm, though to Lockman it looked like he was dangling an arm. Of course the ogre had to take a table on the fucking ceiling.
Lockman threaded through the tables on the floor until he stood underneath Marty’s table. He craned his neck back to look up. Marty had a cup of coffee on the table before him. From this angle, Lockman could see the black liquid, which by all rights should have poured right out of the cup and into Lockman’s face.
Marty grinned down at him. “Pretty sweet place, huh? Not too many like it.” He waved a hand. “Never mind that. Come down here and take a seat.”
“Down? You mean up.”
Marty laughed. “Guess it looks that way to you.”
“How the hell do I get up there?”
The ogre shrugged. “Walk.”
Lockman lowered his gaze to the “wall” before him. More gravity defying tables with drinks that didn’t spill like they should have, and tables that looked glued in place. Walk. For the first time, it occurred to Lockman how little he truly knew about the supernatural world. He always knew there was more to it than what he’d seen. But his time with the Agency had introduced him to all manner of the inexplicable. His training demanded that he know more than any average mortal about the paranormal. He had even considered himself an expert on the subject. Now he came face to face with an unnerving truth.
He didn’t know shit.
Lockman watched a waiter carrying a tray of pastries and espresso walk up the wall and set the tray down at a table between two squat trolls—the small kind, not the giant mothers. Just like that. Up the wall. Like that Fred Astaire number in Royal Wedding. Like it’s nothing.
He took a deep breath and started at the wall. He thought he would have to take a large step, basically bracing a foot against the wall before he could walk up it, but the moment he lifted his foot to take that step, gravity seemed to shift. The wall became the floor. The floor became the wall. He stepped forward with ease, just as if the room turned with him.
When he stood straight, the only hint that he stood on a wall instead of a floor was the door he’d come in through. Since it was on the opposite side of the room, the door now appeared to be built into the ceiling. The vertigo struck him again. He focused on the hardwood panels between his feet. Once the feeling passed, he crossed the room and walked up the next wall. Again, the room seemed to flip with him. Now he stood beside Marty’s table, feeling a little peaked.
Marty slapped the table and laughed. “I’ve never seen you so pale, brother.”
Lockman willed his head clear. The blood started flowing in the right places again. The dizziness waned. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Niall sipped from the neck of the young, virgin boy draped across his lap. He had grown accustomed to savoring the blood of some mortals. Especially the young. This boy could have been no older than fourteen in mortal years. His blood tasted like nectar. But it had already started to coagulate in the hole Niall had chewed into the boy’s throat. He could create a new wound and suck from there, but he didn’t really need the blood. Just something to pass the time.
He shoved the boy’s limp body off his lap. The boy’s skull thunked against the marble floor. Blood pooled out from under the boy’s head.
“Oops.” He gestured to one of his human turns who stood guard to the side of Niall’s throne. “Clean up, aisle one.”
The freshling hurried over and dragged the body out of sight. The streak of blood left behind on the floor added a nice touch of color to the room. Niall still needed to decorate his new seat of power. The musty lobby of a derelict hotel didn’t quite have the flair Niall imagined a king should have surrounding him. He had enough freshlings now. It wouldn’t take long before this hotel was transformed into his very own vampire hive. What mortal would dare confront a community of loyal vampires that could fill nearly every room of a five-story hotel?
The question no sooner crossed his mind when the hotel’s front doors burst open and a trio of Niall’s followers rushed into the lobby. Niall watched them from his throne—an ornate chair meant for a priest and stolen from a crumbling Catholic church. He thought it amazing how mortal religious symbols lost their power when mortals no longer treated them as holy.
Niall recognized the eldest of the vampires who knelt before him when they reached his throne. He couldn’t recall a name, but his loyalty was unquestioned. He lived among those who had moved into the community center to the south.
“My master,” the eldest said. “I have grave news.”
Despite the follower’s urgent tone, Niall smiled. The formal way they chose to speak to him always amused him. He knew they did not talk that way amongst themselves. Another sign of the respect Niall had gained among his kind. Respect that continued to grow as more and more vampires chose to follow him.
“What is it, my son?”
“Our day guard was killed. Now, one of our community members has gone missing.”
The last of the virgin boy’s blood turned bitter in Niall’s mouth. “A guard? Killed? How?”
“A strike to the heart, my lord.”
One of the largest insults carried out by mortals. Piercing a vampire’s heart was a painful death that came second only to seeing the light. A death in flames would be better. “And the missing one?”
“No sign of him. But he went missing after the incident with the guard. Several weapons were left behind after the attack on our home. A flamethrower and a crossbow, the weapon that murdered the guard.”
“Is it the woman?”
“I do not know, sir. We’ve had increased retaliation from the ogres as well.”
“Ogres aren’t prone to flamethrowers and crossbows. They prefer to get their hands bloody.”
“I’ve come to ask permission to form a posse to search for our missing member.”
Niall leaned back and stroked his chin. He did not need his followers distracted by a fruitless search. No doubt their missing companion had met his end. “No. I will have this taken care of. You and your people must continue to focus on recruiting.”
The elder follower’s fangs slipped over his bottom lip. His eyes flashed. “My lord, I vowed to take care of my community. They will see weakness if I do not pursue this matter.”
“Defiance does not further your cause here. Leave now.”
The elder drew in his fangs and nodded. “Yes, Master.”
All three stood and exited the hotel without another word, though Niall could sense the elder’s dissatisfaction. Leading was a balance of stern command and sincere compassion. But the elder was right. A leader protected his followers or else his reign would never last.
Niall gestured to another of his ex-mortal slaves that stood round like stone pillars until summoned. The freshling rushed before him and bowed. “Yes, Lord.”
“Tell Yora her king has an important mission for her and that she come immediately.”
The freshling bowed and scurried off.
Niall tugged at an ear, lost in thought. Not many mortals were so bold as to attack a nest. Not many mortals even knew such things existed. Whoever this enemy was, Niall would have to make sure they saw the light—or, as mortals characterized death, entered the darkness.



Chapter Twenty-Five
“How come you didn’t tell me you were working with Teresa?”
Marty gestured to the chair across the table from him. “Sit down, Lockman.”
“I’m not here to sip espresso and chat.” He pulled back his jacket to show off the Uzi strapped to his side. “Answer my questions before I shoot you in the face.”
“Killed by one of my own weapons.” The ogre laughed, his broad shoulders hitching. “Wouldn’t that put a shitter on my day?”
“I’m serious, Marty. I will kill you.”
“In here? A mortal offing a supernatural in a supernatural café? I don’t think you’d make it out of here alive, brother.”
Lockman made a fist at his side. “It would almost be worth it.”
“Will you fucking sit down so I can explain?”
Lockman glared at the empty chair as if it had insulted him. Sit in that chair and lose the moral high ground by treating Marty like he’d done no wrong? Or stand there glaring down at him and lose the chance to get answers. Answers were more important right now.
He sat. “That why you wanted to meet me here? Afraid of what I might do to you for lying to me?”
“It didn’t take you long to find out. How’d you do it?”
“A little fanged birdie told me a ‘friendly ogre’ was trolling bars with a woman fitting Teresa’s description.”
“A vamp?”
“Former. Now he’s a stain on the hood of the car.”
Lockman had never seen it, but apparently ogres could go pale. Marty’s green skin turned a lighter shade. “What? Is she okay?”
“That brings us to another discussion. A supernatural car? You really loaned me a fucking supernatural car named Vera?”
“She’s loyal. And she’ll look after you. I wanted to make sure you were safe.”
“Why? What’s going on around here that I need the extra protection?”
Marty cocked his mouth to one side. “Come on, you telling me you haven’t figured that out yet?”
“The vamps.”
“The lots and lots of vamps, brother.”
“I went into a nest that had close to fifty all living together like kids at summer camp.”
“Disturbing shit, isn’t it?”
“What the hell is going on, Marty?”
The ogre picked up his cup of coffee. A regular cup of Joe, but in his big green hand it looked like an espresso. He sipped, his pinky poking out because his thick fingers couldn’t all fit onto the mug’s handle. “Teresa would be better qualified to brief you. She’s the one did most the field work down here.”
Lockman leaned forward, hot around the neck. “You’ll have to do your best since the vamps got her now.”
Marty set down his cup, his gaze cast down at the table, his lips mashed together. “Yeah, about that.” Still staring at the table, he lifted a hand and waved over his head.
She seemed to come out of nowhere, sat down at the table with them. “Hey, Craig.”
Lockman’s heartfelt ready to burst. He looked at Marty, then back at her. “Teresa?”
She gave him a shy smile. “Please don’t hate me.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Betrayal can actually leave a taste in your mouth. A metallic and rotten taste, like moldy copper. That taste filled Lockman’s mouth and he felt the urge to retch. “What the fuck?”
Teresa brushed some of her hair back behind her ear. She looked like the proverbial cat that feasted on the canary. Lockman could practically smell the guilt in her sweat. “Don’t get mad,” she said.
“Too damn late for that.”
Marty reached across the table to get Lockman’s attention. “Don’t come down on her. This was all my idea.”
“What idea? This doesn’t make sense.” He turned to Teresa. “Who abducted you?”
“I did,” Marty answered. “My brothers, actually.”
Lockman thought about the unusual size of the vamps who attacked the cabin. Now it made sense. They weren’t really vamps at all. He wanted to leap out of his chair and use it to club Marty over the head. Instead, he fumed silently.
“There’s a vein about to pop in your neck, brother. Take it easy.”
Lockman glared at the ogre. “You son of a bitch.” Then he pointed at Teresa. “You, too. You did this to get me down here. To help find your sister.”
Teresa opened her mouth to speak, but Marty cut her off.
“There’s more to it than—”
“Shut up. I want to hear it from her.”
Marty folded his arms and sighed through his nose.
Teresa gave the ogre a glance as if to make sure she had the okay to speak. When she did start, she wouldn’t look Lockman in the eye. “After Mandy first went missing, I hooked up with Marty to get equipped. I explained what happened and he volunteered to help.”
“Then why bring me into this?”
She held up a hand. “I’m getting to that.”
Lockman forced himself to keep quiet and let her finish. He gestured for her to go on.
“We came down here to look for Mandy. We didn’t find her, but what we did find…”
Marty propped his elbows on the table. “A legion of vampires. Scores of them, all working together. Old originals and the freshest of turns.”
Again with the organized vamps. Only Lockman couldn’t deny it anymore. He’d seen a large group of almost civilized vamps living in a little commune like hippies. But fifty vamps didn’t add up to a legion. Or scores. “How many are we really talking about here?”
Marty shook his head slowly. “Uncountable. Spread out all through the city and surrounding counties.”
“Estimate,” Lockman said through his clenched teeth.
“We haven’t seen them all, Lockman. It’s a lot. You’re going to have to trust me.”
That rotten metal taste filled Lockman’s mouth again. “Sorry, Marty, but you are the last person I’m going to trust at this point.”
“Then trust me,” Teresa said. She finally looked him in the eye.
Lockman didn’t like what he saw there. Fear. Maybe even panic. “Why should I? After what you pulled.”
“You know me. Marty is right. This is bigger than just Mandy. This is a potential war.”
Echoes of what LaRue had said pinged in his mind. War. A war with the vampires. “That’s why you think they’re organizing?”
“Why else? Somehow, someone or something rallied these vamps and made them work together in numbers we have never seen on this plane.”
“The vamps are tired of hiding,” Marty said, “and being hungry.”
Lockman stared back and forth between the two of them. An ogre he never fully trusted and a woman he would have trusted with his life. Both of them part of a ruse to draw him into something he wanted nothing to do with.
He focused on Teresa. “You asked me to find your sister. You didn’t say anything about a potential vampire war.”
“Would you have believed me if I had?”
“But what I hear you saying is that this was never only about Mandy. From the beginning you wanted to get me involved with this.”
She bowed her head. Nothing to say.
“You lied to me from the start.” He pushed his chair out. “I don’t want any part of this. I have a family now. One that I abandoned for the second time because I thought you were in danger.”
Marty stood before Lockman could. The ogre stared down at him. “You’re already a part of this, brother.”
“Only because you played me.” He stood. “Now that I know the game, I quit.”
Teresa reached out and took his hand. “Please. Hear us out.”
Lockman pulled his hand away. “I’ve heard enough.” He skirted the table, intending to head back the way he came to make sure he could get out of this nightmare café.
Marty stepped into his path. “Your destiny lies with us.”
“Step aside, Darth Vader. And keep your fucking bullshit prophecies to yourself.”
“What are you, deaf? There is an army of vamps down here. You going to let that keep happening?”
“There’s nothing I can do to stop it.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. This is all part of my vision. Your place is here. You have to help stop this. The vamps aren’t just a threat to mortals.”
“And I’m supposed to give a shit about you friendly supernaturals?”
A few of the closest café patrons turned and stared. Some faces showed recognizable disdain. Others looked just plain weird, unreadable.
Lockman’s skin crawled at their scrutiny. He felt the weight of his minority status in this establishment. Time to get out of there. He craned his neck back to meet Marty’s eyes. “If what you’re telling me is true, I have two people I care very much about alone and unprotected. My responsibility is to them. I should have never left them in the first place.”
Marty’s red eyes darkened. “How long do you think you can hide, brother? How long before these vamps spread their numbers across the country? Across the world? Where will Kate and Jessie be safe then?”
“You’re out of your mind. That couldn’t happen.”
“What if I could guarantee that it will?”
“There would have to be one hell of a cause to bring together that many vamps.”
The hinge of Marty’s jaw bulged as he ground his teeth. “There is.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Like old times. Jessie disappearing for days. Kate left worrying, imagination wandering the halls of castle Worse Case Scenario. Images and possibilities haunting every thought while she tried to convince herself with the mantra, She’s all right. She’ll come back when she’s ready. She’ll all right. She’ll come back…
But Kate would be damned if she sat around in a motel room that smelled like old shoes and insect repellant, waiting for Jess to come back. So she went out looking. At first trolling the local areas. The out of the way diners and drug stores. The nearest town, that amounted to little more than a few dirt roads and rows of empty-looking houses. Then further out. Cruising like she had as a teen along Woodward Avenue. Aimless, pointless driving. Until finally, the obvious answer swung back at her like a boomerang she had forgotten she’d thrown.
Maybe she’d known from the start. But she hadn’t wanted to go back there. Not only because of the destruction, but because it would remind her of the momentary life she and Craig had started to build there. Not perfect. Not even close. But better than what she used to have. Better with him in her life.
At least, that’s what she had thought.
How foolish was she for believing it could last?
Her heart picked up some extra beats as she pulled up the driveway to the cabin, and beat even faster when the cabin came into view. The van still poked out of the front of the cabin. Debris littered the porch. The broken front door gaped like a missing tooth.
Home sweet home. Yeah, right.
Kate parked the car and approached the house. She crept, as if worried she might spook Jessie into running off like a startled animal out of the brush. When she reached the door she caught herself sneaking like that and rolled her eyes. What the heck was her deal? This was her daughter, not a chipmunk.
Yet she couldn’t fight the urge to move slowly and silently. Once past the threshold, a static quality to the air made the hairs on her arms stand up. A chill rolled down her spine. Call it mother’s intuition or paranoia—not always different things—but she knew something was not right.
The van in the living room might have had something to add to that feeling. All the bullet holes in the walls didn’t help either. The smell of gas. The sparkle of shattered glass on the floor. It was enough to put anyone on edge.
What she felt she knew had more to it.
“Jess?” she called, voice broken and hoarse. She cleared her throat and called again.
Silence. Not even the usual chatter of insects and animals or the whisper of wind. As if sound had died in this place.
If Jessie had been staying here all along, the most logical place to look was her bedroom. But if she was in there, why didn’t she answer Kate’s call. She could be asleep—
—or worse.
Kate squeezed her eyes shut and pushed the speculations away. They did her no good. Find Jessie, if she was here. Then deal with the reality, not empty worries.
She approached Jessie’s bedroom, her shoes crunching on the broken glass strewn across the floor. The bedroom door was closed. The knob felt like ice when Kate touched it. She jerked her hand away.
The local humidity had to be pushing forty percent, the temp touching the high end of the eighties. Yet the doorknob to the bedroom felt like a flag pole in the middle of winter.
Jessie was in there. Kate had no doubt. She felt Craig’s absence more than ever. He would do better facing whatever waited on the other side of this door.
Open the door, Kate.
She steeled herself as best she could for whatever she might discover, grabbed the chilled knob, and pushed the door open.
The bedroom looked so normal. None of the clutter of Jess’s bedroom back in Michigan, but she hadn’t had long to collect the usual teenage artifacts that had adorned her walls and the tops of her dresser and nightstand. Still, as empty as it was, nothing strange leapt out at her. No green spectral ghosts. No werewolf crouched in the corner. No blood pouring down the walls, or flashing lights, or swirling winds. Just a plain old bedroom.
And Jessie curled on the bed.
Kate let go the breath she didn’t know she was holding. She could hear her own pulse thumping in her ears. Sweat tickled her upper lip. She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist.
Jessie’s chest rose and fell in time with her breathing. She had one hand curled under her cheek. The other she held wrapped against her chest like she used to as a little girl when she hugged her stuffed horse in her sleep.
Kate watched her daughter, admiring the peaceful expression on her face. How long had it been since she watched Jess as she slept? Felt like a hundred years, at least. She used to do it all the time. Just sit on the edge of Jessie’s bed and stare at her, marveling that this little girl came into the world through Kate herself. A separate life, yet one eternally tied to her own.
For a moment, Kate let herself forget the bizarre events of the last year. She went back to a time before Alec, and a few years after Craig had disappeared. A young, single mother. The hardest kind of life in the world. But she wouldn’t have traded it for a thing.
She couldn’t stay in that moment, though. She had to get Jessie out of that cabin. Out of Illinois all together. Find a new home. Claw her way back to a normal life. Kate had taken care of Jessie on her own for more than ten years. She could do it again.
A deep breath, then she crossed the room to stand beside the bed. She reached down and stroked Jessie’s cheek. All the anger that had built up since Jessie took off bled right out of her. She was just glad to be with her daughter again.
“Jess, wake up.”
She didn’t stir.
Kate gently shook her by her shoulder.
Jessie rocked back and forth, but still did not wake. She looked a little pale. Was she sick?
Kate pressed her hand over Jess’s forehead feeling for a fever. Instead of a fever, Jessie’s skin felt nearly as cold as the doorknob. A strangled gasp slipped from Kate’s mouth. She yanked her hand away and pressed a knuckle against her lips.
Oh, please, don’t…don’t…
She couldn’t even think it. She shook Jessie more incessantly. Shook her until she rolled over onto her back. The arm curled against her chest flopped away, revealing the thing she had held there. The bronze cube tumbled off of Jessie’s chest and hit the floor with a hollow knock.
Kate jumped back as if the cube were a snake out to bite her. She slapped a hand over her racing heart.
The fist-sized cube seemed to stare back at her, one of the etchings like an eye.
Her cold fear turned hot. She balled her hands into fists and trembled. That thing. That thing on the floor was supposed to have been destroyed.
You son of a bitch. You told me you destroyed it.
Nausea wormed in her stomach. The floor felt as if it were tipping. She kicked the cube under the bed, out of her sight, out of her damned life. Then she gripped Jessie by both shoulders and shook her, shook her so hard the bed springs creaked underneath her. She pressed her hands against Jessie’s cold cheeks.
“Come on, baby. Wake up. Please. Wake up.”
Jessie’s eyes snapped open.
Kate dropped to her knees beside the bed. She took Jessie’s hand in both of hers and pressed Jessie’s fingers to her lips. “Oh, thank God.” Jess’s hand felt as cold as her face, but she had opened her eyes. She was alive. She was okay.
Then she pulled back, realizing her daughter hadn’t moved since opening her eyes. “Jess?”
Jessie lay on her back, eyes wide and staring at the ceiling.
Kate squeezed Jessie’s hand. “Sweetheart, do you hear me?”
Jess’s lips parted, her mouth opened until it looked like she was yawning. A hitching breath came from deep in her throat. All the while, her eyes remained wide and staring. Staring at nothing. Or something only Jessie could see.
All over Kate’s body her skin rippled with chills. Her heart turned to ice. “Please, Jess. Talk to me.”
Slowly, Jessie closed her mouth. She turned her head, but her eyes stared through Kate as if Kate were no more substantial than a breeze. “This is how it starts.”
A chill shook Kate as hard as Kate had shook Jessie to wake her. The words sounded so familiar. But she couldn’t place where she’d heard them.
“This is how it starts.” A vacant smirk curled Jessie’s lips, but never touched her eyes. “But the end will be so much worse.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Dawn broke and colored the sky a vibrant pink. Lockman dug sleep out of his eyes and tried to blink away the tired blur in his vision. He sat in the back seat of Marty’s Lincoln Town Car, tinted windows all around like his SUV back in Detroit. Marty and Teresa sat up front. All three of them watched the squat commercial building across the street. Not abandoned or derelict. Brand new from the looks of it, built post-Katrina.
According to Marty and Teresa, vampires filled the place.
“What did you say this was supposed to be again?”
“A factory.” Marty’s voice sounded like crushed gravel.
“What kind of factory?”
“You’ll see.”
The few windows in the building were painted black. “They run during the day?”
“They run all the time.”
Teresa remained quiet, hadn’t said a word since the café. Lockman recognized the look in her eyes as she stared through the tinted glass. Attack mode. That same dead expression had always come over her right before an operation, the only sign of life in her searching eyes. The look used to disturb Lockman. But then he figured he probably had some strange expression on his face before an op, too. You entered a different zone.
Lockman hadn’t found that zone, though. He didn’t know if this was supposed to be simply recon or infiltration. Neither of his companions had told him much since setting out.
“What are we doing here?”
“Showing you the stakes,” Marty said.
“Can you get more specific?”
“No.”
Lockman shook his head. They wanted to play this cryptic. He expected that kind of thing from Marty. Not Teresa. He reached over the seat to touch Teresa’s shoulder. “What’s the plan?”
Without moving her gaze from the factory, she said, “We’re going in.”
Lockman glanced at Marty. “This is crazy. You say they operate day and night. That means no sleeping vamps waiting to get staked.”
“They won’t see us,” Marty said.
“You have a cloak of invisibility or something?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“That was sarcasm, Marty. Aren’t ogres ever sarcastic?”
Teresa held up and hand and hushed them. It was enough to get both of their attention focused back on the building. A dirty yellow school bus pulled into the building’s lot. All of the back windows on the bus had been painted black. The driver’s cab had tinted windows so dark they might as well have been painted black as well. Damn supernaturals must have been good business for window tinting companies.
The bus door opened and about a dozen cloaked figures filed out of the bus. Hoods completely covered their heads, which they bowed to keep their faces from the light. They looked like a troop of Grim Reapers.
As the cloaked group from the bus entered the building, another team of similarly clad figures exited the building and climbed into the bus. The bus door closed, and the bus drove away.
“What the hell was that?”
Marty growled low in his throat. “Shift change.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Wish I were, brother. Wish I were.”
Teresa turned away from her window. “That’s it. We can go in now.”
“Hold up.” Lockman held a hand out to halt them. “Infiltrating this place is suicide. Can’t you two just tell me what’s inside?”
Marty shook his head. “Words won’t do it justice. You have to see it for yourself.”
“He’s right,” Teresa said. “Besides, we’ve found a way in. We can slip in, have our look, and slip out without them ever knowing.”
“You’ve done this before?”
“Several times.”
“Why?”
“Because the more we know about what they’re doing here, the better equipped we’ll be to stop it.”
Lockman wanted to ask, Stop what?, but knew he wouldn’t get a straight answer. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
Teresa smiled, though it looked forced. “Don’t I always?”

Marty stayed with the car. Teresa led Lockman around the east side of the building, staying low, but otherwise not taking much care to avoid being seen. They came to the east wall and crouched with their shoulders against the brick.
“We’re heading to the back,” Teresa said.
“This is a little too easy so far.”
“Daytime, they can’t patrol outside. Guess they figure it’s safe enough since no one is supposed to know about their operation.”
“Yeah, they didn’t have their nest at the community center heavily guarded, even inside.”
“Their numbers have made them overconfident. With good reason.” She jerked her head toward the back. “Let’s go.”
Once around back, Teresa moved away from the wall and stood straight. Lockman followed her lead. She pointed at a pair of trash bins pushed up against the back wall. “Up on those. Then grab that ventilation grill. Use that to pull yourself up and get to the roof.”
Lockman studied the path she had laid out. Like a mini obstacle course. The vent in the wall looked easy enough to get hold of. Climbing the Dumpsters would be a cinch. Too damn easy.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Teresa said. “Don’t worry. Once we’re inside, that’s when it gets dicey.”
Lockman gestured for Teresa to take the lead. She strode over to the Dumpsters, climbed up with practiced ease, had to hop to reach the vent, but gripped it on her first try. She scrabbled her feet against the brick while she scaled the vent, the muscles in her back rippling beneath her tight T-Shirt. Still damn fit, and still had that firm ass even after all these years. Watching her brought back memories. Memories that made him feel a little guilty reliving now that he was with Kate.
He was glad when Teresa finally pulled herself over the top edge of the building and rolled out of sight onto the roof. A second later she stood up into view and waved for Lockman to come up.
He copied her path, though he didn’t have to jump to reach the vent. Ten seconds later he stood beside her on the roof.
She pointed to a trap door. “Roof access takes us to an empty storage closet. From there we sneak around a hall that leads to the main factory floor. They’ve got patrols inside, so we have to time it right.”
“How many vamps inside total? Just the fifteen that came in on the bus, plus some guards?”
Teresa huffed. “Closer to seventy-five, plus patrols.”
Lockman’s stomach dropped. “Seventy-five? But what about the shift change? I counted only fifteen.”
“Upper management. The elders. Originals. The workforce is comprised of human turns. Worked like slaves, twenty-four seven.”
“Human slaves.” The mere thought made Lockman want to throw up—then start staking as many vamps as he could get his hands on.
“Former humans. They’re all vamps now.”

The storage closet wasn’t empty as Teresa had promised. Though it was clean. The floor swept, the tiles waxed. Metal barrels, like beer kegs, lined the walls, stacked three high and as many deep. Each one had frosty condensation on the outside as if they were individually refrigerated. The cold barrels brought the temp in the room down a good fifteen degrees.
“Aw, hell,” Teresa said as she turned in a circle, taking in the room.
“You know what’s in them?”
She nodded. Her face had lost some color.
“What?”
Her hand balled into a fist and she bounced it against her leg. “You’ll see.” She drew her pistol from her shoulder holster, racked the slide, thumbed off the safety. “Let’s get this over with.”
Lockman followed suit, drawing his .45 out of his waistband while wishing he had stuck with the Uzi, no matter how imprecise a weapon it was. There was comfort value in a fully automatic. He tagged along close to Teresa as she opened the closet door and peeked into the hallway outside.
“We wait for the patrol to pass,” she whispered. “Then we move.”
Lockman nodded, even though she couldn’t see him behind her.
She eased the door closed, leaving only a sliver of space open to peer through. In their silent wait, Lockman could hear distant sounds, hard to make out. A low key murmur of activity.
After a handful of minutes, Teresa stepped back and gently closed the door. “They’re coming.”
“They aren’t going to check in here?”
“They never have before.”
“Not when this room was empty. But now?”
“Shit.” She crept back from the door, pushing Lockman with her. “If they check in here, we’ll have to take them.”
Lockman glanced at the roof access.
Teresa caught the look. “You need to see this. It’s important.”
“Important enough to get us killed?”
She looked at him, face as straight as a poker shark. “Yes.”
He didn’t know what to make of that. What could possibly have Teresa and Marty so spooked? So obsessed? “I can’t die, Tree. I have people I promised I’d get back to.”
“We take them.” She holstered her pistol and drew a pair of stakes from a hip pocket in her cargo pants. She handed him one of the stakes. “Just like old times.”
They each took a position by the door. According to Teresa, the patrol was only a pair of unarmed vamps. Another example of their certainty that their numbers made them invulnerable. They obviously had no idea someone like Lockman would come down to New Orleans for a visit.
Now the waiting.
Lockman cocked his stake arm, ready to swing the point into a vamp’s heart. His own heart raced. The adrenaline released into his bloodstream sharpened his senses. He could hear the noises from the factory floor better. Thumps and shouts. The occasional clang of metal against metal. Were they building something? That didn’t explain the mystery barrels, though. He pushed the speculations out of his mind. Like Teresa had said, he would see soon enough. Right now he had to keep a clear head.
Only one thing distracted him. A smell. A cold tang to the air. Like a butcher shop.
Before he could ask Teresa about it, footsteps sounded on the other side of the closet door. Lockman adjusted his grip on his stake, visualized the smooth arc he would swing it in to stab the vamp square.
Teresa shifted her stance, arms and legs tense and ready to spring.
The footsteps stopped right in front of the door. A serpentine voice spoke with a hint of a lisp. “This room is near full. We’re almost beyond capacity.”
A second voice, deeper but no less inhuman, said, “We could help ourselves to some. Lighten the load.”
“You better be joking.”
“Sure. Yeah.” A pause. “But no one would notice one missing barrel.”
Something slammed against the door, shaking it in its frame. A pained grunt followed. “Stealing from our king? I should show you the light for even suggesting such a thing.”
Lockman caught Teresa’s eye and mouthed, “King?”
She shook her head and shrugged. Her expression told Lockman she was as confused as he was. He had to admit it felt nice to be on the same level of knowledge as her. She didn’t have all the answers. Once she showed him whatever she had to in this factory, they could quit playing the “I know something you don’t know” game, he would leave her and Marty to deal with this, and then he could get back to Kate and Jessie.
“I’m sorry,” the vamp with the deeper voice said. “I was out of line.”
“Do I need to check all the stores? Make sure you haven’t already stolen the king’s property?”
Lockman and Teresa exchanged another worried look.
“I haven’t. I swear.”
One of them growled. Probably the first vamp. The loyal to his “king” vamp. “I smell lies off of you.”
The doorknob turned. “Step back while I check.”
“Please, Shoric. There’s no need.”
Lockman had time enough to note the name. A native vamp name, even though most vamps pulled into this world adopted human aliases. Just what they needed—a vamp pride movement.
Then the door swung open and the one called Shoric stepped into the closet, only he was looking over his shoulder at his companion. Easy target.
Teresa took the shot, jabbing her stake like into Shoric’s chest. A solid tag.
The vamp gulped, then started his vampire melting dance, dropping to his knees and trembling as his insides turned to goo.
His counterpart gaped from the hall. He opened his mouth to call out.
Lockman lunged for him and jabbed his stake through the vamp’s throat, cutting off his voice.
The vamp gurgled, eyes bright yellow and seething. He gripped Lockman by the wrist and swung him around, tossing him away and into the wall.
The air puffed out of his lungs when Lockman collided with the painted cinderblock. He tried to keep his feet, but the swing and impact disoriented him enough to drop him to all fours.
The vamp tried to say something. Instead, blood as black as tar bubbled out of his mouth. He kicked Lockman in the face.
Lockman flipped off his hands and knees and slammed down on his back. His chest burned as his lungs tried to pull in air. He scrabbled backward, pushing with his heels against the tile and walking on his elbows.
Right before the vamp pounced, Teresa jumped on his back, wrapped her legs around his waist, and yanked the stake out of his neck. Blood rushed out of the hole like a tapped keg.
The vamp spun and ran backward, crushing Teresa between him and the wall.
She grunted, but held true. Then brought the stake down over the vamp’s shoulder and struck him in the heart.
He staggered forward, clutching at the stake in his chest.
Teresa dropped off his back and kicked him in the lower back.
The vamp stumbled and fell flat. His body began to deflate while black fluid continued to flow out his neck and mouth.
Teresa wiped sweat off her forehead and pulled back her hair. “Not quite like old times.” She threw Lockman a smile. “You getting old or something?”
Lockman coughed and laughed at the same time. The ache in his chest doubled. But he could breathe now. “I had to shut him up before he warned any of the others.”
“Sure, sure.”
“Way I see it, I saved our lives.”
“From the floor.” She walked over to him and offered a hand to pull him up. “Come on, old man.”
He took her hand and let her help him to his feet. “Fuck you.”
She winked. “In your dreams, babe.”
“You know that’s not what I meant.”
“Uh-huh. I saw you staring at my ass when I climbed up on the roof.”
He started to deny it. Why bother? He closed his mouth and grinned. “Just like old times.”
She returned the smile. Though time had put some new lines around her eyes and mouth, she still looked as beautiful as Lockman remembered. It brought him back to another time. He pulled himself back to the present, though. Nostalgia had a way of twisting memories. Better to hold on to what is rather than wonder about what was.
Teresa jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Let’s get this done before someone finds our mess.”
“Lead the way.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
This is how it starts.
The words echoed in Kate’s mind, louder than her own thoughts. She couldn’t push away the feeling that the phrase meant something big, important, and terrible. She also knew she had heard those words somewhere before. Still couldn’t place where, though.
She had pulled a chair to Jessie’s bedside and watched over her.
Jessie lay on the bed, back to staring up at the ceiling, her breathing slow and regular. A tear ran from the corner of one eye.
Kate gasped. She wiped the tear away and stroked Jessie’s head. “What is it, baby? Come back to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”
Something rattled under the bed.
The sound made Kate jump. Her heart skipped a few beats. Jesus, what was under there? A raccoon? A rat?
The rattle came again. Louder. Now it sounded more like someone knocking on the floor.
A black dread oozed through Kate as she realized what it had to be. Impossible. Your imagination getting away from you. But she knew it wasn’t.
Thump. Thump. Thump. Like tiny footsteps.
Jessie inhaled as if pricked by a needle. She groaned, arched her back.
Kate’s mouth went dry. She looked down at her feet. The bronze cube rolled out from under the bed as if it had a life of its own, pushing itself from one side to the next. Thump. Thump. Thump.
Kate shot out of her chair, knocking it over. Her hands shook. Her stomach churned. When she tried to kick the cube back under the bed the thing didn’t budge, as if a permanent fixture to the floor. Instead, she stubbed her toe. Jagged pain gripped her foot and stars sprayed across her vision.
Jessie writhed on the bed, tugging at the sheets, twisting them around her. Her mouth opened wide and a horrible strangled sound came from her throat as if some invisible force choked her.
Frozen. Blood cold. Kate could not move. What the hell was happening to her daughter?
About a foot out from the bed, the cube jittered on the floor. Kate—god, this sounded crazy—sensed anger from the artifact. Anger and longing.
“Mom, please,” Jessie moaned.
Kate circled the cube and put a hand on Jessie’s leg. “Tell me, Jess. What can I do?”
The cube continued to dance on the floor as if having a temper tantrum.
“I need it.”
Kate’s eyes felt swollen. Her skin crawled. She glared at the cube. “No. We have to get you away from that thing. It’s hurting you.”
Jessie wept. “Please,” she said, drawing out the word.
Kate shook her head. “No. No. No.”
The cube hopped and flipped.
“Leave her alone,” Kate screamed.
Jessie reached a hand out off the side of the bed. Her fingers opened and closed. “Need…it.” Her body broke into convulsions.
What could she do? The pain in Jessie’s face tore Kate in half. She had to stop this. Had to stop it now. She snatched the cube up from the floor. It felt like a block of ice in her hand. Squeezing her fingers around it, she looked at her daughter, then the bedroom door. Could she run away with it? Take it out back and break it apart with the axe like Craig was supposed to have done.
As if reading her thoughts, Jessie said, “Don’t.”
Hot tears flowed over Kate’s face. What’s happened to them? She never wanted this life. Magic and wicked creatures out to kill them. She thought she had come to terms with it all. But this was too much. Too far.
Jessie lifted a hand and reached for Kate. “I need it.”
Fighting every motherly instinct that screamed inside of her, Kate handed Jessie the cube.
A blue spark snapped at Kate’s fingers when she released the cube, like an angry bite.
Jessie hugged the cube to her chest. “This is how it starts,” she said. Then screamed.
Kate leapt toward her daughter, ready to yank the cube away from her. Some force pushed her back, knocking her to the floor. “Damn you.” The cube had become a living thing to her. An evil consciousness out to destroy her daughter. She wanted to smash it against the floor. Stomp on it. Chop at it with Craig’s axe again and again and again.
Then Jessie sat up. The cube rolled into her lap and lay there as dead as it had when Kate first entered the room. Just an object.
Kate’s heart rose when she noticed the clear look in Jessie’s eyes. Jessie turned and saw Kate on the floor, actually saw her. “Mom?”
A sob burst from Kate’s throat. She scrambled to her feet and sat on the edge of the bed, hugged Jessie almost hard enough break a rib. But she couldn’t let go. Not on her life.
Jessie went stiff in Kate’s arms at first, then softened and hugged her back. “What happened?”
“That thing,” Kate said, her voice thick with tears. “It did something to you.”
“What…thing…” Jessie squirmed out of Kate’s embrace and looked down at the cube in her lap. “Oh, shit.”
“What were you thinking? Do you have any idea what you put me through?”
Jessie’s eyebrows drew together. “Put you through? Did you even think to ask what I went through?”
Kate pressed her fingers to her lips, breathed deep through her nose. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”
Now Jessie lifted her eyebrows. “Wow. Never thought I’d hear that in my life.”
Kate forced her gaze down to the cube. “What are you doing with that?”
“I don’t know. I came here and it…called to me.” Her eyes glazed over with tears. “Then I was stuck in a nightmare. It felt like I was in there for years.” The tears flowed free and Jessie’s voice hitched. “Mom, it was horrible.”
Kate pulled her close and gently rocked with her. “It’s okay now. You’re okay.”
Jessie shook against her. “No I’m not. Something’s different. I’m different.”
“What do you mean?”
“Something is inside of me. I don’t know what. I just feel it. Something that doesn’t belong.”



Chapter Thirty
The sight turned Lockman’s stomach, which was exactly what Teresa and Marty had hoped it would do.
He and Teresa had snuck onto the factory floor and hid behind a large metal shelving unit filled with more of the refrigerated barrels. They could see only a portion of the factory floor clearly through a gap in a pair of barrels. But it was enough.
Tables in rows, each with an ogre strapped to it, their skin pale, heads lolling as if in a fitful sleep. Each ogre had four tubes embedded into them. Two on either side of the neck and two in the chest by the heart. Dark red fluid flowed through the tubes into steel tanks. Dozens of fresh turns milled about the blood factory, checking on the tube connections, administered some kind of shot once in a while to the prone ogres. Probably something to keep them docile, or something to keep them alive longer so they could get every last drop.
Lockman watched as one ogre’s tubes ran dry, the ogre still, eyes open and staring at death. A low key alarm sounded, a steady beeping. Six vamps surrounded the ogre, yanked the tubes free, undid the straps. They pulled away the tanks of blood, then worked together to shove the ogre off the table. The ogre’s limp body hit the cement floor with a sickening thud. Four of the vamps each took one of the tanks across the factory floor to a large vat with a set of metal stairs leading to the top. The vamps took turns walking up the stair and emptying their tank into the vat. The vat itself had several pipes with spigots sticking out at its base. The pipes themselves led to more of the refrigerated barrels.
So many questions ran through Lockman’s mind—as well as a litany of curses—but he couldn’t ask Teresa any of them at the moment. It took every ounce of will to not only stay silent, but to keep from rushing out there and putting silver bullets into vamp heads until his gun ran dry.
Teresa must have sensed the tension in him. She put a hand on his shoulder and gave him that look asking him if he was still good to continue the mission. Lockman nodded. Teresa pointed back the way they had come. He shook his head and made a cutting gesture in front of his neck. No go.
He wasn’t ready to leave. He needed to find a weakness. Some way to take this whole factory down.
While he scanned the room, another six vamps shuffled in with a shackled female ogre. The way the ogre shuffled along made it obvious she was drugged. Her long red hair looked matted and dirty. More dirt streaked her torn pants. Signs that the vamps weren’t holding these ogres in the best of conditions.
Lockman strained to see through the gap in the barrels where they had come from. He could see the corner of a cage that looked built to hold gorillas. He could just see the arm of an ogre sitting with his or her back leaned against the cage wall.
He heard a noise, realized it was his own heated breathing, and took a moment to calm down. He gave up his search for a weakness to exploit. Any direct attack would put the imprisoned ogres at risk. Maybe they could blow a hole in the far wall, let in a little sunshine. But even then, those vamps out of the light’s line could use the ogres as hostages and abort the assault before it barely started.
He caught Teresa’s eye and hooked a thumb toward the way out.
She nodded and they duck walked out the way they came. Neither of them spoke until they were back on the factory roof with the access door shut.
“Now you know,” Teresa said. Her hair blew across her face in a breeze that mercifully cut the humidity.
Lockman closed his eyes. He saw Kate and Jessie. Tried to focus on their faces. Images of the ogres with tubes stuck in them, draining their blood, intruded. Opening his eyes, he looked at Teresa. “Why ogres?”
“We’re not sure. Gotta be something special, otherwise they’d have humans in there. Can’t be easy capturing an ogre.”
“This is what’s uniting them. This and whoever their ‘king’ is.”
“I hadn’t heard anything about a king until now. You think it’s another vamp?”
“Sounds like.” He took a moment to savor the breeze which cooled the sweat on his face, and gazed toward where Marty waited in his Lincoln. “It’s got to be driving him crazy.”
“You see why we need you now?”
He nodded. “This has to end.”
“So you’re in?”
“I’m in.”



Chapter Thirty-One
Kate dialed the number again, not expecting any different result, but unable to think what else to do. Sure enough, not even a ring. Straight to voicemail with a generic voice asking her to leave a message.
Damn you, Craig. What’s the point of having the phones if I can’t reach you?
They had returned to the motel. Kate wanted to stay away from that cabin, never wanted to go back. Unfortunately, they couldn’t leave the artifact behind.
After Jessie had come around, Kate had insisted they leave the cabin. Jessie, thankfully, agreed. But when her daughter got up from the bed, she held the cube in her right hand.
Kate glanced at the thing, then looked up at Jessie. “Where did you find it?”
Jessie lifted the cube and studied it as if she hadn’t realized she’d picked it up. “Buried under a stone out back.”
Buried under a stone. Hidden. Craig had hidden it from them and lied about destroying it. For the life of her, Kate couldn’t imagine why. After it had nearly stolen his very soul. Nearly led to all of their deaths. He’d kept it.
“We have to destroy it.”
Face devoid of emotion, Jessie stared at her mother. “We can’t.”
“We can. And we will.” She reached out. “Give it to me.”
Jessie’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the cube tighter. Her eyes flared while the rest of her face remained expressionless. “No.”
“This isn’t up for debate. Give me the damn cube.”
“Whatever’s happened to me, this is the key. If we destroy it, we can’t undo whatever it’s done.”
“You’re fine. You’re back now.”
“I told you. I’m not fine.”
“It’s your imagination.”
Jessie lowered the cube to her side. “I know you want to think you can push this away. I understand why you want to. But we can’t. It’s real. And the only way we can make sure I’m safe is to confront it.”
Kate rattled her head. They had fallen back into the past. Jessie had been taken from her again. Even as she stood in front of her, this god damned supernatural world had taken her.
“You have to get past it, Mom. You know we have to take it with us.”
Every instinct told her to get her daughter away from it. Take off to the other side of the planet if necessary. If she looked through the fog of instinct, though, she saw the ugly reality on the other side. Jessie was right. And damn her for being so strong. “You’re a brave girl. I’m proud of you.”
Jessie’s mouth hung open. She gaped at Kate as if she didn’t know her.
“Don’t look so surprised.”
“I’m sorry. I just…”
Kate waved her off. “You’re in charge now, babe. What’s next?”
It took a second for Jessie to shake off her shock. Then her jaw set. Kate could see her daughter accepting her role as leader. Another swell of pride filled her chest and gave her a light feeling, even after the scare with the artifact.
“We have to find Craig.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
At nightfall, Yora—and how she purred inside at reclaiming her true name—sauntered up the driveway to the pimp’s elaborate, tacky house. It had taken her nearly a century to get used to the mortal plane’s aesthetics. Eventually she learned how to appreciate what was both beautiful and hideous in this world. Sometimes she even agreed with the mortals’ tastes.
This place? By the light, even the most tasteless of mortals would gag at such a sight. Which said much about LaRue’s clientele.
She didn’t knock. She let herself in. Such a funny thing about mortal mythology that vampires needed an invitation in order to enter a home. What a stupid superstition. And a deadly one for those who believed it.
Through the foyer, into the parlor. Niall had told her where she would most likely find the pimp. Sure enough, he sat in the middle of his nymph horde, fawning over them like a little girl with her dolls. One of the nymphs sat sideways on the sofa next to him, her bare and pale legs dangling over the sofa’s arm. LaRue held a silver brush which he gently pulled through the nymph’s blonde hair. In mortal years, the girl looked about seventeen. Mortals had a thing for youth, and little appreciation for age.
LaRue and his crew looked up as Yora entered the parlor. She grinned at the easy command of their attention, baring her fangs as a show of dominance. “We must speak, pimp.”
LaRue twirled his brush in the air, an unsubtle threat with the silver. “I’m terribly busy. And vampires, I know, have no interest in what I have to offer.”
It was true. The allure of nymphs did not touch her kind for the simple reason that vampires had little sexual inclination, though many of the male vampires drew satisfaction from raping their victims. But vampires reproduced by turning others into their own. A far more satisfying process, and not nearly so putrid as having a creature claw its way out of one’s body.
“Niall has sent me. Would you risk his anger?”
The pimp drew back his head, turning his double chin into a triple. Yora could smell the fear off his skin from across the room. She showed more fang. “I thought not.”
“Ladies, you’ll have to excuse me.”
Several of the nymphs pouted. A few voiced their disappointment with a whiney “Aw.” Apparently, the nymphs enjoyed socializing with a eunuch—the only kind of mortal they couldn’t rape.
Yora noticed the pimp held onto his silver brush. She let him have it. If the fat man thought it would protect him, he would be that much more vulnerable. He led her to a cross between a den and a library. Yora recognized many of the titles on the shelves. Tomes about ancient Greece. Classic works from Homer to Hemingway. She had read nearly all of them—unlike the pimp, who clearly had never cracked a single volume of his immaculate collection.
“Won’t you have a seat,” LaRue said, gesturing to a trio of chairs arranged around an ashtray pedestal. The stink of cigar smoke permeated the room. LaRue poured himself a drink and sat himself.
Yora remained standing. “I’m not here to socialize.”
“You aren’t the vampire I usually deal with. And seldom do I have the pleasure of receiving a messenger from Niall himself.” He set his silver brush on the arm of his chair.
What a pompous fool. Did he really believe she felt threatened by such gestures? “You were visited by a mortal recently.”
“Honey, I practically have to install a revolving door for all the mortals that come in and out of here.”
“This one would have stood out.”
LaRue frowned. His pasty face shone in the light from a nearby floor lamp. The scent of fear grew thicker, enough to cut through the cigar smell. “I’ve no idea who you mean.”
“You’re certain?”
“All my clients look the same to me. Like walking hundred dollar bills.”
“And those who are not clients? What do they look like?”
The pimp gently stroked the brush beside him like a small pet. “If you have something to say, please say it. I’ve no patience for riddles.”
“One of our lairs was infiltrated. A well-armed and trained mortal killed a powerful guard. Another of our brethren is missing. We would like to meet this troublesome mortal.”
“Why come to me?”
Yora stepped around the chair in front of her and closed the distance between them. The gusts of fear wafting from him tickled her bloodlust. But Yora had long since learned how to control her nature. “Because the vampire that works with you lives at the same lair.”
The pimp shrugged his bloated shoulders. “I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
Yora growled and bared the full length of her fangs. “Did you tell this mortal about the lair?”
“What mortal? I still don’t know who you’re talking about.”
“The sweet smell of your fear betrays your lies.”
LaRue’s hand wrapped around the brush’s handle. “I’m an asset to your community. Don’t forget that while you throw around accusations.”
“You overestimate your worth.” She charged him.
He tried to raise the brush, but his sluggish reflexes were no match for Yora’s speed. She gripped the wrist of the hand holding the brush and twisted. The snap of his breaking bones underscored his beautiful scream. The brush fell to the floor.
“I’ve permission to kill you, pimp. Even to feed on you. You’re only asset to our community now is as my lunch.”
Whimpering, LaRue cradled his broken wrist in his lap. Tears streamed down his doughy face. “You’re making a terrible mistake.”
“You are the one making the mistake. Niall will soon rule New Orleans, over mortal and vampire both. Would you be so quick to dishonor your King?”
Two red splotches rose on either of the pimp’s cheeks. His eyes shone. “No vampire will command mortals. The moment Niall makes his presence known, mobs of humans will come here to wipe you all out.”
“Our numbers grow daily.”
“But you are still a minority. One that should remain in the shadows if you know what’s good for you.”
Yora curled her lip. “I’d not have taken you as so brave. Maybe it’s stupidity that fuels your insolence.”
“You fucking vampires. Insolence? Kings? Rule? You’ve become a parody of your own kind.”
“Yes. Stupidity.” She gripped him by his soft chin with one hand then pressed her thumb and forefinger of her free hand against his eyes. “Since you fail to see the truth in front of you, you have no need for eyes.”
LaRue grunted and jerked. Yora kept him pinned to his chair. She began to press against his eyelids, felt the give to the eyes underneath.
His grunts turned to howls. “Please. Stop.”
“Who is the mortal?”
“He didn’t tell me his name. But he’s a former agent. He’s supernatural savvy.”
“What kind of agent?”
He reached up and tried to pull her hand away from his eyes. She let him try. He would not overpower her.
“Government. Anti-supernatural terrorism.”
“This agency, it still exists?”
“No. Disbanded.” His fingers scrabbled at her hand. “Please. I’m telling you all I know.”
She pressed a little harder. “Like you told him?”
“No. I just told him how to find Lucas, my source. I didn’t know he was going to kill anyone.”
“What did he want?”
“He’s looking for some woman, says you vamps kidnapped her.”
“What else did you tell him?”
“Nothing. I swear.”
She leaned close. His scent made her fangs ache. His fat neck begged her to tear into it. She whispered in his ear. “How do I find him?”
“I don’t know where he is. I have no idea.”
She licked his neck. The taste of his sweat screamed fear. “Then I have no more use for you.”
“No. Wait. I can find him. I can…can track him with a spell. I know a spell.”
Interesting. She released the pressure on his eyes. “You are skilled in magic?”
“It’s why Lucas provided me with the blood. If I could get some more, I could do the spell. I can find him for you.”
“You need more blood for this ritual?”
“I’ll need quite a bit. Lucas, he would drain bodies for me. I can provide a client. The next one who comes in. You can drain them for me.”
This quivering, jiggling mortal turned Yora’s stomach. She found it hard to believe a moment ago she hungered to feed on him. “We’ll get you your blood. But we haven’t time to waste waiting.” She grabbed him by his ruffled shirt and yanked him to his feet. Then she gripped him by the back of the neck, shoved him ahead of her out of the study and back to the parlor.
The nymphs shrieked at the sudden intrusion. They all glared at Yora, their contempt filling Yora’s nostrils. Brave little bitches if they thought they could take her. She bared her fangs and hissed. Fear twined with contempt’s smell. Much better.
Yora shook the pimp by his neck. “Pick one.”
“Wh…what?”
She drew a pointed finger in a sideways arch, indicating the nymphs in the room. “For your blood.”
At the word blood the nymphs all locked their gazes on their pimp, eyes wide and worried.
LaRue’s voice cracked. “We can’t use one of them.”
“Is nymph blood no good for magic?” She already knew the answer.
“No. It would be quite…quite powerful.”
“Then pick one.”
“I can’t.”
“You can pick one, or I can feast on them all. I’ve never tasted a nymph before.”
All of the nymphs stood now. Yora could tell they tried to use their seduction on her even though they knew it would do them no good. An attack instinct. But nymphs were frail things. Yora would have no trouble eviscerating each one.
Tears rolled over LaRue’s swollen cheeks. He snuffled like a child. His lip trembled while he looked over his pets, his eyes glassed. Slowly he raised his arm. He curled his fingers toward him in a summoning gesture. “Leslie. Come here.”
Yora pressed her fangs against her lower lip when the eldest of the nymphs stepped forward. Like always, the mortal favored the young and disrespected the elder. “No.” She pointed at the young blonde whose hair LaRue was brushing when Yora first arrived. “Her.”
“You told me to pick,” LaRue whined, his voice distorted by the snot in his nose.
“You chose poorly.” Yora jabbed a finger at the young one again. “That one or they all die.”
The elder nymph stared wide-eyed and trembling at Yora, clearly confused by Yora’s sparing her. Poor things did not even respect themselves as elders. They were as bad as the mortals.
The pimp waved the young one over. “You’ll need to come with us, my dear.”
The young thing trembled. The color had bleached from her skin. Still, she obeyed and came to her master.
Yora took LaRue and the nymph by the arm and ushered them out of the parlor. In the hall, she turned to LaRue. “You have a chamber for your magic, I assume.”
“Yes.”
“Take us.”
He guided them through the house to a staircase that led to a basement. The pimp’s set up was simple and clean. A pentagram carved into the cement floor. An alter of carved oak against the wall, its surface stained with blood like a butcher’s cutting board. Candles arranged on tables and in votives all around the pentagram. Along another wall, a massive chest made from a darker wood than the alter, the front of which had dozens of small drawers. It reminded Yora of a time when libraries used card catalogs instead of computers. She assumed each drawer had some ingredient in it to help with LaRue’s rituals, though none of the drawers were labeled.
LaRue looked down at Yora’s hand still gripping him by the arm. “You’ll have to let go if you want me to work.”
She released him.
He hurried to his chest of drawers and seemingly chose them at random—opening, withdrawing some item, closing, then onto the next drawer. He pulled objects from a half-dozen drawers and set them on his alter. Vials. Plastic pouches. A few things Yora couldn’t identify from where she stood.
He turned to Yora and the nymph. “Now I need the blood.”
Yora pulled the nymph into the pentagram. The nymph cried and struggled to break free until Yora twisted her arm and forced the nymph to her knees. “Where?” Yora asked.
LaRue blanched. “On the floor will be fine. Try to keep it within the circle around the pentagram.”
“Jean, please.” The nymph looked up at her pimp, her eyes red and wet.
LaRue stroked her cheek. “I’m so sorry, my love.” He nodded at Yora and turned away.
Pathetic mortal wouldn’t even watch his pet die. Yora drew the nymph close, bared her fangs, and tore a hole in the nymph’s throat. She allowed herself a sip before dropping the nymph to let her blood out on the floor.
She licked her lips. “Sweeter than I expected. I might have to partake on another of your girls later.”
His back still to her, LaRue said, “Please step out of the circle so I can perform the spell.”
Yora took up a spot by the stairs and leaned against the wall to watch the pimp work. He never looked back at his nymph until he absolutely had to. And then he painted the floor with her blood, rolled her body out of the circle, and began his ritual, crying the whole time.



Chapter Thirty-Three
“The question is, are there more of them?”
Lockman, Marty, and Teresa stood in Teresa’s make-shift headquarters. They had cleared off a section of the desk and spread out the rudimentary map of the factory they had drawn on a large sheet of newsprint.
Marty turned to Lockman. “Why is that the question?”
“Even if we can infiltrate this factory, get the ogres out safely, and blow the place to kingdom come…” He tapped the map with his forefinger. “…if there are more factories like this one, they will quadruple security on them after our attack and we’ll never take them out.”
A low growl came from the back of Marty’s throat.
“That’s assuming they have more,” Teresa said.
“Can we afford to assume there isn’t?”
Marty glared at the map. “No.”
“Who knows how large the vamp operation is down here? Apparently they have nests all over New Orleans. Fifty in the one I saw. Then the seventy-or so working out of that factory. If they’re swelling their numbers with turns, we could easily be looking at four- or five-hundred vamps. Maybe more.”
Teresa swooned. She staggered to an office chair and dropped into it.
“You okay?” Lockman asked.
She shook her head. “My sister’s one of them.”
Lockman wanted to tell her they couldn’t know that for sure. Technically they couldn’t, not until they saw her in the flesh. But the reality was hard to ignore, and he didn’t want to lie to her. “We can still find her.”
“Then what? There’s no cure for vampirism.”
No one wanted to say what they would have to do if they did find Mandy. The hum of the computer’s fan and Marty’s heavy breathing filled the moment of silence.
Marty turned away from the map and folded his arms. “So what do we do?”
“Much as I’d like to charge in there and wipe out every fucking vamp involved, we need to know more about what we’re up against.”
“What about this king,” Teresa said. “We find him, we can find out all we need to know.”
“Assuming we can motivate him to talk.”
Marty grunted. “Oh, we’ll motivate him. Don’t worry about that.”
Lockman let Marty have his bravado. He’d damn well earned it. Lockman couldn’t imagine the rage the ogre felt knowing how the vamps were using his people. “It’s not the worst plan. But finding him is the trick. As revered as he seems to be, he’s going to be well hidden and well protected.”
“Plenty of vamps at the factory. Or the community center. We could snatch one or two of them to get the king’s location.”
Teresa tipped her chair back. “We can’t go back to the community center. They’ll expect us there. And we don’t want to spoil the factory until we’re ready to take it down.”
“What about the pimp?” Lockman asked.
“LaRue?”
“Yeah. The one you led me to with your obviously planted clue.” He pointed at the leather bound notebook beside her computer.
Teresa glanced at the notebook and shrunk back in her seat. “It was Marty’s idea.”
Marty straightened. “Oh, bullshit.”
Teresa cracked a smile. Marty started to laugh. Teresa joined him. Lockman just shook his head. But he appreciated the light moment. It might be their last for some time.



Chapter Thirty-Four
No answer.
Lockman pounded on LaRue’s door again, jabbed at the bell. Marty, dressed in a black trench coat and matching fedora, stepped forward and slammed a palm against the center of the door. The door blew off its hinges and into the foyer a good ten feet before falling flat on the floor.
Vera, parked next to Marty’s Lincoln, flashed her lights. Lockman waved. “We’re fine. We’re going in.”
Then the three of them filed through the splintered doorway.
The smell shoved at Lockman like a physical force. A mix of iron and rot. “Not good.”
Marty removed his fedora. “I have a feeling this avenue of investigation hit a dead end before we even got here.”
They started in the parlor. The sight and smell made Lockman’s throat squeeze against the bile trying to force its way up. He’d seen plenty of hideous things, but this…
All the nymphs lay dead. Some on the floor. Some draped over the furniture. Open throats. Open bellies. Rent limbs. One with her Victorian dress up over her head and an obscene mess between her naked legs.
Teresa rushed out of the room. The sound of her retching came a second later.
Marty exhaled, the sound hoarse, as he took in the mutilation.
Lockman had no love for nymphs, but these woman did not deserve this. He swallowed the acidic taste in his mouth. “Vamps.”
“They must have figured out how you found their lair,” Marty said. “This is their punishment.”
“The nymphs had nothing to do with it.”
“When have you known vampires to pass up a free meal?”
“This is overkill. Even for vamps.”
“It’s a message, Lockman. Probably meant for us.”
“If it’s a message…” He exchanged a look with Marty, could see him coming to the same conclusion. The blood started racing through Lockman’s body. His pulse sounded in his ears. “Teresa, we’re leaving.”
But when they stepped out into the hall, Teresa wasn’t there.
“Maybe she went to investigate the rest of the house,” Marty said.
“Without telling us?” He didn’t have to say more. The two of them charged down the hall. Lockman drew his pistol. Out from under his trench coat, Marty pulled a curved blade with a serrated edge on the outside curve. It looked like a demented saw. Lockman had no doubt Marty knew just how to use it.
They checked each room off the main hall, including LaRue’s study. They found LaRue in his favored chair, a cognac in his hand, sitting as casually as a man after a hard day’s work—except that his head was on the floor staring up at his body. Judging from the crooked angle of his spine sticking up out of his ragged neck, Lockman guessed his head had been twisted off. He managed to feel a hint of pity even for LaRue. But not enough to keep him long.
He turned and realized Marty had already moved on to the next room. Lockman hurried after him. The rest of the rooms on this floor were empty. They found a spiral staircase carpeted in maroon velvet at the back of the house.
Marty gestured toward the stairs with his sword. “Age before beauty.”
“Like hell. You’re twice my age at least.”
“But I’m still the beauty.”
Lockman gave him a deadpan look, then racked the slide on his pistol to chamber a round. He led the way up the stairs. The space they entered resembled an atrium with metal framed glass running the full length of one side of the open area. The view faced the back of LaRue’s property, a large expanse of land filled with trees and ripe green plants of all shapes and colors. The only thing Lockman recognized was the stretch of night blooming jasmine wrapped around a white wooden fence along one said of the yard.
Opposite the atrium windows, four doors lined up along the hall. The first door hung open. A peek inside revealed the butler laying on his back in the middle of a four-poster bed, his torso ripped open from neck to navel, eyes staring wide at the canopy above.
Marty pointed at the other doors, all closed. “She’s got to be in one of those rooms.”
“Unless she went out back.” But through the atrium windows they both could see no one in the yard. “Why would she be behind a closed door?”
“Because it’s a trap, and she’s the bait.”
Damnit. What an amateur move coming here. He should have figured the vamps would trace him to the pimp. Now they had Teresa, and who knew what waited for them behind one of those doors? “How do you want to play this?”
“Direct approach?”
“Right into the trap?”
Marty shrugged his wide shoulders. He had his fedora back on his head. He tipped the brim back with the point of his sword. “Subtlety was never your thing, Lockman. Let’s play to your strengths.”
“Nice.” Lockman looked at his pistol. “Wish I brought in more firepower.” He took the pistol in both hands, barrel pointed up. “Let’s do this.”
They took position on either side of Door Number One. Marty kicked the door square. The door snapped aside, still clinging to the jamb with one hinge. A second later, Lockman swung into the doorway, leading with his pistol.
Empty. Another bedroom decorated in the same gaudy manner as the parlor, with another large, four-poster bed taking up most of the space. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what these upstairs rooms were reserved for here in LaRue’s pleasure palace.
Marty grunted, looked down the hall to the other two rooms. “How about Door Number Three next?”
“Mix it up? Sure.”
They used the same routine as the first door, Marty kicking the door open, Lockman coming in behind to cover with his pistol.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
Another empty bedroom, a clone of the others.
Marty stepped over to the last remaining room. Door Number Two. He lifted his blade over his head. “You ready?”
Lockman joined him, taking position to the side of the door. “Hit it.”
This time Marty kicked the door so hard it sailed to the other side of the room and took a vampire with it. The vamp and the door both bounced off the far wall next to the bed. Lockman charged in, waving his pistol in an arc as he scanned the room.
Teresa lay on the bed on her belly, her head toward the foot. A female vamp straddled her on her back, pinning her down.
In the far corner stood another female vamp, much older, her face a scaly mess, fangs bared and bloody. Lockman twisted in the doorway to check the nearest corner to his right and spotted the male vamp right as it rushed him.
He fired three rapid shots, but the vamp came in low and fast, driving his shoulder into Lockman’s gut and lifting him off his feet. The shots went wide and an instant later Lockman found himself on the floor, the vamp snarling on top of him.
A flash of metal. The vamp’s head rolled off his shoulders and a spout of dark blood sprayed from its neck. The body tipped aside and off of Lockman. Marty stood by, his blade coated with vampire blood. He offered a hand and lifted Lockman to his feet. Lockman trained his weapon on the vamp sitting on Teresa. That’s when he recognized her.
Paler now. Skin around the eyes starting to take on that shriveled vamp look. But still perfectly recognizable from the photo he’d taken from Teresa’s desk.
Mandy.
So that’s how they drew Teresa in.
The vamp knocked over by the door had recovered and he charged at Lockman. This time, Lockman was ready. He swung his aim toward the oncoming vamp and fired twice into its face. The silver rounds obliterated the front half of its head and most of the brain inside, leaving a hollow scoop formed by the back of its skull. The vamp dropped.
Lockman returned his aim to Mandy. “Get off of her.”
“Another move and she’s dead,” the female in the corner said.
Mandy put her hands on either side of Teresa’s head and hissed through her fangs.
“Mandy,” Teresa cried. “It’s me. It’s your sister. Don’t do this.”
Mandy hitched as if laughing, only the sound from her mouth sounded more like screech. “I know who you are, bitch. And you don’t matter anymore. I’ve outgrown you. I’m so much more now. So…powerful.”
“Except,” Lockman said, “for your weakness to silver, religious symbols, fire, and sunlight. Those things kind of put a damper on all that power.”
Mandy growled at him and showed off her fangs. “I’ll feed on you when I’m done with her.”
Lockman tsked. “You freshies. So cocky.”
“Enough,” the female in the corner said. “Drop your weapons.”
Marty pointed at her with his sword. “I’ll die before I submit to a vampire.”
 “No.” Her lip curled. “You won’t die. Your blood is too precious.”
Marty cried out and charged her.
 “Marty, no.”
He stopped himself halfway across the room, still holding his sword high, his green skin tinged red. Mandy had bent over when Marty started moving, her open mouth an inch from Teresa’s neck. Teresa struggled under her. “Mandy, stop. Please.”
Lockman kept his aim on Mandy. “Teresa. What do you want me to do?”
She lifted her chin and looked Lockman straight in the eye. Tears streamed down her cheeks. The agony in her face drove a lance through his heart. “There’s no cure for vampirism.”
He inhaled through his nose, nodded, and took the shot.
The top of Mandy’s head exploded. A mess of black brain and dark blood rained over Teresa, who had shoved her face into the bed’s comforter and placed her hands over her head. Mandy rolled off of her and tumbled to the floor on the bed’s far side.
The surviving vamp’s eyes went wide. Her yellow irises flared.
Teresa scuttled off the bed and ran to Lockman’s side, sobbing. She clung to him. Blood, bits of skull, and brain—pieces of her sister—matted her hair. Lockman wanted to torture the vamp in the corner. Burn her with silver. Drive her mad by shoving a crucifix in her face. Cut off her limbs and throw her screaming body into a flame.
But Marty was closer.
He howled as he ran at her, sword raised. She reacted, moving so quickly Lockman missed it when he blinked. She caught Marty’s sword arm and twisted. An ogre’s bones are near as thick as logs and twice as strong. But the vamp snapped his arm back at the elbow with ease. He cried out and dropped his sword. The vamp gripped him by the throat and pulled his face down to her level. “I just drank the blood of your brethren. I am invincible.”
Lockman sidled to his left to get a clear shot. “We’ll see about that.” He emptied his pistol into her chest, throwing her back into the corner.
Smoke hissed out of the bullet holes as the silver rounds burned through her flesh. She staggered, but did not fall. Then the rounds started popping out of her wounds and pattering onto the carpet. She grinned as the smoking holes closed before their eyes.
Marty dropped to his knees, holding his broken arm above the elbow while his forearm dangled loosely.
The vamp touched her healed skin through one of the tears in her shirt. “That hurt,” she said. “But not too much.”
She leapt over Marty and sailed through the air at Lockman.
He dove to the side, pulling Teresa with him, right before the vamp pounced onto the space where they had stood. He twisted on the way down so that he hit the floor first and cushioned Teresa’s fall. The vamp grabbed Lockman’s ankle and dragged him to her. He threw his empty pistol up at her and knocked her on the head. It stunned her for a second, but her grip on his ankle didn’t give.
She snarled, reached down, and grabbed him by the shirt collar. Then she hoisted him above her head and tossed him across the room. He tore through the canopy above the bed, hit the bed, and bounced off onto the floor. Before he could shake off his disorientation, the vamp was on his back. She sank her fangs into his shoulder.
Lockman had never felt a vampire bite before. The pain was indescribable. It didn’t only radiate from the wound, it exploded through his whole body as if tiny copies of the vamp’s fangs chewed on his every nerve. He screamed so hard a trickle of blood ran down the back of his throat.
He expected to feel the vamp tear a hunk of his shoulder away between her teeth. Instead, she echoed his scream and fell off his back. Lockman didn’t waste time looking to see what had happened. He crawled forward to the wall and used it to claw his way back to his feet. When he did turn, he found Marty wielding his sword with his good hand, the blade imbedded in the vamp’s neck.
She thrashed away from him, yanking the sword out of his grip. The blade stayed in her neck as she staggered toward the door. Teresa, still on the floor, scrambled to grab the vamp’s leg and trip her. But the vamp kicked out and caught Teresa square in the nose, which crunched and immediately started bleeding.
The vamp slipped out the door. As much as Lockman wanted to go after her, he stayed put. He had nothing to fight her with, and the strength the ogre blood gave her made her too dangerous to confront.
Marty watched, nostrils flaring, as the vamp escaped. Lockman could tell the same thoughts ran through the ogre’s mind. As much as he wanted to pursue her, a vamp that could break an ogre’s arm was no vamp to mess with while wounded and unarmed.
The sobbing made them both turn. Teresa knelt on the floor beside her sister. Sensing his and Marty’s gaze, she looked up. The tears streaming down her face ran with her sister’s blood. She looked as if she had streaked war paint down her cheeks. “I’m going to kill them. Every damned last one of them. I don’t care how many.”
Lockman wanted to reassure her, tell her he would fight at her side until every vamp in New Orleans had fallen. But two mortals and an ogre against an army of vamps fueled with ogre blood didn’t make for very good odds. For the first time in memory, Lockman felt like he’d entered a battle with the supernatural they simply could not win.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Yora’s neck burned with pain as she dashed through the night, the ogre’s sword still embedded in her neck. She was lucky the blade wasn’t made of silver. Even with the ogre blood in her veins, this sort of wound might have killed her.
She ran as far as she could, searching for cover. She needed to get this damned sword out of her neck. But when she pulled it free, her blood would flow quickly from her body and carry her strength with it.
The best possible hiding place presented itself at last—a small cemetery with the traditional above-ground crypts common to the area. She forced her way into one of the crypts, closed herself in. The pitch blackness soothed her. She crawled into a corner and leaned against the stone wall. She sat there a moment, not ready to pull the sword free. It would hurt. But pain never bothered a vampire like it did mortals. The blood loss frightened her though. She had never had such a deep wound. While she knew she could survive, given the time to heal, she didn’t know how long it might take or how weak it would leave her.
Worse yet, her king would wonder where she had gone. When he learned of her failure and the losses taken at the pimp’s house, he would not be pleased. After she recovered and returned to him, he might decide to show her the light anyway.
She bared her fangs to the darkness.
No. She had not failed completely. Thanks to the pimp’s magic, she would get another chance. She dug into her pocket and withdrew the amulet LaRue had charmed for her, held it in a tight fist. With her free hand she yanked the blade free and tossed it across the crypt. A waterfall of blood ran down her neck and over her shoulder. A deepening cold welled inside of her as her very life force leaked from her body. She shuddered. Her legs jerked on their own, her heels knocking at the crypt floor. She could feel consciousness fading.
Before it took her, she slipped the amulet’s chain over her head. Almost instantly her mind connected to his. Now she knew his name.
Craig Lockman.
When she recovered, she would find him. She would bring him to her king and stand by as her king praised her, then decided the wicked mortal’s fate. Perhaps His Majesty would turn Lockman into one of their own. No sense wasting such strength and skill. And what better fate than forcing him to join that which he had sworn to fight?
She drifted into sleep, letting the magical tug toward Lockman comfort her. When she woke, she would follow that tug, she would make her master proud.



Chapter Thirty-Six
They finished packing, and then Mom asked the inevitable question, the one Jessie had dreaded since their decision to go to Craig for help, because she knew Mom wouldn’t like the answer.
“How are we going to find him?”
Jessie zipped her backpack closed and set it on the bed. The bitter smell of stale cigarette smoke filled the motel room. Funny. She hadn’t noticed that smell before. Of course, many of her senses had sharpened since…since whatever had happened to her.
“I have to do it.”
Mom frowned. “What does that mean?”
She knew what it meant. She just didn’t want to admit it. Jessie stared at her, waiting for Mom to come around to it on her own.
Her frown deepened. Her pallor lightened. She shook her head so slightly, Jessie could have missed it if she wasn’t watching her so closely.
Jessie held her silence.
“No,” Mom said finally.
“You have a better idea? He’s not answering his phone. We have no idea where he is—”
“He’s in New Orleans.”
“That narrows it down.”
Mom folded her arms. “You don’t have to get snarky. There’s no call for that.”
Jessie sighed. “We can’t show up in New Orleans and wander around looking for him.”
“What makes you think you can find him…your way.”
Because part of him is inside of me. She didn’t say that, though. It would only freak Mom out even more. She glanced at her backpack where she had zipped up the cube in the front pocket. “I just know.”
“Which means cutting yourself again.”
Now she looked toward the motel bathroom. “I don’t think so.”
Mom followed Jessie’s gaze, brow furled. “What’s in there?”
“Craig’s blood,” Jessie said. “From when you dug the tracking device out.”
“It’s all dried up. Most of it’s soaked into gauze pads.”
“So? It’s worth trying, right? And it’s Craig’s blood. Something tells me that might help with finding him.”
Mom’s eyes darkened. “What tells you?”
The voices inside of me. Jessie shrugged. “Just a hunch.”
But Mom saw straight through her. “It has something to do with that thing.” She pointed at Jessie’s backpack.
“We have to find him.”
Mom pulled out the cell Craig had given her. “I’ll keep trying his phone. He has to pick up eventually.”
“He’s not going to pick up.”
“Is the cube telling you that, too?”
“He made you take that phone. Knowing Craig, he would have checked in by now. Something must have happened.”
Despite all the angry words against Craig, Mom showed a glimpse of worry in her eyes. It heartened Jessie to see it. It gave her hope there was still a chance to pull them back together.
“Let me try, Mom. Craig might need us as much as we need him.”
Mom chewed her lip. Jessie could tell she had gotten through. Finally. But her mom still tried to cling to her anger. “If he is in trouble, finding him will only make things worse for us.”
“Have you forgotten everything he did for us?”
The window unit air conditioner kicked on. It’s whirr sounded twice as loud as Jessie remembered. How had she slept with that thing roaring through the night?
“I just want you to be safe, Jess. Do you understand?”
Jessie’s chest tightened. She crossed the room and took her mom’s hands in hers. Squeezed. “I understand. But I think it’s time we came to terms with reality. Safe for us is a whole different thing than safe for other people. We’re never going to be as safe as we used to be.”
“I can’t accept that.”
“If you want normal, you can’t just leave Craig. You’ll have to leave me, too. Whether you want to admit it or not, I’m a freak. I’m as much a part of that world as Craig now.”
Mom closed her eyes a moment. When she opened them, she lifted Jessie’s hands and held tightly. “You are not a freak. You’re special.”
“Okay, that just makes me sound retarded.”
“Stop it.”
Jessie hung her head. “Yeah, that was mean.”
“Okay,” Mom said and gave Jessie’s hands a shake. “Okay.”
“Okay what?”
“Okay, you know what.” She cocked her head toward the bathroom. “Do your thing.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
They upgraded their headquarters, moving from Teresa’s studio apartment to a furnished two bedroom flat on the ground floor. Marty needed the space to rest and recover. They set him up in one of the bedrooms. His brothers rotated in at regular intervals to check on him. One of them was a shaman like Marty, giving up the warrior arts for magic and medicine. Lockman had always assumed Marty’s choice to become a shaman had more to do with the chip in his head that kept him from violence against mortals rather than any actual higher calling. Seeing another ogre shaman gave him second thoughts. And he could not deny Marty had proven himself an asset well beyond providing weapons and equipment. Marty turned out to be a valuable ally.
As long as Lockman could look past all that initial deception to get him involved.
Ogres weren’t like vampires or werewolves. They took time to heal like any mortal did. But all three of them needed the time. To step back, plan, and figure out how in hell their small crew could go toe-to-toe with a vampire legion.
Lockman sat at the computer they had moved from Teresa’s apartment and set up in the living room of the new one. The vampire bite burned under the bandage on his shoulder, but he let the pain sharpen his focus. He scanned local articles that hinted at any kind of vampire activity—disappearances, excessive blood loss, unusual sightings passed off as escaped zoo animals still roaming free since Katrina. While he cited the most likely vamp acts, Teresa used the old stand-by tool of a map on a corkboard, and stuck a red pin in each location in and around the city that Lockman rattled off to her.
When they had finished, they both stood before the map, Teresa’s hands on her hips, Lockman’s arms folded, both of them staring at the pins, looking for a pattern.
“I don’t see it,” Teresa said.
“There’s more around the Quarter.”
“Not enough to pin-point any sort of natural hub.”
Lockman rubbed his chin, exhaled. Fatigue pulled like gravity squared. All he wanted to do was lie down and get more than three hours of sleep in one go. No. That wasn’t all he wanted. He wanted to track down this so-called vamp king and lop off his fucking head.
Sleep could wait.
“We’re looking at this wrong,” he said.
Teresa stifled a yawn with her fist. Her eyes were red from the bouts of crying she thought she kept secret by hiding in the bathroom. The yellowish beginnings of a bruise rose around the bandage across her swollen nose. “I’m listening.”
“Why assume this king would sit at the center of the vamp activity? If he’s so important, he would want to stay protected, and away from all the dirty work.”
“He’s a vampire, not General Patton. He’d want to be in the thick of his carnage.”
“That’s the thing. Even after seeing their mass organization, we’re still assuming these vamps operate like vamps.”
“Just because they now come in large groups doesn’t change what they are.”
“Maybe not the bulk of them. The few we’ve picked off so far have been pretty standard. But that one at LaRue’s place. She was different. She commanded the others. Used your sister to bait you into a trap. Hell, sat in wait for all of us.”
“We already know vamps can strategize and work together. It happens all the time. It happened to you.”
Lockman remembered well enough the trained black-ops team of vamps that had attacked him when Jessie first came into his life. Vamp soldiers, coordinated and precise—until Lockman went on the offensive and rattled them. They had forgotten all about their mission and had let their bloodlust take over.
“Those vamps all had mortal masters. And they never maintained much restraint when threatened. These are vamps governing themselves. Different deal altogether.”
“Okay, let’s assume you’re right. Most vamps are still plain old vamps. But some of them have somehow managed to tame themselves enough to organize and control the others. How does that help us find them?”
Lockman pointed at the map. “We’re looking for a central location with vamp activity moving outward. Look at those sparser areas sticking out, almost like tentacles from the body.”
Teresa’s jaw dropped. “Only they’re not from the center. They’re pathways toward the center.”
An electric thrill ran through Lockman. This was the sweet center to the job. Breaking a secret of the paranormal world. Learning how the darker things worked so they could fight them all the better. He picked up a red marker from the desk and drew circles at the far points of each of the “paths.” Four spots.
“If those are the sources,” he said, thumping a fingertip into the center of each circle, “then we’ll find our king at one of them.” Something else struck him. “Aw, shit. It’s so obvious.”
“What?”
He drew an X through one of the circles. “That’s where the community center is.” He crossed out another circle. “That’s the factory.”
“The vamps are snacking on their way out.”
Lockman drew a larger circle around the concentrated group of pins. “But here is where the hardcore feeding happens.”
“Feeding and recruiting.”
The bitterness in her voice was so thick, Lockman could practically taste it on the air.
“That leaves us two locations to check. But if they’re anything like the lairs we’ve already found, we’re going to have to do some recruiting of our own.”
Lockman glanced toward Marty’s room. He could hear him and the brother currently watching over him talking in low voices. “I have an idea about that.”

“Out of the question.” Marty winced as he tried to sit up higher on the half-dozen pillows propped behind him.
Lockman and Teresa shared a glance. They sat in chairs posted on either side of Marty’s bed. Marty’s brother, David, leaned against the wall at the foot of the bed, hands in the pockets of his khaki overalls.
“Martin, the mortals have a good idea.” Though the way David said mortals, it didn’t sound like he approved of those who had offered the idea. Lockman couldn’t really complain. He’d had the same disdain toward Marty for some time. Wasn’t such a stretch to think ogres had similar prejudices against humans.
Marty scratched at the poultice the ogre Shaman had applied to his arm—a mix of leaves, what looked like mud, and a sheen of clear slime over the top of it all. It looked like a tree had sneezed on his arm. “It’s not a good idea. Enough of our people continue to suffer at the hands of these monsters. I won’t risk my brothers becoming vampire fodder.”
“We are warriors,” David said. “Twenty of us in all on the mortal plane.”
Lockman raised his eyebrows. Twenty brothers? Those ogres knew how to breed.
“This is my fight.” Marty’s booming voice buzzed in the corners of the room. “I brought the one that can end this. I will see this through with him. Not my brothers.”
Lockman felt itchy on the inside. He shifted in his seat. “I hope you’re not talking about me. I’m one man, Marty. I can’t stop this by myself.”
Marty stared hard into Lockman’s eyes. His large nostrils flared. His green skin darkened. “This is part of the prophecy. This battle is a step toward your destiny. I know it.”
Destiny. Prophecy. God damn, but Lockman had hoped he’d heard the last of Marty’s crazy notions. He raked a hand through his hair. “Did you forget? I don’t believe in your prophecy.”
“Lucky for all of us, it doesn’t require you to believe.”
“I can’t fight these vamps alone. It’s suicide.”
Marty smiled. “You won’t fight them alone.”
Maybe the ogre was still delirious, or his shaman brother had given him something for the pain that made him loopy. Ogre morphine or something. “If you mean you and Teresa, that’s still not enough.” He looked across at Teresa. “No offense.”
She held up a hand. “I’m with you on this one.”
“Not me and Teresa. And not my brothers.”
“Then who?”
His smile turned lopsided. He looked totally stoned. Lockman turned to David. “What’s his deal?”
“His inner spirit has intoxicated him.” He shrugged. “It’s a shaman thing. Figure he’s having a vision.”
Lockman rolled his eyes. “Great.” He patted Marty on the leg. “We’ll talk about this later, I guess. Get some rest.”
The smile fell from Marty’s face, though a bright excitement remained in his eyes. “They’re here.”
“Who’s—”
A pensive knock on the apartment door cut him short. Teresa and Lockman shared wide-eyed looks.
David didn’t look the least bit fazed. “Should I get it?”
Marty pointed at Lockman. “They’re here for him.”
Nothing like a tripped out ogre delivering dialogue fit for a B-horror flick to send a chill up the spine. Lockman narrowed his eyes. Before he could say anything, the knock came again. He stood and walked out to the door. The door had a peephole. Lockman hesitated a second, then put his eye to the hole.
His breath caught in his throat. Impossible. How had they found him? He swung the door open.
Kate and Jessie stood on the porch, looking as shocked as him.
Jessie smiled. “Holy shit. It worked.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Two days.
After staggering out of the crypt, Yora sought a newspaper dispenser and checked the date on the display copy behind the glass. Two days had passed since she fell asleep in the crypt. Despite the film of dirt on her clothes and the tears in her shirt from the bullets she’d taken, she felt unscathed, full of energy…
And terribly hungry.
She did not quibble over meal selection. The first mortal she found, a derelict that smelled of bourbon and burnt cheese, she took. Every last drop of his blood. She even chewed some of his flesh to get out as much of his juices as possible. She could have feasted on three more, but didn’t have time to waste. The king would have noticed her absence and learned of her failure by now. She had to make up for this.
The pimp’s amulet still hung around her neck. Hunger temporarily sated, she could now concentrate on the charm’s magic. The pull struck her immediately. It took much of her strength to stand still long enough to gain her bearings. Then she let the magic move her.
The smell of jasmine and kudzu. The waning moon. The sky’s blackness. As she walked under the amulet’s influence, Yora knew she would succeed tonight. She would bring Lockman to her Master and make amends for her failure.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
“How many?” Jessie turned away from the map.
Lockman shook his head. “We’re not sure.”
“A thousand?”
He inhaled deeply through his nose, folded his arms. He didn’t want to scare her. He also didn’t want to lie. She had long since earned the truth from him. “Maybe more.”
“So Anne Rice had it right. New Orleans is vampire country.”
“Only after Katrina. When it became an easy feeding ground.” He gave Jessie a stern look. “And you should know by now that the books and movies have it wrong. We call them vampires because that’s what they’re like in our world. But they’re animals, not people.”
“Only they’re acting a lot like people now.”
A shiver ran down his back. She was right. The vamps were adapting. The leadership of a professed king had helped them assimilate mortal culture to a degree. Other supernaturals had done so with ease. Ogres like Marty. The nymphs. Even werewolves who could take human form. Never fully integrated into the mortal world, but comfortable with the way it worked and able to operate on its periphery.
Vampires never had managed to do this. Their hunger for blood had always devolved them back to their true nature.
Until now.
“What are you going to do?” Jessie asked.
He thought about what Marty had said. His talk of prophecy. His insistence that Lockman’s destiny meant for him to bring down the vamps. His prediction of Kate and Jessie’s arrival—those that were supposedly meant to help him. He shoved it all away. He would not involve those he loved in this fight. They had no place in it. Marty was a fool if he thought otherwise. “We’re still trying to figure that out.”
She nodded toward the map. “What do the circles mean?”
“Points we think the vamps are operating out of.”
“You’re going to go to them.” Not a question.
“Taking down their leadership seems our best bet at breaking up the army.”
“Is that what this is?” She looked up at Lockman. Something in her eyes looked different, older. Enough to make Lockman’s gut clench. “This is a war?”
“The vamps think it’s a conquest. We’ll make it a war if we have to.”
“With only you, Teresa, and Marty with a broken arm.”
“He’ll heal in another few days. Ogres are strong. They don’t heal instantly like some of the other supernaturals, but they don’t stay down for long.”
“Still, it’s only the three of you against a whole army.”
Lockman sighed. Marty’s nattering about prophecy wormed its way back into his mind. It wasn’t that he believed it. It just filled the space where no real strategy existed. They had nothing. He wasn’t about to tell Jessie this. But rather than lie, he changed the subject. “You never told me how you found us?”
Her gaze dropped. Her hair covered her face. She mumbled something that Lockman couldn’t hear.
“What?”
She drew her hair back behind her ear. She still wouldn’t look at him. She reached into her pocket and pulled out something white in her fist. She held out her hand and opened her fingers. A piece of clean gauze lay on her palm.
A warning buzzed at the edge of Lockman’s senses. What could a scrap of gauze have to do with finding him? His mind sent up a wall when a possibility threatened to enter. “I don’t get it,” he said, knowing a part of him did and wasn’t ready to deal with it.
“This had your blood on it,” she said. “I used it to find you. All the blood evaporated.”
Lockman squeezed his eyes shut. His stomach dropped as if he had stepped off the edge of a cliff. “Mojo.”
“We have to talk.”
“I told you not to mess with that stuff.”
“Did you hear me? We need to talk.”
“I thought we were talking.” Heat ringed his neck and bled up into his face. “I told you not to mess with that stuff.”
Jessie’s eyes flashed—those eyes that looked so different now, almost like they belonged to someone else. “You don’t own me, Craig.”
Kate came out from the kitchen where Teresa had taken her aside to try explaining the situation to her. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. “Is everything all right?”
Lockman glared at her. “You let Jessie use mojo to find me? Are you out of your fucking mind?”
“And how else were we supposed to find you? You wouldn’t answer your phone.”
“It broke.”
“And you didn’t think to borrow a phone from your old girlfriend to make sure we were okay?”
“I thought you didn’t want me calling you.”
Teresa came out of the kitchen and raised her hands. “Easy guys. Why don’t we sit down and—”
Kate turned on Teresa. “You stay out of this.”
“Don’t talk to her like that,” Lockman said.
Teresa waved a hand. “It’s okay.”
Kate’s face turned beet red. “I thought I told you to stay the fuck out of this.”
“ENOUGH!” The voice boomed through the flat like a cannon blast, deep and jagged.
At first Lockman thought it had come from Marty. Then he saw the expressions on Kate’s and Teresa’s faces as they stared at something beside him. That something, he discovered when he turned to look, was Jessie.
Her eyes glowed an electric blue, whites and all. Her body went rigid, arms flat against her sides, hands in fists, knees locked, legs straight. “Enough,” she said again, her voice returned to normal except for an accompanying static whine like feedback from a speaker.
Lockman swallowed the stone in his throat. “What the hell?”
“It’s why we had to find you,” Kate said. Her voice quivered. “Something’s happened.” She crossed the room to the backpack Jessie had brought in with her. Kate unzipped the front pocket and what she pulled out made Lockman’s breath catch.
She held the memory artifact out in front of her. “This is your fault.”
Lockman couldn’t answer. He had no answer. No excuse.
A gasp from behind made all of them turn. Marty stood in the doorway to his bedroom, cradling his weak arm with his good. He stared at Jessie, at her glowing eyes. Jessie stared right back. A wicked smirk touched her face. “Martin. I never thought I’d see you again.”
“Funny,” Marty said. “I knew I would see you again, Gabriel.”
Bile rose in Lockman’s throat. Just hearing the name brought flashes of half-memories, once his own until certain members of the Agency had essentially reprogrammed his mind using the memory artifact. The golden chalice. The blood. The heavy scent of his father’s cologne, too close…too…close. He gritted his teeth and mentally hammered at the memories until they broke apart. Those weren’t his memories. Not anymore.
Teresa looked at Marty. Looked back at Jessie. Looked at the artifact in Kate’s hand. “What the fuck is going on?”
“The prophecy,” Marty whispered. “It has begun.”



Chapter Forty
All of them stood around the bed where they had laid Jessie and watched as the glow in her eyes finally faded. Jessie’s rigid body relaxed. She closed her eyes and went to sleep.
Kate wiped tears off her face. “What have you people done to my daughter?”
Marty tried to put a hand on her back. Kate flinched away. Who could blame her? She’d never seen a ogre before. “We haven’t done anything,” Marty said. “This was all meant to be.”
“Can it, Marty.” Lockman took Jessie’s limp hand. “I’ve had it with this prophecy bullshit. If you know what’s going on with Jessie, figure out a way to fucking fix it.”
“I can’t redirect the path of destiny. I’m no god.”
All over again. What he had vowed to protect Jessie and Kate from had found them all over again. And Kate was right. It was his fault for not destroying the artifact. “Why did you call her Gabriel?”
“Because he is inside of her. It was Gabriel who spoke through her.”
Kate covered her face. She moaned and swayed as if ready to pass out.
Lockman rushed to her side and held her up. He expected some rebuke, but she clung to him and cried against his chest. He glared over her shoulder at Marty. “We’ll pick this up again later. Don’t think you’ve gotten out of explaining your damn self.”
The ogre had lost some color to his green pallor. The corners of his eyes pinched as he adjusted his hold on his bad arm. “I’ll explain what I can. But my visions don’t tell me everything. Fate has to take its own course.”
 “I liked the foul-mouthed, gun-dealing Marty better than this mumbo jumbo prophet thing you’ve got going.”
Marty smiled sadly. “Honestly, brother? So did I.”

Teresa agreed to keep watch over Jessie so Marty could get back to bed himself. Lockman took Kate out to the living room and sat with her on the couch. She cried for a good twenty minutes before she could catch her breath and finally talk.
“What’s going to happen to her?”
He glanced at the memory artifact on the end table where Kate had left it. “I don’t know.”
“That’s not good enough. I don’t understand anything that’s going on. For Christ’s sake, there’s a giant green man in there telling me Jessie’s possessed by Gabriel. The person you used to be. Dolan’s brother.”
“Marty’s out of line. He has no more idea what’s happened to Jessie than the rest of us.”
“He seems pretty confident.”
“That’s because he depends on mojo for his answers. You and I both know what good that is.”
Kate chewed on her lip. Lockman could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. “It worked for us,” she said. “Jessie found you.”
“I didn’t say it doesn’t work. But you can’t trust it. It’s dangerous.” He narrowed his eyes. “When did you turn into a magic advocate?”
“I’m not. But Jessie said something to me, something that made a lot of sense.” She sniffled, put a hand on Craig’s knee. “Jessie and I won’t ever be as safe as we thought we once were. If we’re stuck with this…fate, destiny, or whatever, shouldn’t we use every resource we’ve got to protect us?”
“You haven’t seen what I’ve seen.”
“Don’t you think I’ve seen enough? You can’t keep treating me like I’m naive to this world anymore.”
“If you think mojo’s a good option for protecting Jessie, you obviously haven’t seen enough.”
“Then how come you didn’t destroy the artifact?”
She had him there. She had him good. From the look in her eyes, she knew it, too.
“Magical artifacts, ghosts, vampire armies? Do you really think we can fight all that with guns? We have to turn their own methods against them.”
“Your tune’s changed a lot in a few days.”
“I had to make a decision.”
“What’s that?”
“Either deny what’s out there and leave Jessie vulnerable, or face facts and use every resource to protect my daughter.”
Lockman cupped her chin in his hand. He gave her a long, hard look. Same beautiful face. Same shine in her eyes. But that new strength. He felt himself falling for her all over again. “I’m sorry I got you into this. You deserve better. You are—”
The front window exploded inward, and a vampire landed on all fours in the middle of the room.



Chapter Forty-One
The vamp turned her head and hissed at Lockman. He recognized her instantly. Hell, she still wore the bullet-ridden clothes from the other night. A film of soot covered her mottled white skin and dusted her clothes. She looked as if she’d spent the last several nights in a cellar. Probably something similar. She’d gone to ground to heal.
Now she was back for more.
Lockman shoved Kate aside to get her out of the vamp’s sights. Get her focused on him.
The vamp noticed the gesture and grinned a fangy grin. Then scampered toward Kate.
No time to grab for a gun. He wouldn’t let this beast touch Kate, even if it meant his own life. He hurled himself into the vamp’s path and slammed his shoulder into her side, knocking her sideways and sliding along the hardwood floor. She recovered quickly, rose to her feet, and growled at Lockman as they faced off.
Teresa came bounding out of Jessie’s bedroom her pistol up.
The vamp glanced at her, then dodged sideways, grabbing Kate and pulling her in front of her as a shield. Kate screamed. She kicked. She thrashed. The vamp’s grip held her easily. She opened her mouth and held it inches from Kate’s throat.
“No,” Lockman shouted.
“I’ve got the shot,” Teresa said.
He trusted Teresa’s aim. But he had no way of knowing if the vamp had more ogre blood in her. He didn’t know how precise a shot would put her down if that were the case. He held out a hand to signal Teresa to stand down.
“I’ve got it, Craig. Just like you had it for me.”
“She’s the one had the ogre blood in her.”
A corner of the vamp’s open mouth curled up. She laughed.
“Stand down, Teresa.”
Teresa pulled back the hammer on her pistol. “I won’t shoot until you’ve cleared Kate.”
“Come with me or I’ll drink her dry.” The vamp nodded at Lockman. “My king wants you,”
Kate stared at Lockman, eyes wide and pleading. Her shoulders hitched as she tried to draw breath with the vamp’s arm bracing her across the chest.
“Then he can have me. Let her go.”
The vamp eyed Teresa. “Put down your weapon.”
Teresa visibly swallowed. “Craig?”
“Do it,” he said.
Teresa eased the hammer back into place, set the gun on the floor, and kicked it away.
“Okay,” Lockman said. “Now let her go.”
“Why should I?” The vamp ran her tongue up the length of Kate’s neck. “I could kill all of your friends just for sport.”
The color in Kate’s face drained.
Something didn’t make sense. Lockman tried to pull together the loose and jangling pieces in his mind. What was it? Then it clicked together. “Teresa, pick your gun back up and take the shot.”
“What?”
The vamp snarled. “I’ll kill her. I’ll kill you all.”
“Grab your gun. Take the shot.”
The fear in Kate’s eyes seared Lockman’s heart.
“She doesn’t have ogre blood in her.”
“How do you know?” Teresa asked.
“Because she would have killed everyone by now, just like she had at LaRue’s place.” He stared the vamp in her yellow eyes. “Take the shot, Teresa.”
“I’ll take the shot,” a voice said from behind them. Something cut the air. Lockman only glimpsed a flash of metal. Then the dagger pierced the vamp’s eye.
She screamed, let go of Kate, and probed the hilt of the dagger with her hands.
Lockman grabbed Kate and dragged her across the living room toward the hall into the kitchen. That’s where he found Marty’s brother, David. He had a matching blade to the one in the vamp’s face. “Get back into the kitchen. I’ll take care of this bitch.”
Outside of Marty driving his sword into this vamp’s neck, Lockman had never seen an ogre warrior go toe-to-toe with a vamp. He wasn’t about to miss this. He ushered Kate into the kitchen. “Wait here. Don’t move.”
“Where are you going?”
“To back up our big, green friend.”
When he returned to the living room he found the vamp and David circling one another. The vamp had pulled the knife from her eye socket and held it at her side. Blood gushed from the hole like dark red tears. Teresa took the opportunity to recover her pistol.
Lockman smirked. This would be over soon.
David swung at the vamp’s throat with his blade. She dodged easily and countered with a kick to his stomach. David barely moved. Lockman started to realize why ogre blood made the vamps so strong. If any of an ogre’s strength transferred through the blood, that plus a vampire’s own natural power would make a dangerous mix.
The vamp swung out her blade in an arc at David’s face. David leaned out of the way then countered, cutting one of the vamp’s deformed ears clean off her head. She screeched and backed off, but the wound didn’t faze her for long. These ogres needed to start coating their blades in silver.
The vamp’s blade flashed and caught David’s arm, sliced through his bicep. Red blood trickled down his massive green arm.
He roared in response and plowed toward her, his blade low.
She didn’t move. In fact, she spread her arms and let David jam his knife into her belly. He lifted her off her feet by the knife handle alone. The vamp bared her fangs, bent forward, and sank her teeth around the wound in David’s arm.
Fuck.
“Teresa,” Lockman shouted. “Put the bitch down.”
Teresa held her pistol in both hands, drew a circle with the barrel. “I don’t have a shot.”
Sure enough, David’s back was to them and the vamp clinging to him hid behind his large body. David must have heard. He swung around, giving Teresa an open target of the vamp’s back. But with the vamp wrapped around him like that, Teresa would risk having some of her rounds pass through and strike David.
David twisted his blade and tried pushing the vamp off of him. Should have been easy for him. The vamp should have went flying across the room and into the wall.
She held firm.
She’d had enough blood.
The vamp wrapped her legs around David’s waist and drew her face away from his arm. The blood around her mouth looked like a marred attempt at clown make-up. She gripped his head in her hands and twisted. The sickening crunch echoed through the room as David’s head turned completely around. The vamp dropped off of him and he collapsed, the ogre’s dead weight enough to crack the floor.
The vamp turned to Teresa and Lockman. She wiped David’s blood from her mouth and sucked it off her fingers. “Ogres are so strong,” she said, sounding as if in mid-orgasm. “And so stupid.”
Teresa unloaded on the vamp. The silver bullets hissed against her flesh, but the rounds themselves bounced off her chest, leaving behind only red welts.
Lockman’s heartbeat pounded in his throat. No way. No fucking way. But it made sense. Vamps were never stronger than right after a feeding. And this was no ordinary feeding.
They didn’t stand a chance.
Worse still, Jessie chose that moment to shuffle sleepily out of her room. “Dad, what’s going on?”
Lockman ground his teeth.
The vamp took them all in, as they stood there staring back at her. A slow smile cracked her face. “You’re daughter?”
The cobwebs of sleep must have cleared out of Jessie’s head. She went rigid. “Oh, shit.”
The vamp’s yellow eyes shined. “You murdered my daughter. Did you know? The one this mortal,” she pointed at Teresa, “called her sister. I turned her. She was my offspring and you took her from me.” She cocked her head, studied Jessie.
Lockman put himself between the vamp and Jessie. “You’ll have to rip through me first.”
“No, I’m taking you home to my King.” She sauntered forward until only a few inches stood between them. “Don’t worry. I’m not entirely insensitive. I’ll let you watch your progeny die.” She swung an arm and knocked Lockman aside.
He careened off the wall and fell to the floor.
Kate tried to pull Jessie away, but the vamp yanked Jessie out of reach and kicked Kate between the legs. A quiet grunt slipped out of Kate’s mouth and she dropped into a curled ball. The vamp held Jessie by the head, just as she had when she turned David’s neck around.
An explosion tore through Lockman’s insides. He felt obliterated. An insubstantial mist. He reached for Jessie, though the vamp had drawn her to the center of the living room. “No. Please.”
The vamp slowly turned Jessie’s head one way than the other, like a puppet master making her puppet shake its head “no.” Jessie puffed hard, each breath brining her one step closer to hyperventilating.
Lockman stood up off the floor. “I’ll go. Just leave my friends…my family alone.”
The vamp emitted a guttural Ha. “Just like the pimp. You mortals think you can barter for your lives. But your lives are ours for the taking.” She sank her teeth into Jessie’s throat.
All of Lockman’s senses went on overload. He could taste the ham sandwich he’d had for lunch hours before. He could smell his own sweat as well as the iron stink of blood in the room. The blood flowing from his daughter’s neck and out around the vamp’s lips such a vibrant red, it shone in the light like a candied apple. And he heard something like chanting, a steady, mumbled drone from somewhere behind him.
He felt like he could do anything. Including ripping this vamp’s head from her shoulders.
Growling like an animal, Lockman launched himself past the vamp feeding on his daughter, snatched up one of David’s daggers, then drove it down through the back of the vamp’s skull,
The vamp reared her head back, her scream gurgling through her mouthful of blood. She shoved Jessie aside and spun.
Lockman held onto the dagger’s hilt like a saddle horn and swung around her, using the momentum to get up on her back. She bucked, but he wrapped his legs around her waist and held firm. The muscles in his arms and thighs burned at the effort. The vamp’s uncanny strength was undeniable. He would end up on the floor and possibly dead any minute now. But if he could buy enough time for the others to get Jessie out of there…
“Go,” he shouted. “Get her out of here.”
He no sooner said it and the vamp flipped him over her shoulders and body slammed him to the floor. She looked down at him, bloody fangs bared. He could see the vampire bloodlust in her yellow eyes. Her pupils had dilated to pinpricks. Her lips quivered like a mad dog’s.
“Do it,” Lockman said. “Bite me.”
The vamp opened her mouth to an impossible width, jaw unhinging with a pop. Blood coated her tongue and palate completely which made her mouth look like a gaping wound with fangs.
The roar of an engine filled the room and a great crash came a second later. A pair of blinding lights shone at them both. Lockman had to close his eyes.
The vamp screamed.
The smell of burning and rotten flesh wafted over Lockman. He cracked his eyelids open enough to see the vamp’s silhouette standing over him, hands over her face and screeching. Thousands of hours of training and many more on the field prepped Lockman to take any opening an enemy gave without having to think about it.
He rolled away from the lights and scrambled to his feet. Pain knotted his back and around his sides. No time for pain. On his feet he could see what had come crashing through the front of the flat. Vera had broken through enough to shine her headlights into the room. The lights had an odd bluish tint and were brighter than any headlight he’d ever seen. These were not the headlights they had used while driving around New Orleans.
The vamp backed away from the light, her flesh smoking. When she tried to step out of the beams of light, the headlights turned like a pair of eyes and kept the vamp in the middle of the glare. The bloodsucking bitch howled more like a werewolf than a vamp. She turned away from the lights, looked at Lockman, out of her reach. Looked to the floor where Jessie lay, out of Lockman’s reach.
He saw what was coming next, but he couldn’t move fast enough.
The vamp scooped up Jessie’s limp body. Cradling Jess in her arms, the vamp leapt onto Vera’s hood and ran over the top of her, out into the night.
No thought needed. Lockman ran after her. He jumped up on Vera and slid on his hip across the top of her and down the back window. He hit the ground running, had to stop after only a half-dozen steps. Panting, he looked both ways down the narrow street. No sign of the vamp or Jessie.
He paced in a circle, hands clawing at his hair, tears burning in his eyes. Police sirens moaned in the distance. Lights in neighboring houses and apartments came on. Shadowed faces peered out through parted curtains. The smell of night blooming jasmine turned Lockman’s stomach. He would never be able to stand that smell again. He kept seeing the blood flowing from Jessie’s neck. And Jessie’s blood painted on the inside of the vamp’s mouth. His daughter’s blood. Her blood.
Blood.
Oh, God, her blood.



Chapter Forty-Two
What have we done?
Teresa couldn’t get her hands to stop shaking. She worked them together, kneading her palms, squeezing her fingers. Nothing worked. Then there was that feeling in her chest, as if a black hole had consumed her organs and left an empty ribcage behind. Fuck, she couldn’t even imagine what Craig and Kate must feel.
Kate.
She still lay on the floor, curled in a fetal position, groaning. Teresa knelt at her side. They had to get out of here. Now. Dealing with authorities when you had the weight of a government Agency behind you was one thing. Rogue players in the supernatural world, on the other hand, did not mix well with cops. They’d deem them crazy and throw them all in a padded room. Or end up in a padded room themselves if they saw the giant ogre on the floor.
Aw, hell. That made her think of Marty. There’s no way he could have slept through the chaos out here. She looked down the hall toward his bedroom. Then she looked over her shoulder toward the flat’s shattered façade where Craig had rushed out after Jessie and that fucking vamp.
She couldn’t pull this crew together and get them out of there herself. For an instant—just that, an instant—she contemplated taking off. She shut down that thought and hurried down the hall to get Marty.
She found him on his knees in the middle of the room. He whispered something under his breath, what sounded like a song with only a few notes. The words didn’t make any sense. Didn’t sound like words at all. Least not any she’d heard before. His eyes were closed and he swayed in a small circle. She realized he was chanting.
“Marty, what the fuck?”
He continued chanting and swaying.
Teresa moved closer and slapped him across the face. “Wake up!”
His eyes fluttered open. He gazed up at Teresa and for a moment he looked like he didn’t recognize her. He blinked a few times and his brow furled. “Teresa?”
“We’re in deep shit here, brother. Snap out of it.”
“I had a vision.”
“You can tell me about it later. The vamps have Jessie, and Kate and Craig are pretty much out of commission. And if you listen close, you can hear the sirens coming.”
Marty shot to his feet. “Where?”
She led him over to Kate. He picked her up easily and threw her over his shoulder. “Vera, you mind backing up?”
The car revved its engine and squealed its tires as it reversed in an arc onto the street. Her headlights blinked and the bright blue light turned to a normal hue. Fucking car was amazing. Marty had thought of everything when he built her, even before possessing it with a guardian angel. UV headlights. Brilliant.
Marty carried Kate out of the hole in the front, Teresa started to follow him then paused. She looked back at the end table by the couch. The artifact Jessie had brought with her sat right where they had left it. Teresa retrieved the cube before dashing out after Marty.
While Marty put Kate in the car, Teresa ran over to Craig. He knelt in the middle of the street, weeping openly. He looked up at her.
“She’s gone.”
The sirens grew louder. She rested a hand on his shoulder. “We have to go.”
His face turned to stone. He stopped crying all at once. The look in his eyes chilled Teresa. He got to his feet. “Kate?”
“Marty’s got her. She’s in the car.”
Craig nodded and they both strode over to Vera.
Marty met them car side. “She’s in shock more than anything.”
“Where do we rendezvous?”
Marty’s eyes shifted from Teresa to Craig. “Get Kate to a hospital. We’ll reconnect later. Things are too hot right now.”
“Bullshit. I’m going after Jessie.”
Teresa’s face pinched. She thought of Mandy. What the vamps had done to her. Jessie’s fate would be no different. It took all she had not to cry. She rubbed Craig’s back. “She’s gone, hon.”
“No.” His voice sounded like tearing cardboard. “We go after her now, we get her before they harm her.”
“We don’t even know where the vamp took her.”
“The spots on the map. She’s taking her to one of those spots.”
Now the sirens sounded like they were on the next block. Marty grabbed Craig by the arm, pulled open Vera’s driver-side door, and shoved Craig toward it. “Get the fuck in there.”
Craig braced himself against the edge of the car’s roof. “I’ll get her on my own.”
“Like hell,” Teresa said.
“What about Kate?” Marty asked. “She needs you, too.”
Teresa looked through Vera’s windshield. Kate sat in the passenger seat, near catatonic.
“I know,” Craig said. “But she won’t make it if I don’t get Jessie back. Neither of us will.”
Marty growled. “You stubborn son of a bitch. The café. Meet us there in an hour.”
Craig exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath and nodded. He climbed into Vera and the door closed on its own. A second later, Vera accelerated away before Craig had his seatbelt on.
Red and blue lights flashed at the end of the street as a pair of police cars turned the corner, heading their way. Teresa and Marty took off, ran between a pair of houses across the street. They had parked on the next block and Teresa was glad for the precaution. They managed to slip into the shadows right as the police cruisers came to a halt in front of the flat. Teresa spared a second to look over her shoulder as she realized they had left David behind.
“Marty, your brother…”
“I know.” They came out from between the houses and jogged to the Lincoln. “Nothing we can do about it now.”
They got in the car and Marty started the engine.
“The police.” Teresa felt a sob catch in her throat. “What’ll they do with him?”
Marty put the car in gear and shot off down the street. “Same thing mainstreamers always do when they run into the supernatural. Explain it away and forget about it.”
The bitterness in his voice pained her. “I’m so sorry.”
He sniffed, hiked a shoulder. “He knew the risks.”
“But he deserves better.”
“We all do, hon. We all do.”



Chapter Forty-Three
One-thousand voices speak to her all at once in the darkness.
Jessie can’t separate any of them. Only catch single words and pieces of words from so many different conversations. But she does know they all address her. Vie for her attention.
She hears her name a lot.
Sometimes pleading. Often demanding. All of them insistent.
JessieJessieJessieJessieJessieJessie…
Whispers and shouts. Cries and moans.
Their messages all lost in the noise of the others.
She wants them to shut up. Just shut the fuck up. She can’t listen to them all. Only, in the darkness, she has no voice of her own. Even if she did, they wouldn’t hear her over their own nattering.
Then one voice rises above the rest. A deep voice. Familiar. It sounds like Craig, only it isn’t Craig. She knows who it is.
Gabriel.
Yes. That’s right. But don’t think you know me. Not yet.
In the darkness, she has no body, but still she feels her heart race, her chest pinch. She wants to shove Gabriel away. There’s nothing to shove. There is only the voices and the darkness.
Be patient. Soon you will have more power than you ever thought possible.
Jessie tries to protest. She has only thoughts. Not words. Damn this place for giving everyone a voice but her.
Gabriel doesn’t need to hear her, though. He responds as if her thoughts equaled words. You are in no position to deny me. I was promised immortality before you were born, daughter.
She’s not his daughter. The motherfucker. He can’t call her that.
But you are my daughter. It was my seed that started your life, no matter whose soul occupied my body.
No. Nononono.
It’s why you came to me when I called. It’s why you let me in.
But Jessie doesn’t fall for that. She let more than just him in. And let is not, by any stretch, the word she would use.
Have you any idea where you are?
Jessie doesn’t trust the question. Knows better than to answer this monster. Couldn’t answer in this dark world even if she wanted to.
That doesn’t stop Gabriel from answering for her. You are unconscious. You’ve been taken by a vampire named Yora. She is bringing you to her king to use as bait to draw Craig Lockman to them. They want to kill him because he murdered some of their own. He knows too much. They aren’t ready for the mortals to know they amass.
What’s more, Yora tasted something different when she sank her teeth into you. She knows you are special, though she isn’t sure how. I don’t think they will kill you. But they will kill the Frankenstein monster you call Craig.
Jessie tries not to listen. In this place, however, she hasn’t any choice. Behind Gabriel’s voice, the thousand others continue to call out to her. She would take any one of them over Gabriel’s.
I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Gabriel intrudes. Some of those voices belong to beings who lived millennia ago. Nasty things that could eat your soul if you let them too close.
She doesn’t care. She refuses to give Gabriel the satisfaction of knowing her fear. But as she thinks this she realizes it’s no use. He knows her fear just as he knows her thoughts. So she turns her mind to something else. The memory of what happened before the darkness. The vampire grabbing her. The whole-body pain from the vampire’s bite. The feel of her life draining away as the vampire sucked in her blood.
Was it true? Did this vampire have her?
Open your eyes, Gabriel whispers. And you will find out.

Jessie gasped as her eyes fluttered open. Pain lanced through her neck and shoulder. She lay on her back, on what felt like a wooden table. Sure enough, above her hung a chandelier. A pair of chains kept her pinned to the table, one across her chest, the other right above her knees. The chain links dug into her painfully.
A hideous face leaned over her. White scaly skin, wrinkled and twisted like dried putty. Eyes with yellow irises and black veins in the whites. Lips warped, yellowing fangs underneath.
Jessie screamed.
The vampire grinned, though his crooked mouth made it look more like a snarl. “Go ahead, dear. Get it out of your system. We don’t mind a little screaming around here.”
It took every ounce of her will to clamp down her screams. She clenched her teeth so tightly it felt like her jaw might break. She breathed heavily through her nose and glared at the vampire. In her mind she began rattling off movie titles. The Natural. All the President’s Men. Platoon. Cinema Paridiso. Enter the Dragon. Night of the Living Motherfucking Dead.
Then Gabriel’s voice rose above her own thoughts. That’s right. Do not fear them. These creatures are the gateway to your salvation.
And my immortality.



Chapter Forty-Four
First priority, make Kate safe.
He considered getting her to a hospital like Marty suggested, but when he found the nearest one and started to pull in, Kate put a hand on the wheel and kept him from turning.
“I don’t need a hospital.”
Lockman pulled to the shoulder, turned to Kate. “You sure?”
“Drop me off at a motel. You have more important things to do than look after me.”
He tried to swallow, but didn’t have the saliva. This was the second time he’d put Jessie in danger. Only this, unbelievably, was far worse. Maybe even too late to save her. Lockman brushed aside a lock of hair hanging across Kate’s cheek. He slid his knuckles along the edge of her jaw. “I’m so sorry.”
“I don’t want an apology, Craig. I want you to save our daughter.”
He dropped her off at a motel not far from the Quarter, pulling away one of the hardest things he had ever done. From there he drove straight to the café.
The barista recognized him from last time and led him back to the secret door. “Your friends are already waiting inside.”
Lockman thanked him and stepped into the gravity defying supernatural café. Marty and Teresa sat at a table on the south wall. Lockman stepped up onto the wall as if he’d done it a hundred times and joined them.
The two of them looked as weary as Lockman felt. They couldn’t afford to be tired, though. “Are you guys with me?”
Teresa put a hand on his arm. “We’re with you.”
“All the way,” Marty said, voice raw. The loss of David must have been chewing him apart, but the ogre did a good job of containing his emotions.
Lockman didn’t feel like he could do the same. His training, his ability to compartmentalize his feelings and focus on the mission, his cool head under pressure—all of it tattered like a flag on a battlefield. Hold it together, or you won’t make it through this.
“Are you with us?” Teresa asked.
“The fuck kind of question is that?”
She gave him a look that reflected every thought he’d just had.
He sighed. “I’m here.”
“Then what’s the plan?”
Marty folded his hands and rested them on the table. “We should wait till daybreak.”
“By then it’ll be too late,” Craig said. He could hear the panic in his own voice and tried to tamp it down.
“You want to assault a vampire king’s lair in the middle of the night? You won’t do Jessie any good committing suicide.”
Teresa tapped her fingers on the table as if on a caffeine high. “Marty’s right. It’s going to be hard enough fighting our way in. We know they have the numbers. And we know they’re going to expect us.”
“They won’t expect an attack at night. We hit them now, while we have the element of surprise.”
“The three of us?” Marty raised his eyebrows.
“We’ll need help,” Teresa said.
As much as Lockman hated to put it out there after David’s death, they didn’t have many other options. He nodded at Marty. “Your brothers.”
The ogre’s nostrils flared. The muscles around his jaw bulged. He looked away. “They will help if I ask them.”
“Will you ask them?”
Marty returned his attention to Lockman. “I know you don’t believe in the prophecy, but Jessie is nearly as important to me as she is to you.”
“Right now I’ll believe whatever you tell me as long as it means getting her back.”
“My brothers and I will help, but you must promise me something.”
Here it came. More mojo nonsense courtesy of your friendly neighborhood ogre shaman. Lockman waited for it.
“You’re going to be faced with a choice. Everything outside of you will tell you to choose one way. Everything inside of you will tell you to choose another. You must trust what is inside. That is the right choice.”
“You got it, Ace.”
Marty grasped Lockman’s wrist. “I’m serious, brother. Make the right choice or none of us, supernatural or mortal, will stand a chance.”
Lockman thought about arguing the point. He didn’t want anything to do with Marty’s prophecy junk. But he dropped it. Whatever got Marty and his brothers to help was fine with him.
“This is war, isn’t it?” Teresa said. “Even if we save Jessie, even if we can kill the king.”
They all fell silent. Probably all thinking the same thing. Even with Marty’s ogre brothers, the odds were stacked against them high enough to cast a long shadow. It would be hard enough getting to Jessie. But how could they fight a war without an army of their own?
Sounds from the café filled the silence. The clink of ceramic cups against matching saucers. The buzz of the coffee bean grinder. The chatter of dozens of different breeds of voice from all manner of creature.
Lockman looked around him at the café’s other patrons. Plenty of different supernaturals. No vamps. Of course, vamps didn’t drink espresso. But how many of these beasts sitting here did? He noticed many of them without cups, just engaged in conversation, or sitting alone in quiet contemplation.
“How many supernaturals are in New Orleans?”
Marty followed Lockman’s gaze around the room. “I’ve no idea. This café opens to many places. Not everyone you see here hails from New Orleans.”
“How many places?”
“Thousands, I’m sure. From all around the world.”
Lockman’s heart beat a little faster. “You’re telling me we are sitting in a hub with access to pretty much every thinking supernatural on the planet?”
“Not all ‘thinking supernaturals,’ as you put it, come here. But a number of the peaceful ones stuck on the mortal plane need somewhere to congregate. They certainly can’t meet up at the local pub.” His eyes narrowed. “What are you getting at?”
“There aren’t many supernaturals that get along with vamps.”
“Of course not. Every living thing is prey to a vampire…besides other vampires.”
Teresa leaned back in her chair, staring in the middle distance. “It’s impossible, Craig.”
“What is impossible?” Marty asked.
“It is not impossible.”
Marty’s eyes flicked from Teresa to Craig, his mouth a straight line. Waiting.
“How would you organize them?” Teresa asked.
“With a strong leader. Someone who believes in the cause. Someone,” Lockman turned to Marty, “who has had visions predicting this war.”
A light dawned in Marty’s face. “Madness.” But a hint of excitement tinged his voice.
“From here, we can recruit our own army.”
“Yes,” Marty whispered.
Teresa raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”
“My vision during the attack at the flat,” Marty said. “It makes sense now.”
Lockman didn’t want to ask.
But Teresa did. “What did you see?”
“I saw many faces. All together. Faces of all shapes and hues.” He stared wide-eyed at Lockman. “And Jessie at the center of them all.”
“God damn, why can’t you leave her out of this?”
“It’s not my doing, Craig. She has been chosen.”
“Chosen for what?”
Marty sagged in his chair and stared down at his folded hands as if in prayer. “I don’t know how much more I should tell you. Visions are meant to guide, not determine the future.”
“Let me do you a favor,” Lockman said. “Keep it to yourself.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Can you recruit some of these guys or not?”
 “It will take time.”
“Then put it on your ‘to do’ list. Teresa’s right. Even with the king down, that doesn’t mean the war’s over. We have to put these vamps back in their place, scatter them so some other ambitious vamp can’t take over as king.” 
Marty nodded. “We wipe out the lair.”
“Then we move onto the others. Kill as many as we can and send the rest running. No more New Orleans vampire army.” Lockman tapped the table with an index finger. “But first things first. We get Jessie the hell out of there. Because for me, there’s no point in any of this if I can’t get her back. I lose her, the vamps can take over the world for all I care.”
Teresa looked down at the table and rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache. “Jesus, Craig.”
He knew what she was thinking. He’d lost focus. Was letting his emotions dictate his strategy. Well, damn straight he was. “If you had a daughter,” he said, “you’d understand.”



Chapter Forty-Five
Vampires. Werewolves. Ghosts. Imps. Blood magic. Guns. Silver bullets. Plots. Conspiracies. Artifacts that can swap your memories and make you a new person. Vampires. Werewolves…
Kate lay on her back on the motel’s bed, tears rolling down her cheeks, her mind a jumble of impossible realities. She was pretty sure the bed had fleas in the linens, but she was too weary to care. She meditated on all the things she had faced in the last year. She hated it, but like Jessie had said, this was their lot. No turning back. Now she had to learn how to deal with it.
How did Craig manage to reconcile this world? He always seemed so calm and in control. Even tonight, Jessie in the hands of vampires…
…werewolves, ghosts…
She squeezed her eyes shut, tried to find some clarity in the darkness.
What should she do?
The instinct to run away still tugged at her. If Craig could bring Jessie home once more, Kate could take her away, change their names, flee to Mexico.
Another instinct fought against the first. She loved Craig. Damn if she knew why. His strength? His dedication to Jessie, however cold and hard that could sometimes turn? Or the memory of the man he used to be, back when their lives were normal? Only Craig’s had never been normal. They never talked about his past, never brought up the obvious pain he must feel knowing his body had once belonged to an evil soul. She had always assumed he didn’t want to talk about it. He backed up her assumption by side-stepping the subject whenever they got close to it. Normal conversations, like Kate’s favorite TV show as a kid, or memories of her parents, turned into nerve-racking minefields with him.
Could she blame him for the steel wall he so often closed around him? Could she blame him for the vampires, werewolves, ghosts…
She had cursed him for bringing those things into their lives. She had never considered that he had no choice. His life was all about those things. The darker things, he’d once called them, before she even knew what he meant. So if she really loved him, was it fair to hold the darker things against him? He hadn’t made them. In fact, they had, in a way, made him. If she really loved him, she had to accept his world. She had to trust that his secrets and his missions and his choices were all meant to protect them like he claimed.
If she really loved him…
And she did.
Which meant sticking by him. Trusting him. Accepting him. Helping him come to terms with his own demons. Being there for him no matter what the cost.
The idea frightened her as much as it made her feel stronger.
When this was over, when he brought Jessie back—and she knew right to her core he would, just like he had before—she had to tell him how she felt, that she planned to stand by him no matter what dark things invaded their lives.
Maybe she could even join the fight.
She laughed, wiped the tears from her eyes. One step at a time, kiddo. You don’t go from housewife to vampire slayer over night.
But her acceptance let her relax. He would bring Jessie home. And they would fight whatever came next. Together.
Vampires. Werewolves. Ghosts. Imps. Blood magic. Guns. Silver bullets. Plots. Conspiracies. Artifacts that can swap your memories and make you a new person.
None of it would defeat them.
Knowing that, she finally slept.



Chapter Forty-Six
A half-dozen vampires sat at the dining table Jessie was tied to. The super ugly one that had looked down at her when she first woke. Next to him, the vamp bitch that had kidnapped her. The other four almost as ugly as the first. She sensed the ugliest served as ring leader. Could even be the vampire king Craig told her about. The blood in Jessie’s veins had never felt so cold.
All the vampires looked at her with hungry eyes. Which made sense since she was trussed up on a dinner table like a roast pig. All she needed was the apple in her mouth. That was it, then. They were going to eat her.
I wouldn’t worry about that.
Gabriel again. His voice came and went like a song chorus stuck in her head. But unlike in the darkness before, she could think back at him. It’s not you that’s getting eaten, asswipe.
They aren’t going to feed on you. Trust me.
She almost laughed. Wouldn’t that freak out the vampires? Dinner gone crazy on them, laughing all the way to her bloody death.
The vampire king stood. “I’ve gathered you here because we stand on the precipice of a divine event.” He smiled when the other vampires’ all sneered. “Even us vampires can appreciate the holy, no matter how its symbols pain us.”
A weird smell wafted off the king. A mix of dirt and ash. He smelled…old.
That’s because he is one of the oldest living vampires on the mortal plane, Gabriel offered.
How do you know all this?
Hearing laughter in her head that wasn’t her own creeped the shit out of her. Gabriel fed on that fear and laughed harder. I set this all in motion years ago, sweetheart. This is our destiny.
The king waved a hand over Jessie like a magician about to perform a trick. “Yora brought this beautiful young beast to us because she tasted something special in her blood. Something powerful.”
That would be me, Gabriel said and snickered.
“So I had our scryers peer beyond the veil to learn what we had here.”
One of the other vampires curled a lip. “She doesn’t look so special.”
The king pointed a finger at the vamp. “Good point. What better place to hide such an enormous magical force than in something so,” he licked his twisted lips, “delicate.”
Again, Gabriel said, that’s me.
You’ve got a seriously huge ego issue.
“The scryers have seen her destiny,” the king said. He looked from vamp to vamp, building up his drama like a bad soap opera. “She is the one chosen to destroy us.”
All the vampires gasped, though their version of gasp sounded more like hocking a loogie. Jessie’s chest felt like someone had punched a hole through it. Her pulse thumped in her ears.
The king held out both hands in a calming gesture. “The wonderful thing about destiny is that it hasn’t happened yet. And destinies can be changed.”
Oh yes, my fanged friend. Keep telling yourself that.
What the hell is he talking about? Jessie was glad she didn’t need her real voice to talk to Gabriel. Her throat felt like a pinched straw. You want to kill all the vampires? It didn’t sound like the evil plan she expected.
Not kill them, Gabriel answered. Enslave them, and every other supernatural being on this planet.
Okay, that sounded more like an evil plot. Jesus, why her? How the hell did she get picked as Gabriel’s courier of evil? And why did everybody have some damn prophecy or plan for her. “I’m just a girl.”
She didn’t realize she spoke out loud until the king looked down at her with that Joker smile. “You know that isn’t true. I can smell your denial.”
Jessie jerked against her ropes. Kicked her heels against the table. “Let me go, you freaks, or my dad is going to come in here and turn you all into piles of goo.”
The king threw his head back and chortled. “By the time your father arrives, if he’s foolish enough to try, I’m afraid he won’t want you anymore.”
When she spoke next, she barely recognized her own voice. But it was hers. Not Gabriel’s, or any of the other souls swarming below her conscious mind. “Then you don’t know my dad.”
The king patted Jessie’s head. “Do you know how vampires reproduce?”
Here it comes, Gabriel said.
“You turn other people into you.”
“Yes, but do you know how we do that?”
“Drink their blood, then make them drink yours?”
He turned his head and spat, his saliva tinted red. “No mortal deserves the taste of our blood.” He pulled a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and wiped his mouth. “We make vampires by draining a creature such as yourself of every drop of blood. Then we vomit your own blood back into your mouth.”
Jessie gagged and almost threw up herself.
“Once your blood has been inside of us, it becomes the very thing that returns you to life. Essentially, we fertilize your blood and give it back to you the way blood was meant to flow. Down the throat.”
She couldn’t stop shaking. Tears blurred her vision and turned the vampire king’s face into an even worse distortion. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because, my dear,” he stroked her cheek with long, cracked fingernails, “I want you to know what to expect.”
Jessie screamed, and kept screaming. Couldn’t stop herself. Couldn’t breathe.
Over her screams, the vampire king addressed the others around the table. “Tonight we will make that which was meant to destroy us…into one of us.”



Chapter Forty-Seven
Lockman drove by the old hotel a second time, slowing down just enough to let Vera get another feel of the place. “Are you sure?”
“The building contains an enormous amount of paranormal energy,” Vera said. “Far more than the last location.”
He had taken Vera on a cruise of the areas they had marked on the map as possible origins of vampire activity. Using her attuned sense of the paranormal, he managed to pinpoint the source at the northern location to a theme park wrecked by Hurricane Katrina and never rebuilt. Lockman felt certain that had to be the king’s lair. But Vera insisted that this gothic hotel east of the Quarter held more paranormal juice than the park. The assumption was that the stronger signal, so to speak, would signify which of the two locations housed the king. Still, Lockman liked the park for the lair. Crumbling roller coasters, a tilted Ferris wheel, the crisscrossed shadows cast by each ride’s scaffolding. It felt like the kind of place a vampire king would choose to reside.
Vera braked herself, jerking Lockman in his seat.
“What the hell?”
“I’m sensing something very unusual. A concentrated mass of magical energy like nothing I’ve seen on this plane.”
“What is it?”
“Something very powerful. And dangerous.”
Lockman rubbed the sweat off his upper lip. “Could it be the vampire king?”
“Not likely. But I couldn’t say for sure.”
A thought occurred to him. A wild thought, but he’d seen enough to believe it could be true. He patted Vera’s dashboard. “Better get moving before we attract attention.”
She let up on the brake and gave Lockman back control of the vehicle. He drove to their designated command post, the parking lot of a closed gas station a few blocks away. Marty’s Lincoln and two SUVs with tinted windows sat parked in the lot. Each SUV carried five of Marty’s brothers. These ten were the only ones able to get to New Orleans on time. Four of them had come down with Marty in the first place—the ones that had watched over Marty while his arm healed, and who also had participated in the phony vampire attack at the cabin in Illinois. The rest of them had traveled here through the café. Handy little place.
Marty got out of his car as Lockman pulled in. He came over to Vera.
Lockman rolled down his window. “I think this is the place.”
Marty raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“More paranormal energy at this one. And something else.”
The ogre lifted his chin, looking down his nose at Lockman. “What?”
“Vera described it as a concentrated mass of magic. Powerful.”
Marty blanched. “The king?”
Lockman shook his head. “I think it’s Jessie.”
Vera piped in. “The odds of that kind of energy coming from a mortal is slim to none.”
“She isn’t just any mortal,” Marty said. He stood straight. “You want to roll?”
“Yes,” Lockman said as he put Vera into gear.
Marty turned to the SUVs and made a twirling motion with a finger over his head. The SUVs’ engines started up and both vehicles curled around to take position on either side of Vera, headlights off. Teresa had climbed out of Marty’s Lincoln and watched over the roof. When the SUVs moved, she crossed the lot to meet them.
“This is the place?” she asked.
Lockman nodded.
“Okay, what next? Equip and come back?”
“We don’t need to equip.”
Teresa drew her pistol and held it up. “This little thing isn’t going to take down a vampire lair. Especially since I’m down to one mag.”
Marty patted Vera’s roof. “You have met Vera, right? Open up, sweetheart.”
Nothing happened.
Lockman smirked. “She only listens to me now, remember? My own personal guardian angel.” He stroked the steering wheel. “Give us everything.”
Compartments all over Vera, inside and out, snapped open all at once, revealing an arsenal of weapons, infrared goggles, plastic explosives, grenades packed with silver dust—the works.
Teresa gaped wide-eyed at the display. “I get the AK-47.”
Marty curled an arm around her shoulders. “Plenty of those to go around.”

Marty and his brothers parked a block over from the hotel, but Lockman wanted Vera close by, so he pulled to the curb across the street, taking advantage of a live oak providing extra shadow in the night. Teresa rode shotgun. When he cut the engine, she studied the hotel through her window a moment, then turned to him.
“You have a strategy?”
“Some ideas. What are your thoughts?”
“No outside guards, but I’m betting the lobby has a large enough group of vamps to make it a challenge getting in.” She looked back at the building, screwing her lips together. “Maybe break open some windows and toss a few grenades in to shake ‘em up before we charge?”
“What if the front door is locked?” He pointed past her. “And with the windows blacked out, we have no way of knowing what we’ll find when we break them.”
“Did you ask for my thoughts just so you could shoot them down?”
“I was hoping you had a better idea than mine.” He eyed the place, visualizing his strategy, trying to play out all possibilities. Vera had said every floor had paranormal activity, and the large mass of energy that he suspected was Jessie was on the top floor. Five stories of vamps to get through to reach his daughter. Even if they pulled this off, he knew some of them were going to die tonight.
“You going to keep me in suspense?” Teresa asked.
He sighed. Stalling and second-guessing wouldn’t save Jessie. Time to roll the dice. “We can’t afford to be delicate. We have to hit them hard and with everything we’ve got.”
“And risk losing Jessie in the process?”
“We risk losing her either way. Can’t treat this like a standard hostage situation. The only way we can get to Jess is to fight our way through.”
Something caught Teresa’s attention through Lockman’s window. “Marty and his crew are here.”
Lockman peered out and could barely see them in the dark. They all wore the same black-ops getups. They hung low and spread out, finding cover among the trees and shrubbery along the front of the Victorian mansion directly across from the hotel. For giant ogres, they hid damn well.
Marty approached the car, dressed like his brothers, hefting a Minigun that looked like a small rifle in his large hands. A belt of silver-tipped rounds was draped over one shoulder and wrapped back over the opposite shoulder, down across his chest, and then fed into the gun. He had a bowie knife in a sheath strapped to his thigh. A automatic rifle hung from a strap across his back. On his other thigh and around his belt he had at least a dozen mags for the rifle. And he carried all of this gear as if it weighed nothing.
Vera buzzed down the window.
“You talk strat?” Marty asked
“I don’t think we can bust our way in. They’ve got all the windows blacked out so we have no way to recon what’s inside. The second we charge through the door, they could kill us in a crossfire before any of us took a shot.”
“Then what? Scale the walls and get in through the roof?”
“Is there a back entrance?” Teresa asked.
“Doesn’t matter. They’ll have that covered, too.”
Marty shrugged. “Then what?”
“We have to draw them out to us.”
“You obviously have a plan.”
“Have your brothers position themselves in an arc around the grounds out front. Teresa and I will get them to come out.”
“We will?”
Lockman nodded. “Have your guys stay low and out of sight. We want as many vamps outside before we unload on their asses.”
Marty jerked his chin toward the motel. “Thin them out, tighten the circle, then charge the door.”
“Gives us the advantage before they have it.”
“That’s a fucked up plan, brother. Sloppy, dangerous, and pretty damn bad-ass.”
“Can we get a testosterone check here?” Teresa said. “How do you expect to draw those vamps out? Ring the doorbell and run?”
Lockman tapped a spot on Vera’s dashboard and a hidden compartment opened up. A brick of C-4 sat inside. “We have something louder than a doorbell.”



Chapter Forty-Eight
“Before I remake her,” the vampire king said, standing at the table and looking over the other vampires seated around him, “I want you all to taste the magic in her mortal blood. I don’t know what will happen to her spirit once she’s turned, and I would hate for my most loyal subjects to miss out on such a rare treat.”
Jessie’s screaming had undone her voice. Only a ragged croak came out when she cried. Her face was sticky with tears and snot. Her heart beat so hard in her chest it felt bruised. But while she felt these pangs in her body, at the same time she felt as if she floated above herself, detached, halfway to death.
If she had so much magic in her, why couldn’t she use it to save herself from these monsters?
Because magic requires sacrifice, Gabriel said. And right now, you have nothing left to give but your own life.
She had to die to defeat them?
It didn’t make sense. The way Marty had talked about her, acting like she would save the world or something, didn’t include anything about her dying. This couldn’t be part of the prophecy.
What the hell did she know about prophecies?
The Vampire King gestured to the vamp on his left, a greasy-looking dude that looked like a member of Hell’s Angeles, right down to the leather and exposed hairy chest. It occurred to her that he must have been human once. He looked different from the others. Not so warped or scaly. Though he had crusty blotches on his face and chest like a demonic version of psoriasis. Would he look like the other’s one day?
“Corig,” the King said. “Since Yora’s already had her taste, I’ll let you begin.”
The biker vamp nodded to the King like a Catholic at communion would to a priest. “My liege.”
Jessie began trembling all over again. Her cries barely rose above the biker vamp’s heavy breathing as he opened his mouth, pulled up her pant leg, and sunk his teeth into her calf. The pain ran all through her body like it had when the one the king had called Yora bit her. The actual puncture did not compare to the vibrating agony that went down to the core of her bones. She arched her back. The chains across her chest dug into her.
The vampire sucked on her for only a few seconds. It felt like forever. When he pulled his fangs out of her, the body pain stopped instantly. But the bite wound now burned like acid.
Biker Vamp, or Corig, licked the blood off his lips. His yellow eyes glowed. “Fucking unbelievable.”
The king tipped his head, then signaled the next vamp to partake.
They went round the table. They bit into her other calf, her thigh, her arm, and the opposite side of her neck from where Yora had bitten her. The last vamp at the table gazed over her body as if looking for the perfect spot to feed from.
By now, Jessie’s body had gone numb, the repeated shock to her nerves finally short-circuiting them. All she could feel was the life draining out of her.
Please, she begged in her mind. You know how magic works. Tell me how to make them stop.
If you can’t control your own power, you don’t deserve it.
They’re killing me.
If they wanted you to die, you would have already.
Make them stop! Tell me how. Now!
Gabriel’s voice turned livid. You don’t command me.
A mix of fear and rage seeped through Jessie, but these emotions did not belong to her. Gabriel’s? Could she read him like he read her? He was in her fucking head. She had to have some control there.
Don’t even try it, little girl. You’ll regret it.
I will regret it, or you will regret it? She didn’t wait for a response. She closed her eyes and fell into herself, dug down to the darkest chamber of her mind. In the distance she felt fangs cut through the flesh of her left breast. The last vamp had found his perfect spot.
Jessie ignored it. She had managed to dive below her physical consciousness to a deeper place. She wasn’t sure how. It came naturally, like a newborn’s instinct to swim. When she reached the bottom, she found Gabriel.
He looked exactly like Craig, only much younger, and with a black hate in his eyes she had never seen in her father.
I am your father, he said with poison on his breath.
Yeah, right, Darth Vader. You were long gone when I was conceived.
He crossed his arms, lip curled. You are of my seed.
So fucking what? I’m Craig’s daughter. Get that in your fucking head or get out of mine.
I suppose you’re right. I would have slapped the foul out of your mouth if you were any daughter of mine.
For the first time, Jessie looked around her. They stood in total darkness, like starless space. She could feel a solid surface under her feet, but when she looked down an infinity of black stretched out below her. She lifted her gaze back to Gabriel. I can feel your fear you know?
He stared at her, eyes simmering. Said nothing.
And you know it.
He kept silent.
Which means I have access to other things. Other thoughts? Other memories? Knowledge?
Jessie’s mental projection of Gabriel stood as still as a sculpture. He had gone dormant, hoping to keep her out of his mind. But his mind was part of her mind. She knew that now. All she had to do was learn how to access it.
She focused on his image, tried to bore into his thoughts. Felt some give.
Jesus Christ, it’s going to work.
But just as Gabriel’s mind opened to her, she was ripped back to full consciousness where she found the vampire king latched to her throat, draining her blood.



Chapter Forty-Nine
Lockman booked it away from the hotel door. He jagged around a stone fountain in the center of the grounds and dove flat on his belly behind it.
A second later the explosion boomed through the night.
He kept his head low, but he could hear the pieces of the door and a good section of the surrounding wall drop to the ground around him. When the debris settled, he chanced a look over the lip of the fountain. A dozen vamps poured out of the smoking hole in the building’s façade. More than Lockman could have hoped for. They all carried automatic weapons, aiming them out at the shadows beyond the reach of the light cast from the lamp posts around the hotel’s perimeter. Nothing like a group of panicked vamps.
He pulled his AK around to his front and flattened to the grass again. His part of the attack was finished for the moment. Now all he had to do was stay out of the ogres’ way.
Marty’s brothers waited another handful of seconds like Lockman had instructed, giving any more vamps a chance to show up late for the party. None did, though he could hear calls from inside the lobby asking for a status report from the vamps outside.
The ogres opened fire. The chatter of automatic gunfire sounded like the biggest fireworks show ever performed. The noise was deafening, though Lockman could still hear the steady whine of Marty’s Minigun among the shooting.
Silver rounds cut through the vamps on the lawn, spattering blood and burning flesh onto the grass. Only a few of the vamps had a chance to squeeze off shots of their own. They were quickly cut down. When the last vamp fell, the shooting stopped as abruptly as it had started.
Teresa’s turn. A dangerous job, but necessary if they wanted to clear the way in. She came tearing around the corner of the hotel, staying close to the building, a pair of grenades in each hand. She had tied the pins of each pair together with twine. When she neared the entrance, she tugged the twine from each pair with her teeth, pulling the pins. Never stopping, she sprinted past the entrance and tossed all four grenades in on her way by. She made it halfway to the other side of the building before the grenades detonated with enough force to blow out the front windows.
Teresa dove to the ground and covered her head to protect herself from the glass shards. She popped up the second the glass had cleared and opened fire with her AK into the nearest window.
Clouds of silver dust plumed from the windows and doorway while flames flickered in the gaping entrance like a candle in a Jack O’ Lantern. Inhuman screams rose from inside. Lockman could imagine the silver dust coating their skin like soot and eating through the flesh.
Teresa kept firing in small bursts through the window, picking off vamps inside. Lockman wished she wouldn’t waste the ammo. The silver should have taken care of most the vamps in there by now. But he could tell from her stance and the set of her jaw she was exacting revenge for what they had done to her sister. He couldn’t blame her.
The ogres closed in, and Lockman rose from behind the fountain and joined the circle as they all approached the entrance. Teresa finally stopped firing through the window, gave them the all clear signal, and jogged over to join them.
Marty’s brothers stomped purposefully through the vampire remains, crushing skulls and collapsing chests under their boots. A couple of them spit on the carnage for good measure. The determination in their eyes buoyed Lockman’s confidence in the success of the mission. Vampires had killed one of their family and had started a genocide against their kind simply for their blood. Lockman could think of no greater motivator than a chance at vengeance.
They formed up in two lines, Lockman and Teresa taking point, and filed into the hotel lobby, guns up and ready for anything.
Anything except the vampire ogre standing at the top of the red carpeted stairs leading to the first floor.



Chapter Fifty
You know what’s happening, don’t you?
Jessie had grown too weak to struggle now. The vampire king moaned as he drained her, shivered even, as if in the fits of a multiple orgasm. But that’s what this was, wasn’t it? Vampire sex. Procreation.
That’s true. But it’s more than that.
She wanted to tell Gabriel to shut up. She supposed wanting to was enough, since this conversation was all in her head. The moment he had sensed her weaken, he had slammed back into her head. Now she would have to listen to his fucked-up shit into death…or undeath. Whatever becoming a vampire meant. At least she would be free of Gabriel then.
Afraid not. Not by a long shot.
Her stomach turned. Her head spun. Too much blood lost. Even if the King stopped now, she probably wouldn’t survive. In her gut she knew she had passed the point of no return. She either became a vampire or she died.
Her dad was too late this time.
You shouldn’t fear immortality. I told you this vampire would bring you salvation. Let go. Struggling will only make it hurt more.
Jessie didn’t think she was struggling. Now that Gabriel mentioned it, she realized she still had some fight in her. What good would it do? Yet it simply wasn’t in her nature to let go.
She fought. And Gabriel was right. It hurt. Terribly.
After a while, she felt her pulse slow. She could not draw breath. Her vision narrowed to only a pin of light. This was the end. No question. Death. When next she awoke, she would be something else, something evil.
No, Gabriel’s voice echoed as darkness fell. Something beautiful.
Jessie’s heartbeat went dead in her chest. 



Chapter Fifty-One
Though any living creature theoretically could be turned into a vampire, Lockman never thought he’d see the day an ogre was turned.
All of the brothers hesitated, the barrels of their guns dropping. Lockman could see the mix of horror and rage in their faces.
The vampire ogre snarled and walked down the steps, each footfall pounding like a drumbeat.
Marty raised his Minigun, aiming the cylinder of barrels at the vamp’s chest, made a pained whine at the back of his throat. His finger tightened on the trigger, but he couldn’t get himself to fire.
“Let me take him out,” Lockman offered.
Marty didn’t seem to hear him. His lips peeled back from his dice-sized teeth.
The ogre vamp mocked him, baring his fangs which had to be at least three inches long. When he stepped off the last stair, he paused, puffing his chest and flexing his muscled arms. Veins as thick as rope bulged through his dark green skin. “Weak Gulogich. You don’t know power Master give me.”
Marty hefted his Minigun and said, “I hate an ogre who speaks broken English. Gives us all a bad name.” He fired, the gun whining, barrels spinning.
The ogre vamp seemed to disappear, and Marty’s rounds chewed apart the stairs, sending wood and carpet shreds into the air.
But the vamp hadn’t disappeared. He’d moved so quickly he came up at Marty’s side and lifted Marty up over his head. Marty dropped his gun. The vamp tossed him like a ragdoll into the ruined stairs. “Little vamps drink ogre blood make them strong. Me have ogre blood always.”
One of the brothers unleashed his weapon on the vamp, but the vamp dodged again. He grabbed the brother that fired on him by both arms and cleanly ripped them off. Blood sprayed everywhere. The vamp ogre opened his mouth and caught some of the spray on his tongue. Then he used the brother’s arms like a pair of clubs, smashing the brother’s head between them.
The other brothers were too close to open fire as the vamp started swinging the arms and tearing through the group. But he’d made the mistake of giving Lockman his back.
Lockman raised his AK and sighted down the barrel. A quick burst of silver rounds into the center of the vamp’s back sent chunks of burning ogre flesh flying, the blood sizzling as it ran down along his spine.
The vamp whirled on Lockman and hissed like a vamp, but the sound deeper and even more menacing. Lockman tried to pull off another burst. The vamp had him by the throat and the AK yanked out of his hands before he could blink. Something as big as an ogre shouldn’t move that fast. No other vamp could. The fact that he was a vamp and an ogre changed the rules, though.
Lockman felt his windpipe squeeze as the vamp crushed his neck. Another second, and he was as good as dead. Lucky for him, the vamp didn’t have that second.
The vamp howled and dropped Lockman to the floor. Teresa lay on her back between the ogre vamp’s legs, her silver dagger jammed straight into his crotch. The ogre recovered quickly and reached down to grab her, but she slid out behind him and slashed at the back of his heels.
The ogre shouted again and fell forward. Lockman had to roll to the side to avoid getting crushed underneath. The impact of the ogre’s fall shook the floor. Then his flesh began to sizzle as he came into contact with the silver powder that had settled to the floor.
Despite the smoking wounds across his heels, in his groin, and the burns from the silver dust, the ogre vamp pushed himself up to his knees. That’s as far as he got.
Marty had recovered his gun and stood over the twisted version of his own kind. He fired into the ogre from behind and shredded him as easily as he had the stairs. The sight was so gruesome, Teresa turned away.
On the floor only a few feet away, Lockman watched the vampire ogre fall apart like a moist piece of meat in a blender. His eardrums pulsed against the Minigun’s noise.
Finally the Minigun went empty, the barrel whirring like a buzz saw as they continued to spin. Marty kept his finger on the trigger, kept the barrels spinning, unable to let go.
Lockman shouted Marty’s name over the sound. “It’s over.”
The ogre released the trigger and the barrels wound down to a stop like a roulette wheel. He tossed the Minigun onto the liquefied mess that used to be a vampire ogre, then spat.
The brothers that still stood gathered around the remains and spit as well.
Lockman got to his feet, let out a shaky breath. When he tried to swallow it felt like a knife sliding down his throat. He scanned the floor. Three out of the ten brothers lay unmoving.
Marty had tears in his eyes. A quick look around told Lockman they all did. Teresa, too. Then Lockman felt them in his own eyes. But they had to pull out of this, no matter how terrible. Otherwise they were just waiting for the rest of the vamps to come kill them all.
“If there are more vamps like this—”
“There aren’t,” Marty cut in. “Ogres have a tremendous amount of blood for any one vampire to drain. This… this would have been very hard to create.”
“We still have an army to face.”
As if on cue, at least a dozen footfalls echoed down from the floor above.
The brothers checked their weapons. A couple reloaded. Marty pulled his AK around and cocked it. Teresa sheathed her dagger and reloaded her own AK.
Lockman dropped the mag from his weapon and slapped a new one home. “Let’s kill vamps.”
They spread out, taking cover among the lobby’s furniture, including a fucking throne set up at the far end. The vampire king took his title more seriously than Lockman thought. He shook his head and headed for the hotel’s front desk. He leapt up, slid over the counter, and dropped behind in a crouch.
A silent handful of seconds passed, except for the vamps trampling above.
Lockman peered over the top of the desk and watched the vamps come down the double set of stairs that led to either side of the landing. They halted at the top of the main staircase into the lobby to scan their surroundings. They had a range of weapons among them. Everything from Uzis to grenade launchers. Fourteen of them in all. All of them fresh turns. Cannon fodder.
Lockman could taste a bit of the rage the ogres must have felt at seeing one of their own turned. It wasn’t like he’d never seen a human-turned-vampire before. Somehow it meant more now. This king and his set of groupies had gone too far, building an army from innocent humans to fight their damn vampire war. And they didn’t give a fuck what happened to them.
But it was too late. They weren’t human anymore, so there was no reason to hesitate. Lockman led with the first volley. He took out one of the two carrying the grenade launchers. He spotted Teresa peeking around a column. She had the same idea and took out the other grenade launcher. Always start a fight by eliminating the largest threat.
With the shooting started, the vamps scattered, firing blindly. A few screams rang out as some of them came in contact with the silver dust.
None of these vamps had any training or finesse. But what they lacked in skill, they made up for in firepower. Which left Lockman and the others with an easy strategy. Let the vamps run dry, then take them down while they tried to reload.
Lockman hunkered down, bullets whizzing overhead, debris chipping away off the walls and the top of the desk. We’re coming, Jess. Hang on, baby.



Chapter Fifty-Two
Niall wiped the blood from his lips with a handkerchief, the girl’s taste still tingling on his tongue. Corig knelt before him, looking pathetic for a vampire of five-hundred years. Nothing more than a child. Niall remembered his fifth-hundred year. By then he had already slaughtered the occupants of a dozen different villages and given birth to dozens of vampires on this mortal plane. What had he seen in this simpering excuse for a vampire?
“We aren’t prepared for this attack,” Corig whined.
It grated on Niall’s ears. “We have a hotel room filled with vampires. You can’t take care of a few ogres and humans?”
“They’re heavily armed. With silver. And we’ve sent the last of our weapon cache with the freshlings down there now.”
Niall backhanded Corig and knocked him off his knees. The stupid child dared to bare his fangs at his king. No control over his instincts. The kind of behavior that gave their kind such a bad name in this world. Uncontrollable, blood lusting animals. Niall felt as if all his work to bring forth intelligent, thinking vampires had amounted to nothing.
Then Yora came to Niall’s side. “Vampires do not need weapons. We are the weapons.”
Niall smiled. She made him feel better. She was a prime example of those he meant to gather as leaders in his kingdom. In the face of failure, she brought about victory. Delivering the girl to him had changed everything. He stroked Yora’s cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Kill him,” he said and pointed at Corig. “Then send the rest of the freshlings down ahead of you. Overwhelm them with numbers, then come up behind and scour what remains.”
Corig scuffled backward. All coward and no vampire. He might as well have been mortal.
He did not make it far. Yora was on him and tearing this throat open with her fangs before he even had a chance to cry out.
Niall inhaled the smell of blood. He would have to consider offering Yora a special place in his kingdom. After all, every kingdom deserved a queen.
When Yora finished with Corig she started for the door. So dedicated. But Niall had one last command. “Yora.”
She turned and bowed, beautiful with Corig’s blood smeared across her face. “Yes, Lord.”
“Feed them before you send them down.”
Her brow rose. “The freshlings, my lord?”
“We’ve enough to spare. Give them each the sacred blood. Let us witness a preview of what awaits the mortal world.”



Chapter Fifty-Three
The silver dust kept the vamps too scared to charge. Instead, they hung back and blew their wad in a matter of minutes. The steady fire petered out as each vamp ran dry and was forced to reload. Lockman and the others didn’t hesitate.
Teresa popped around her column and fired a couple quick bursts, not really aiming. She was drawing fire. It gave Lockman and the ogres a chance to pick targets and take them down. With the last of the loaded vamps out of the game, Lockman and the others charged, taking measured shots, none of them wasting ammo with reckless aim. Many of the vamps apparently didn’t have ammo to reload. They tried rushing to get into hand-to-hand range. None of them made it.
One dove for a grenade launcher on the stairs. Marty fired a single round through the vamp’s head which burst like a rotted melon.
Lockman’s ears rang in the silence that followed.
“They aren’t very well armed,” one of the brothers said. “And they’re so newly turned, they are weak and clumsy. We will have no trouble if this is their so-called army.”
Lockman pressed his lips together. Once past the initial attack by the ogre vamp, this fight got too easy. Maybe they caught the vamps by surprise. Like at the blood factory, maybe the vamps’ confidence in their numbers had left them open. Based on Vera’s scan of the place, though, they had to have more vamps upstairs. At least some of them would not be fresh turns.
“I wouldn’t get cocky,” Teresa said as she recovered one of the grenade launchers. “We’re still only on the first floor.” She picked up the other grenade launcher and tossed it to Lockman.
“We could wait them out,” another brother suggested. “The silver on the ground keeps them at bay. It’s our greatest advantage.”
Lockman shook his head. “They’ll eventually get wise to that. I’ll bet there is a back way out. They could circle around and flank us from behind.”
“Besides,” Marty said to his brothers, “we can’t afford waiting while they have the chosen one.”
The brothers all lowered their heads, clearly troubled. Looked like Marty had convinced them of his prophecy. “We have to move forward,” one of them said. The others nodded agreement.
Lockman didn’t get it. Didn’t have to. If these ogres wanted to believe Jessie was their saint or whatever, he would play along. Anything to get her the hell out of there.
Now that he had a moment, Lockman scanned the lobby. A pair of elevators were around behind the reception desk. One of them hung open, revealing the empty elevator shaft and the rusted gears and broken pulleys inside. The other elevator was closed, but Lockman doubted it worked anymore.
He looked to the stairs. The only way up. Which meant another frontal assault into blind territory. The stairs off the landing at the top of the main set led to a mezzanine over the lobby. More than likely another stairwell up there led to the rooms on the next several floors.
They’d gone from vampire hostel to vampire hotel, and it was a safe bet judging from the first two waves of vamps, there were a lot more than fifty here.
“We have to split up,” he said.
Teresa, Marty, and all his brothers gaped at him like he was crazy.
“We need a strike team to infiltrate ahead while the rest of us drive the forward assault.”
Marty gestured around him. “This is a strike team, brother. We can’t afford to split.”
“We’re a mini-army today. This is the first battle in the war. We can recruit more later, but for now it’s on us. And we will not make it by frontal assault alone.”
“If we’re a mini-army,” Teresa said. “Then it’s going to be one hell of a small strike force.”
Lockman nodded. “A team of one. Me.”
“Fuck that.” Teresa stepped forward. “You’ll need a second pair of eyes.”
The back of Lockman’s neck burned. He didn’t want to bring her into this. Especially with what he had planned.
“I can tell what you’re thinking,” she said. “But I’m not letting you go alone.”
“Why you two?” a brother asked.
Lockman looked the ogre up and down, which took some time. “I can’t picture one of you slipping through a window or crawling through the ventilation.”
The brother snorted. “Tininess has its advantages.”
Lockman turned to Marty. “You on board?”
Before Marty answered, a loud thundering rolled down from above.
“Wave number three,” Lockman said.
Marty looked toward the ceiling. “Sounds like everyone was invited this time.”
“They’re coming down the stairwell. It’s the only way. You form up around the door, you can bottleneck them and rain silver.”
“Until we run out of ammo.”
He handed Marty the grenade launcher. “Do your best. You buy me as much time as you can.”
Marty led his brothers up to the mezzanine, heard one of them say, “Over here,” and their heavy footfalls as they gathered.
“Where are we headed?” Teresa asked.
“Out.” He jogged for the door.
She caught up as they cleared the entrance and headed across the grounds. “I know you’ve got a plan. You want to share?”
“Not really.”



Chapter Fifty-Four
“The bulk of the paranormal energy,” Vera said, “forms a line along one side of the building and travels downward.”
“The vamps heading down the stairwell.” Lockman closed his eyes and tried to picture what Vera described like an infrared view of the hotel.
Teresa sat in the passenger seat, her breath heavy and uneven.
“What about up top?” Lockman asked.
“Still some energy there, though the large concentration I detected before has fallen dormant.”
Dormant?
Lockman’s heart bucked in his chest. “What do you mean?”
“It’s no longer there.”
He opened his eyes. Teresa stared at him expectantly. “That energy. I thought it was Jessie.”
Teresa reached out a hand and touched his arm. Her palm felt cool on his hot skin. “We can’t assume anything.”
“There’s something else,” Vera said.
Lockman was afraid to ask. “What?”
“The energy from the vampires has tripled in intensity.”
“How is that possible?”
“Ogre blood,” Teresa said.
Lockman’s stomach dropped. Marty and his brothers didn’t stand a chance against that many vamps pumped up on ogre blood. They’d burn through their ammunition before only a fraction of the vamps cleared the stairwell. Then the surviving vamps would tear them apart.
He had hoped Vera would give them better news, show them what kind of dent they had made to the vampire forces. Now it didn’t matter how many of them were left. Each one of them had three times their normal strength. Which meant going forward with the dumbest plan he’d ever thought up.
“I thought we were supposed to be the strike team,” Teresa shouted. “We’ve left them in there to die, Craig. What the fuck were you thinking?”
He stared at Teresa to have something to focus on while he shut down inside. It used to be so easy. Close off the emotions. Cut off connections. Pump in the ice and focus on the end, no matter the means. Finding Jessie and reuniting with Kate had changed him. Made it nearly impossible to get back to that old self. But Jessie’s life, and the life of Marty and his brothers, depended on him to turn back. Every battle had casualties. Winning sometimes meant sending a soldier into certain death.
For the sake of the mission.
Lockman felt the chill run through him. His heart froze. His mind narrowed. “Vera,” he said, voice his own, but colder. “I’m going in there to face those vamps alone.”
Teresa gasped. “What the—”
“Unarmed.”
“Craig Lockman,” Vera said. “You will not survive.”
“No. I won’t.”
Teresa dug her fingers into his arm. “What are you doing?”
He let himself soften just enough to say what he needed to. Touched her cheek. “I always thought of you as family.”
“I know that. I felt the same way.”
“If this doesn’t work, you have to tell Kate what happened.”
“If what doesn’t work? You’re scaring the hell out of me.”
“I’m scaring myself,” he said. “Shitless.”
He put his AK in the back seat, pulled out his pistol and set it on the dash. He took off the ammo. Unstrapped his knife. Left it all behind and got out of the car.
“Wait,” Teresa called.
He turned. She got out of the car and ran over to him. “Why don’t you ever share your plans with me before you start them?”
“In case they don’t work. Avoid embarrassment.”
“You stupid son of a bitch.” She grabbed his face and pressed her lips against his.
A hundred and one old memories came tumbling back. The feel of her lips hadn’t changed a bit. And the twirl in his stomach had the same rotation, a little sideways and off to the right. She almost undid the cold he’d let in. He couldn’t afford that.
He pushed her away. “Get in the car. Don’t you leave that fucking car.”
“You want me to let you walk in there alone and unarmed?” Tears shined in her eyes.
“Get in the car.”
She set her jaw while the tears let loose and rolled down her face. “Whatever you’re going to do, I know it’s going to work. You always pulled it together when we were backed into a corner.”
He jerked a thumb at the car. “Stay frosty, Agent. We’re not done here yet.”



Chapter Fifty-Five
Hello? Are you still here?
Right beside you, hon.
What’s happened? I feel like I’m not breathing.
That’s because you’re not.
I’m dead?
What do you think?
I don’t know. I can’t feel anything. It’s like I’m floating in space without a body.
Heh. Now you know how I feel tumbling around in your naïve little head.
Tell me what’s happening.
We have more important things to discuss. We haven’t much time.
Time for what?
To save both of our souls. Listen carefully…



Chapter Fifty-Six
One life would end after this. His own, or a companion he’d come to reluctantly trust since this all began. Either way, this would end now.
Lockman strode through the blown apart entrance and directly up the main staircase. The rattle of gunfire had started before he’d reached the hotel. Inside the sounds echoed so loudly, Lockman’s hearing popped. Now everything sounded like he had dunked his head underwater, muted but no less incessant.
He found Marty and this brothers positioned on either side of the stairwell. The door to the stairwell lay on the floor, hinges twisted, the long edge splintered. Crowded around the entrance lay piles of vampire slop. Bullet riddled bodies, melted flesh, dark blood, all steaming like a pile of fresh shit.
The next vamp in line to come through the door locked eyes with him and burst out of the stairwell straight for him.
A shower of silver rounds chopped through the creature that still looked more human than vamp. But as the bullets passed through him, the vamp kept coming.
Lockman ducked low and used the vamp’s momentum to fling him over the shoulder. The vamp thumped onto his back and sprung immediately to his feet, spun toward him. A single shot cut through his head, blasting off the top of his skull. The vamp dropped.
He turned toward the source of the shot. Marty knelt with his rifle, still sighting down the barrel. “What the green fuck are you doing here?”
“Fall back.”
Three of the brothers ran dry. The others took over firing at anything trying to make it out of the stairwell. They had a rotation going which made it so they could have a steady barrage without worrying about reloading.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Marty looked past Lockman. “Where’s Teresa? I thought you two—”
“Change in plans.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Fall back. I’ll take care of this.”
Marty’s eyes grew to near saucer size. “You’ll take care of this?”
“Those vamps are hyped up on ogre blood.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“This strategy won’t work anymore. You can’t hold them off much longer.”
A pair of vamps chanced driving out together. One split to the right, the other to the left, each charging at the split groups of brothers that had formed a triangle of fire into the door.
Rounds zipped through their bodies. The force should have knocked them back. The ogre blood kept them on their feet and moving forward. A game of vampire chicken. If the ogres broke ranks, this was all over. As it was, more vamps filed out of the door behind the first two. The ogres had to split their fire between the assaulting leaders and the vamps coming up behind them.
They didn’t have the firepower. The wave of vamps broke forward, pouring out of the stairwell, ignoring the silver cutting through their bodies as they pushed ahead.
The ogres knew this was it. And it hadn’t taken long at all. A brother shouted over the screeching vamps and the gunfire. “Fall back, fall—” A vamp sunk fangs into the brother’s throat and tore it open.
Two more brothers fell before the onslaught. Those who remained backed away. Lockman backed up with them, looking for Marty. He caught a glimpse of him on the other side of the onslaught. At some point, he had managed to slip around their ranks. He lifted the grenade launcher and fired at the stairwell entrance.
The explosion shook the mezzanine floor. Pieces of vampire flew in every direction. The ceiling above the stairwell entrance collapsed, crunched a few more vamps underneath, and partially blocked the entrance itself.
The vamps that had already cleared the door broke their charge and scattered, most of them uncertain where the attack was coming from. A few dropped to the floor for cover. They shoved against each other, trying to clear the way. It was like they had all forgotten their own strength.
Which bought Lockman and the surviving brothers time to run down the stairs into the lobby. They all dove for immediate cover at the far side of the lobby, putting the silver dust between them and the vamps. It wouldn’t work as well on the vamps with the ogre blood, but it could slow them down.
Lockman slipped behind a column, his back to the cold marble. He checked on the others and realized Marty wasn’t with them. When he had flanked the vamps to fire the grenade he had also cut himself off from escape.
It was time for Lockman to test his plan before anyone else died for this impossible mission he’d dragged them on. He stepped around the column, arms held out at his sides, and looked up the stairs.
The vamps had mostly recovered from the shock of the explosion and gathered around either side of the main staircase, creeping down to the landing. Dozens of yellow vamp eyes stared at Lockman warily. Presenting himself open and unarmed unnerved them. He could tell they were wondering what trick this had to be.
A damn good one if it works.
“Your masters have taken my daughter,” he shouted. “I want her back.”
More vamps lined up behind the others. They must have cleared the blockage to the stairwell.
Lockman took a slow step back. Let them come. Let them all come down and try to kill him.
“Lockman, get the hell out of there,” one of the brothers shouted.
“I’ve got this, boys.” He felt his heartbeat in his throat. “Fall back.”
He heard them whisper among themselves. A second later they crept back out of the entrance. “Good luck, brother.”
The vamps’ wild eyes took this all in, some hissing, others growling. A whole pack of filthy, bloodsucking animals verses Craig Lockman…and the ace up his sleeve.
Lockman closed his eyes. He whispered, “I know you can’t let me die.”
Vera’s voice answered in his mind. You could have just asked for help, Craig Lockman.
“I had to make sure you’d give it all you got.”
It will mean leaving my host. And the battle you ask me to fight will certainly make me too weak to remain on this plane.
“I know. I’m sorry about that. But I didn’t have much else to work with.”
I am with you now. How shall we do this?
He felt a small breeze against his right ear, but when he turned he saw nothing. “You’re my guardian angel. Can’t you turn a pumpkin into a tank or something?”
Seeing as we’re short on pumpkins, we’ll have work with what we have on hand.
The breeze blew again, stronger this time, and it felt like it slipped through him. No, not through. In. A moment of nausea flipped his gut. His skin pulled taught as if shrinking against him. His eyes burned. A deep pain burrowed through his bones. He dropped to his knees. Feverish, now. Weak. What the hell was she doing to him?
The vamps halted their slow decent. A voice behind them shouted, “What are you waiting for? He’s only a mortal.”
Not for long, Vera whispered. Godspeed, Craig Lockman
And the transformation began.



Chapter Fifty-Seven
It started with his skin. It began to shine. The light from the chandelier glimmered against him as he watched his arms turn into chrome. No. Not chrome. Silver. The cold metal rolled over every inch of his skin. His shirt and pants ripped as he gained mass. The silver even coated his eyes, though he could still see. Lockman imagined if he had a mirror his reflection would look like a life-sized silver statue.
Vera had one hell of a creative streak.
On top of his new silver skin, he felt stronger. Maybe strong enough to lift a car over his head. Definitely strong enough to take on the hundred or so vamps standing between him and his daughter.
He wagged his fingers in a come-get-some gesture. “Bring it.”
Instead, they drew back, the ones in front pushing against those behind them who weren’t moving fast enough for their tastes.
The voice behind them shouted out again. A woman’s voice Lockman thought he recognized. “We are legion. Kill him. Kill him now.”
Apparently, she couldn’t see his transformation from where she stood. He couldn’t wait to bash his way through to the bitch who had taken Jessie, and give her a good look at what a honest-to-God guardian angel could do for a guy.
The elder vamp must have scared the fresh turns more than a guy made of silver, because they came at him all at once.
Lockman knocked his fists together and the clang rang out like a giant silver bell.
The vamps flooded around him. He stood still as the first ones tried to grab him and their clawed hands burned. They drew back, but the crowd of vamps behind them shoved them right up against his body.
Lockman smiled as they screamed.
“Enough playing.”
Strength was a weak word for what he had. He wasn’t sure there was a word to describe the power flowing through him. He brought down whole rows of vamps with a single swing of his fist. He kicked out, skewered three vamps with his leg, and watched them melt off like candle wax.
The others continued to crowd him, spurred by the commands of the female vamp driving the attack from behind.
Lockman shoved, punched, and kicked his way through them, driving like a bulldozer and cutting like a circular saw all at the same time. The stink of burning flesh enveloped him along with a cloud of smoke from all the smoldering bodies on the floor. It reached a point where he couldn’t take a step without putting his foot in a pile of liquid vamp.
Still, they came.
And he kept swinging.
For how long, he didn’t know. But eventually only a dozen remained standing, giving him wide berth. They quivered like frightened rabbits. Lockman didn’t know vamps could be so scared. He fucking liked it.
He feinted toward one and watched him scramble backward and slip in the goop. He landed on his ass, his palms on the floor, and screamed. He yanked his hands out of the vamp stew and smoke curled away from his fingers. Lockman had forgotten all about the silver powder still on the floor. Explained why so many of the fallen vamps had liquefied so quickly. Usually it took a stake to the heart to get that kind of mess.
“Stop!”
Lockman turned. The female vamp who had taken Jessie stood at the top of the stairs. Marty knelt beside her, her hand gripping the back of his neck hard enough to make the ogre cringe. This vamp had a dose of ogre blood in her, too. Being an original and far older than any of the vamps smeared over the lobby floor, she could overpower the big guy.
But no way she could take on Mr. Silver.
“I don’t know what magic this is,” she said. “But if you want to see your ogre friend here live, you’ll take it somewhere else.”
Marty met Lockman’s eyes. “Kill this bitch, brother.”
The vamp chopped at Marty’s throat with her free hand. He coughed once and couldn’t draw another breath. “Another strike like that will crush his esophagus. A waste of good blood, but we have plenty more.”
Marty couldn’t speak, but he shook his head violently, the message clear. Don’t back down.
Lockman still held the cold in him, though the ice began to crack. He had distrusted and hated this ogre at one time. But somewhere along the way he had grown to respect him, admire his courage, even like him a little.
But the mission was more important.
The mission came first.
Lockman stepped forward. “This is your last day walking the mortal plane, bitch.”
She struck at Marty’s throat again then threw the ogre at Lockman. Unprepared for the move, Lockman fell backward under Marty’s huge body. They came face to face on the floor, Marty gasping for air that couldn’t pass to his lungs.
Lockman gripped Marty’s head in his hands. “Vera, do something. Help him.”
I’m sorry, but I am bound only to you.
“Well, I unbind you. I give you over to him. Please.”
It’s too late. My link to this plane has grown too tenuous. I won’t be with you for much longer.
Something in Marty’s eyes tried to communicate with Lockman. He rolled off of Lockman, chocking and gasping. He pointed up the stairs.
The vamp had gone, but she couldn’t be too far. If he wanted to take her down with Vera’s help, he would have to do it soon. Marty seemed to sense that.
Lockman gripped Marty’s arm with his silver hand. “I’m sorry…brother.”
The ogre squeezed his eyes shut. He stopped trying to breathe, though his chest continued to hitch.
The wall of ice broke and a tidal wave burst free. It was no use. Lockman couldn’t cut off his emotions anymore. Which left him with only one option. Use the emotion. Let it drive the mission. Let it carry him straight up to Jessie, through any vampire that stood in his way, and right to the fucking king.
He ran up the lobby stairs after the vamp, expecting to have to chase her up the stairwell to the floors above. No need.
She stood waiting for him at the entrance, Marty’s grenade launcher in her hands.



Chapter Fifty-Eight
Of course, Teresa hadn’t stayed in the car. Craig might be able to get away with that over-protective crap with Kate, but Teresa was a god-damned soldier. She had started across the grounds for the hotel and only stopped when she saw four of Marty’s brothers come out.
“What’s going on?” she asked when they met at the center by the fountain.
The brother whose name Teresa was pretty sure was Adam said, “Lockman sent us out. It’s a lost cause anyway. There’s too many of them, all fed with our people’s blood.”
“And you left Craig in there?”
“He’s gone insane,” another brother said. “He has a death wish.”
Teresa rubbed at her temples. One of her damn migraines wriggling back. “Where are the others? Marty?”
“Marty sacrificed himself to aid our escape,” Adam said. “Our other brothers fell in battle. We are all that’s left.” He hung his head. “It’s done. The chosen one is lost to us.”
No. This couldn’t end. Craig had a plan. Like she had told him, she trusted whatever crazy stunt he had in mind. It would work.
Stay frosty, Agent. We’re not done here yet.
Damn right. “Back to the car. Vera’s got to have something we can use to back him up.”
Adam took her arm. “We must go.”
“I’m not leaving him behind. I don’t know what your prophecy means, but if his daughter really is your chosen one, you have too much at stake. These vampires are killing your people by the hundreds. There won’t be an ogre left on the mortal plane.”
“Perhaps that’s a good thing. Our true place is at home.”
“Maybe,” Teresa said. “But you’re not going to get there by letting the vamps wipe you out.”
Adam raised an eyebrow. “You know of the return?”
She scrunched up her face. Sometimes these ogres said some damn strange things.
Realization dawned in Adam’s eyes. “You do not. Never mind.”
“What’s the return?”
“It doesn’t matter. We must go before either the local authorities or the vampires confront us.”
“Fine.” Teresa’s face burned. “Go. I’m staying to help.” She turned on her heel and marched back to the car. When she tried to open the door it held fast.
“Vera, let me in.”
She tried the door again. It did not budge. “Come on, Vera. Craig’s in serious trouble. I know you’re beholden to him or something, but you’ve got to trust me now.”
She waited to hear the lock snap, got silence instead.
“For crying out loud.” She leaned against the car, bracing her hands on the roof. The metal felt cold. Too cold for a humid New Orleans night. Like ice. Stepping back, she realized something she had missed when she first approached. Vera’s dashboard had been illuminated before, even though her engine was turned off. Now everything was dark. It didn’t mean anything. Or wouldn’t if this was a normal car.
“What is it?”
Teresa spun around. The brothers had joined her. “It’s Vera. I think she’s…dead.”
The ogres exchanged looks. Their eyes lit up. Not exactly the reaction Teresa expected.
“What is it?”
A corner of Adam’s mouth curled up. “Perhaps Martin was right about this Lockman mortal.”
Her nerves jittered as if overcharged on caffeine. “Why? What’s happened?”
“Your friend is quite clever. He purposefully invoked the angel’s oath of protection.” He looked toward the hotel. “Those vampires are all dead.”
Teresa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d seen her share of crazy mojo, but these ogres were talking about a whole new level of unbelievable. She wanted to machine-gun them with questions.
The explosion stopped her from asking a single one.
They all turned toward the sound. It had come from inside the hotel.
Adam pulled free the last mag on his belt and slammed it home. “Regroup brothers,” he nodded to Teresa, “and sister. We’re going back in.”



Chapter Fifty-Nine
The grenade’s detonation had thrown Lockman to the other side of the mezzanine and into the wall. He felt splinters of wood in his back. When he looked down at his arms he saw the silver had cracked in spots.
Vera’s power was weakening.
He stood, brushed himself off, and stared down the vamp bitch. “This is where I say something smart like, ‘Is that all you got?’”
“And this is where I kill you.” She pulled the trigger on the launcher, the sound of the grenade popping out of the barrel like a cork from a wine bottle.
Lockman crouched low and dove under the grenade’s arc. The explosion’s shockwave pushed him sideways and through the railing around the mezzanine. From there he fell to the lobby floor. The landing knocked the wind from his lungs. Chips of silver broke away like egg shell. The strength he had felt while tearing through the vamp army withered.
I’ve held as long as I can. This plane can no longer hold me.
“I’m sorry, Vera.”
Goodbye, Craig Lockman.
He felt the breeze once more, this time blowing out from him. Out his ears, his nostrils, his mouth, and his pores. More of the silver crackled and fell away. As each piece dropped to the floor, they melted and evaporated, leaving nothing behind.
The vamp bitch sauntered down the stairs, her gross excuse for a mouth curled in what he could only assume was a grin. One fang stuck out over her lip. “All magic is only temporary,” she said. “But mortals are always weak.” Once she cleared the stairs, she tossed the grenade launcher aside. Hands on her hips, she stood over Lockman and gave him the vamp version of a look of pity. It pretty much looked the same as all their ugly expressions.
“You wasted your life tonight,” she said. “Your daughter is lost to you.”
Lockman huffed through his nose. He imagined driving a stake through this vamp’s heart—better yet, lopping off her fucking head with an ogre sword. While these thoughts ran through his mind, the vamp pinned his head to the floor under her boot, the sole of which was ironically and uselessly coated with silver dust.
The dust.
“How much weight do you think I’ll need to apply to squash your head?”
He raked a hand along a dry spot on the floor, scooping up as much of the powder as he could. The vamp was so focused on torturing him, she didn’t see the dust coming until he threw it up into her face.
She shrieked and backed away, rubbing at her eyes as her face sizzled and smoked. The effect didn’t last long. The ogre blood healed her even as the dust stuck to her skin burned away the new flesh.
Lockman tried to get to his feet, but the aftereffects of Vera’s transformation left him too weak and feverish.
She bared her fangs and lifted her clawed hands. Her nails grew long and yellow. “This is where I say something like, ‘Is that all you’ve got?”
Something moved behind her, but from his angle, Lockman couldn’t see what. Another vamp?
Then a shard of wood shot out from the middle of her chest. Blood spattered outward. The vamp’s eyes went wide, the yellow irises flashing at first before going dim. When she opened her mouth, blood almost as thick as mud rolled out. She turned slowly, allowing Lockman to see who stood behind her.
Teresa, lip curled, hands fisted at her sides, stared back at the surprised vamp. “Say you’re sorry to my sister in vampire hell.” She cocked back an arm and gave the vamp a solid right hook to the jaw.
The vamp staggered backward and fell into a wet pile of her brethren, the impact driving the stake up further through her chest. A minute later her melted form blended with the vamp guts beneath her, the only mark of her presence the shard of broken railing laying on top.
Teresa looked around the lobby as Marty’s surviving brothers formed up behind her. “Do I even want to know how you made this mess?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
One of the brothers stepped forward. “Vera?”
Lockman nodded, which must have said it all for the ogre.
The brother bowed his head. “She served you well.”
“You’ll never hear me say there’s no such thing as angels.” It took some doing, but Lockman managed to get to his feet. The floor tilted under him and he started to go down. Teresa showed up at his side and caught him. “Going to take me a sec to recover, I think. That was some serious mojo.”
Teresa hugged him. He thought he heard her sniffle, but when she pulled back her eyes were dry. “You fucking prick. Next time, tell me what you’re doing.”
The brother who asked about Vera cleared his throat. “We still have to rescue the chosen one.”
Lockman remembered Vera’s earlier scan of the hotel, how the large energy source had disappeared. He pushed it aside. He couldn’t assume anything. If they still had Jessie, he had to get her. “Based on what Vera saw, there’s a group of vamps on the top floor. Probably generals or knights or whatever a vamp king might call them.”
“Probably originals, too,” Teresa said.
“No army,” Craig added, “but still a powerful challenge. Especially if we want to extract Jessie without harm.”
Someone gasped.
One of the ogres stood at the base of the stairs, looking down.
God damn, in all the chaos, Lockman had forgotten. He joined the ogre’s side. The other brothers and Teresa gathered around as well. Together they stared down at their fallen friend.
“Martin,” the ogre that found him said, “you were as much a warrior as a shaman. The strongest Gulogich I’ve ever known. Rest with your brothers and sisters now.” He pulled back his rifle’s bolt handle. “Let’s show these motherfuckers the light.”
“How are we for gear?” Lockman asked.
Teresa lifted her own rifle. “You’re looking at it.”
A brother pulled loose his sidearm and tossed it to Lockman. A .500 Smith & Wesson Magnum that deserved the coveted Hand Cannon title.
Lockman turned the weapon from side to side, admiring. “What happens when we run out of ammo?”
“We move to steel.” From a sheath strapped to his back, a brother drew a sword near as long as Teresa was tall. A straight blade with an ornate hilt, it looked like something out of Medieval times. Who knew with these supernaturals? It could have been from Medieval times.
Lockman smirked. “What was your name again?”
“On this plane I’m known as Adam.”
“You are one badass motherfucker, Adam.”
The ogre showed his teeth. “I know, right?”
With a nod up the stairs, Lockman said, “Let’s move.”
They trudged up the stairs and back into battle.



Chapter Sixty
They made it to the fourth floor before running into trouble.
While some of the lights in the stairwell worked, most were broken and the vamps had no reason to fix them since their night vision was better than average. This meant plenty of shadows in the corners of each landing before the next turn in the staircase. The ogres took point with Teresa close behind. They had the big guns, no matter how huge Adam’s sidearm looked in Lockman’s hand.
The problem with shadows—vamps could hide in them as if part of the shadow itself. That’s why they didn’t see the vamp until they were right on top of him.
The vamp, fat around the middle like a beer drinker instead of a blood drinker, materialized from his shadow like a gathering mist. He grabbed the closest ogre and sank fangs right into the jugular. The ogre coughed, tried to get his rifle between them. The vamp tore a fist-sized chunk from the ogre’s neck with enough force to yank the ogre off his feet.
Ogre flesh still skewered on his fangs, the fat vamp turned for his next victim and got a chest full of silver rounds. The vamp shook as the automatic fire chopped at his body, the holes smoking like steam from a manhole cover. He staggered back to the wall, then used the wall to launch himself forward.
The ogre unloading into the vamp kept firing while the vamp pounced on him and tried to snap at his throat. The rifle barrel jerked up in the struggle and obliterated the vamp’s face.
It leapt away and morphed back into the shadows.
The brother fired after it, chipping the floor and wall until his mag ran dry. “Fuck.” He tossed the rifle down and drew a curved sword identical to the one Marty had used at the brothel.
“Fall back,” Adam shouted.
They hurried down to the landing at the third floor. Adam and the two brothers who still had ammo took position at the base of the stairs leading down to their landing. They crouched and aimed up the stairwell.
The sword-wielding ogre, Teresa, and Lockman fell back to cover the stairs leading from the floor below, just in case. It wasn’t inconceivable that a vamp would jump out a fifth-floor window and circle around back into the building.
The group’s labored breathing echoed back at them in the silence.
“Just the one?” Lockman whispered.
Adam sniffed. “Doubt it.”
“Anyone have a flashlight?”
No one answered. Looked like out of all the equipment Marty had loaded into Vera, he didn’t think to include a single flash light. Lockman noticed the night vision goggles hanging from one of the brother’s belts. He tapped the brother on the shoulder and pointed to the goggles then tapped a thumb against his own chest.
The bother nodded, unhooked the goggles, and handed them over.
Direct light was really the only way to break through a vamp’s shadow glamour, but night vision might pick up movement. He fitted the goggles over his eyes, duck walked up behind Adam, and peered up the stairs. The shadows cleared in the green vision the goggles gave him. No sign of any vamp, though. Of course, the shadows he looked at now weren’t the ones the fat vamp had materialized from. Those were on the next landing up by the entrance to the fourth floor. If they decided to advance, hopefully Lockman would see some sign of it when they reached the next landing.
Nothing for a good minute. Lockman grew antsy. The longer they held position, the more they risked getting attacked from behind. But the damn stairwell was the only way up. Not like they could call down one of the broken elevators.
A small spark went off in Lockman’s head. He pulled the goggles off and offered them to Adam. “No guarantees they work, but worth a shot.”
Adam nodded and took the goggles. “I can tell by the look of you, you have another plan.”
“Pieces. I’ll need to borrow Teresa. Can you hold here, keep their attention?”
“A few vamps we can handle. What have you got in mind?”
“Another way up.”



Chapter Sixty-One
“How are your climbing skills?” Lockman asked as he led the way back down to the lobby.
Teresa gave him a sidelong glance. “You know, earlier when I suggested scaling the walls, I was being sarcastic. We don’t have the equipment for that.”
They reached the lobby floor, the wet stink of coagulating vamp juice worse than a troll fart. Lockman pointed toward the open elevator shaft. “I don’t know why I didn’t think about this before.”
“That’s a long climb.”
“It’ll be good for you.”
She cursed under her breath.
“At least I’m telling you the plan ahead of time.”
She swung her rifle over her shoulder and pushed past him. “You’re a perfect gentleman.”
Looking up into the dark shaft, Teresa asked, “You think they’ve got the ‘vators covered?”
Lockman scanned the shaft at ground level, looking for the access ladder, but couldn’t see much of anything in the dark. He wished he had brought along the night vision goggles. “Without their fresh vamp army, I’m betting they’re spread too thin to worry about anyone climbing up here to greet them.”
“What do we do once we’re up? Assuming my arms can take it.”
“We’re the two-man strike team, remember?” When he let his mind move to the next stage of his plan, the light banter felt forced. “We get Jessie and we get the fuck out.”
“No swipe at the king?”
“Another day. Unless we can’t help it.”
Teresa put out her arms, palms out, and entered the elevator shaft, feeling her way in. Lockman could just make out her form as his eyes adjusted to the dark. A second later, she said, “Found it.”
Lockman followed the sound of her voice and went in after her. He bumped against her, his front against her back, his hands instinctively going to her waist to steady himself. Her hands slid over his. Calluses occasionally broke the otherwise softness of her skin, unlike Kate’s hands—smooth from fingertips to wrist.
He pulled his hands out from under hers.”You want me to go up first?”
“No. Me first. That way if my arms get too tired and I fall, I’ll take you with me.”
“This is why I don’t tell you my plans before hand. You’d never go along without bitching the whole way.”
She elbowed him in the gut. “Come on. Jessie’s waiting for us.”
Again, he thought about Vera’s reading. The energy source fallen dormant, as she had put it. He hoped to hell Teresa was right. The alternative was unthinkable.

It was a dark climb, but Teresa’s arms had no trouble reaching the top.
Lockman knew she wouldn’t. While she by no means had a self-esteem problem, she had always underestimated herself. With the Agency it had held her back at times. She should have advanced up the ranks faster than she had. She could have been Creed’s second in command, instead of that traitorous bastard, Tanner.
“Now what, ace?” Teresa whispered down to him.
“Give me your dagger.” Unlike the door in the lobby and the one on the third floor, the top floor’s door was closed. Luckily, with the faint light let into the shaft from that third floor door, Lockman’s eyes had adjusted enough to see Teresa above him. She handed down the dagger.
He clamped the blade in his teeth and used a small ledge around the shaft to shuffle along the wall to the door. Once there, he held onto a metal lip above the door, took the knife from his mouth, and jammed the blade in the crack between the doors. He had to work the dagger back and forth before the doors finally split enough to get his fingers in. He clutched the blade between his teeth again and yanked the nearest half of the door toward him.
Hopefully, one of the vamps wasn’t standing there watching all this.
Nothing leapt into the shaft and bit him, so he assumed he was safe. When he had the door open enough to fit through, he slipped out of the shaft and found the hall empty. He poked his head back in and gave Teresa the all clear.
She grumbled something as she navigated the ledge around the shaft. Lockman had his hands out to help her through the door, but she swatted them away and climbed out on her own. “I don’t need your damn help for the easy part.”
He had to admit his own arms burned along with his calf muscles from the climb. Focusing on Jessie had got him all the way up without noticing the strain until now. He handed Teresa her dagger back and found his hand trembling slightly. “Which way?”
In typical hotel fashion, the hall ran in two directions from the elevators, rows of numbered doors lining either side in regular intervals. Both ends of the hall came to a corner, presumably turning to similar halls accommodating more hotel rooms. They had no way of knowing which room the vamp king had Jessie. While some of the doors hung loose in their frames, most of them had stood the test of time. Checking each room would take too long.
“There has to be something significant about the room. He wouldn’t pick one at random.”
“How do we know which room is significant to a vamp? There’s only five stories to this hotel. No room number six, six, six.”
She walked over to a plaque with a list of room number ranges and arrows pointing in corresponding directions. “I was thinking more like a luxury suite.” She tapped a spot on the plaque that read, “Master Suite.”
He remembered the throne in the lobby. “Yeah, this king thinks he’s a high roller. Good call.”
Lockman drew his hand cannon from his waistband.
Teresa checked the safety lock on her rifle.
Then they headed for the master suite.
They stopped at the corner right before the hall to the suite. Teresa crouched at the edge, drew her dagger, and slowly poked the blade into the open. She turned the blade to several different angles and, once satisfied, turned back to Lockman. She held up two fingers, which meant two guards in the hall.
Lockman lifted his gun and tapped it with a finger, asking if they were armed.
She nodded and patted her rifle.
So the guards had automatic weapons. Probably more ammo than Teresa had, too. A noisy assault wouldn’t work anyway. Not if they wanted to get to Jessie before she was harmed. He gestured for Teresa to hand him the dagger and switched positions with her so he could take a look. The blade reflected almost as sharply as a mirror. He could see the guards and the Uzis they held in front of them like a preacher carries his closed bible. The worst part wasn’t their weapons. It was the distance between the corner and the double doors to the master suite. A wide open space they could not cover without the vamp guards spotting them.
When he finished looking, he turned back to Teresa. She raised her eyebrows in a question. He breathed slowly through his nose and unfocused his eyes, looking inward for some idea how to move forward. He pictured the layout of the floor as he figured it. Basically a square hallway with rooms on the inside and outside of the square. Probably gaps between some of the rooms for an ice machine, a storage closet. Nothing useful.
Had to be some way to draw the guards from their post. Or get at them without firing a shot.
He signaled Teresa to back down the hall. Once they cleared earshot, he whispered, “I surrender.”
Her gaze bore through him. “Not an option, Lockman.”
He waved a hand. “Not for real. I circle around to the other side of the hall. I distract them by giving myself up. You come up behind them and we take them down.”
“Aw, hell no. They won’t let you ‘give yourself up.’ They’ll eat you.”
“Then you better move fast.”
She screwed her lips together, thought a minute. “How about this instead? I give myself up, and you ambush them.”
“How is that any better?”
“You’re faster, stronger, and you’ve already walked into the middle of a suicide mission tonight. It’s my turn.”
“You’re letting your personal feelings get in the way.”
“Am I? Then what’s your excuse for not letting me do it?”
He looked away. He didn’t want to chance her seeing his feelings on his face. Because he shouldn’t have those feelings. He had Kate. Loved Kate. This attraction to Teresa didn’t add up to more than a mix of physical reactions to stress and a few good memories from a long time ago. The hell he was going to let it get in the way of saving Jess.
“All right. Hand me your rifle and dagger.”
“I’d rather keep the dagger, but you can have these.” She dug into a pocket in her cargo pants and pulled out stack of six throwing stars. She handed them over.
“Since when did you become a ninja?”
“They’re silver. You know how to throw Shuriken?”
“Been a while. Me and Rodriguez used to play darts with them.”
She rolled her eyes. “My life’s in your hands, Lockman. Make it count.”
“Heh. No pressure.”



Chapter Sixty-Two
She was willing to die for him.
Not for the mission, though Teresa badly wanted to save Jessie from these evil fucks. She would die for him because—it didn’t make any sense, but she knew it from the moment she had tackled him in the woods behind his cabin—she loved him.
Not that she fooled herself into thinking he felt the same. Sure, the attraction was obvious. And if she tried hard enough, she might get him to forget Kate long enough to get him in bed. That isn’t what she wanted, though. She wanted the whole package. Christ, they were made for each other, were practically mirror images, a fucking male and female matching set.
Too bad it took this long to realize it.
But that was life, right? The man you love loves someone else. Vamps get hyped up on ogre blood, follow a king, form up an army, and one of the fucks turns your sister. Your best ogre friend gets killed. Yeah, just another day in the life.
Teresa reached the opposite end of the hall to the master suite and took a second to collect herself. Lockman had stayed put on the other side, ready to move when Teresa initiated the plan. Her heartbeat raced. Palms sweat. Her migraine drew a cowl of rusted nails over her head.
Knitting her fingers behind her head, she stepped into the hallway, ready to take a bullet to the chest or a pair of fangs to the throat, as long as it meant Craig got his daughter back.



Chapter Sixty-Three
Lockman’s chest clenched when he saw Teresa come around the corner. She had made it to the other side faster than he expected. He wasn’t ready. If he stayed honest with himself, though, he would never be ready. This had become the story of his life—putting those he cared about in harm’s way.
The vamps spotted her right away. They stepped away from the door, Uzis up, both of them growling from deep in the throat.
Teresa stopped with her hands behind her head, totally exposed and at the whim of these two vamps. They could easily close the distance and start feeding on her in seconds. Easier still, they could pull their triggers and end it in half the time.
Lockman squeezed the rifle in his hands till his knuckles turned white. Stay frosty. This wouldn’t work if he didn’t keep a cool head. He chanced easing a little further around the corner and aimed down the barrel of the rifle, ready to fire if they tried anything.
“I’m not with the others anymore,” Teresa said.
Interesting choice of words. Lockman realized the direction she was taking this, riffing off of his original strategy, making it better on the spot.
Her declaration was enough to keep the vamps from attacking. One of them, dressed in a black suit over a red shirt, tilted his head. “What do you want?”
“To bargain. I can give you their attack strategy. Tell you their weaknesses.”
The other vamp, wearing a Hornets jersey big enough to make a dress out of, laughed. “You and your ogre friends are already as good as dead.”
“Tell that to the hundred or so liquefied vamps in the lobby.”
She had their attention. Time for Lockman to step up to bat. He crept into the hall, staying low, ready to cut them down with the AK if he had to.
The vamps exchanged looks. The one in the suit jerked back the bolt on his gun and shook his head. “If you’re so confident, why come begging for mercy?”
“I’m not begging for mercy.” She licked her lips and visibly swallowed. “I’m looking to get turned.”
He knew she was playing them, but hearing her say that made Lockman falter because she sounded like she meant it. He quickly collected himself and continued forward.
Both vamps had a good laugh. The one with the suit backhanded the other’s arm. “She must be one of those Goth chicks.”
“I hate Goth chicks,” Jersey said. “They’re so needy.”
Teresa spat air. “Are you two stupid?”
That killed the laughter.
She continued before they could shoot her. “I’m former Agency. I have intel that would make your king so happy he could walk in the sun without getting burnt. You really want to fuck around with an opportunity like that?”
Suit’s aim dropped. “Day walking? Are you serious?”
Halfway there. Keep them talking.
“It was a figure of speech, dumbo. But I’d bet money he wants to know about the return.”
Lockman had no idea where she was going with this, but it didn’t matter. He was close enough to use the throwing stars. He just needed Teresa to get a little closer so she could get at the vamps when they turned on him. He slid the rifle back and pulled out the Shuriken, held five of them in his left hand, the sixth in his right and ready to throw.
Suit snorted. “What the hell is the return?”
Teresa chanced a few steps forward, hands still laced behind her head. She made it look natural. Coming in closer to tell them a secret while keeping a non-threatening stance.
The vamps actually leaned toward her, waiting for her answer.
“I think it’s best I keep that one for the king himself.”
Jersey growled. “You tell me, or I’ll rip off your tits with my teeth.”
Lockman didn’t need a better signal than that. He stood and launched the first throwing star at the back of Jersey’s neck. Before that one hit, Lockman peeled another off the stack and sent that one at Suit.
Jersey got his right where Lockman had aimed, the silver star lodged into his top vertebrae. He dropped his Uzi, reached behind his neck, and singed his fingertips on the silver.
Suit must have sensed the movement behind him. He started to turn as the throwing star reached him and caught him in the cheek. His head jerked and he staggered sideways.
Teresa drew her dagger and dashed at Suit first. A quick slash opened his throat. He dropped his weapon and tried to close the smoking smile in his neck with his hands.
The attack from both sides made Jersey hesitate, not sure which direction to go, still hurting from the star in his neck. Lockman tossed two more in quick succession. One popped the vamp’s eyeball. The other split his mouth in half.
Teresa followed up with another clean slice to Jersey’s throat and dropped him.
Suit had staggered over to the wall and leaned against it while he kept trying to hold his throat closed. A wet gurgle bubbled out from the wound. The edges of the cut glowed red like an ember from the touch of silver.
Teresa braced him against the wall with a hand to his shoulder and jammed her blade into his heart. A spray of blood shot from his neck as he tried to scream. Then he started melting, leaving a black and red stain on the wall as he slid down.
They froze, listening for any sign that their attack had attracted attention. He could hear voices behind the double doors to the master suite, but they sounded conversational rather than alarmed. Lockman caught Teresa’s eye and gave her a thumbs up.
She smiled.
Until the automatic gunfire roared through the hall and Teresa fell backward, blood pluming from her chest.



Chapter Sixty-Four
“No!” Lockman’s blood turned to molten lava. He dropped the remaining shuriken and wielded his rifle.
On the floor at Lockman’s feet, Jersey turned his bloody face toward him and started to bring his Uzi around as well.
Lockman squeezed his trigger and held it. A rain of bullets at close range turned the vamp’s head to mush. But Lockman couldn’t release the trigger. He drew a line down along the vamp’s body, splitting him open. The concentration of silver rounds started the vamp on fire. When the AK clicked dry, he still couldn’t let go of the trigger. He wanted to turn the rifle around and beat the vamp’s remains into the floor.
Teresa called out, voice hoarse and weak.
Lockman threw the rifle down and went to her, fell to his knees beside her. He looked over her injuries. None of them looked immediately fatal, but the blood loss would eventually kill her. Even if he could rush her out of there and to a hospital, it might be too late.
When he heard the doors burst open behind him, he knew he wasn’t going anywhere.
Teresa gripped his hand. “It’s okay. I was ready for this.”
He shook his head, wiped at his eyes. “Not me.”
A gun barrel poked at the back of Lockman’s neck. He stiffened, gripped Teresa’s hand even tighter.
“Get up,” a serpentine voice said.
Teresa slipped her dagger into Lockman’s hand. “Save Jessie.”
He tucked the dagger up his sleeve. “I’ll save you both.”
“You always could do the impossible.”
Reluctantly, Lockman released Teresa’s hand and stood.
An older, craggy voice, more distant, said, “Bring him inside.”
The vamp with the gun to his neck grabbed Lockman by the shoulder, jerked him around, and marched him into the master suite.
The sight almost killed Lockman.
The suite looked more like a penthouse than a hotel room, and the vamps had updated and furnished the space so that it looked brand new. The common room had its own chandelier, a bar, a set of couches in a recessed section of the floor. Panes of glass made up the far wall, giving the room a view of the New Orleans cityscape. They had installed another throne up here as well. Doors to either side of the common room must have lead to the bedrooms. But these details registered only on the periphery of Lockman’s awareness. The dining table in the center of the room captured the bulk of his attention.
Jessie lay on the table, clothes tattered, dried blood all over her body. Blood around her mouth with long drips painted down her cheeks. Skin so pale. Too pale. Admit it. A shade of gray.
Beyond the table the vampire king sat on his throne, wearing a smile so twisted it looked like a crack in his face.
Lockman howled and tried to rush the king, but the vamp holding his shoulder kept him back. When Lockman spun to throw a punch, the vamp dodged and jabbed him in the face twice. Lockman’s cheekbone crunched. But he stayed on his feet.
The vamp didn’t like that. He pistol whipped Lockman across the face and took a chunk of skin off his nose.
Lockman staggered, but still remained standing.
The vamp hissed through his fangs, his bloodlust getting the better of him, making him forget the pistol in his hand.
Just as Lockman had hoped.
He dropped the dagger out of his sleeve and caught it by the hilt. Planted one foot behind him and braced himself for the vamp’s charge.
When the vamp came at him, Lockman swung up the knife, blade pointed straight at the vamp’s heart. The vamp’s yellow eyes sparked as he registered the dagger, but he had already put all his strength into his assault. Momentum took care of the rest.
The vamp impaled himself on the dagger. He hiccupped once.
Lockman jerked the blade out, kicked the vamp in the chest, and knocked him down to liquefy on the marble floor. That moist and rotten smell of melting vamp filled his nose. Rather than turn his stomach, it worked on him like blood in the water did on a shark. He whirled on the king and pointed the bloody dagger at him. “Now you.”
The vampire king folded his hands and rested his chin on his knuckles. “I’m a thousand years too old to scrap with mortals. Never satisfies me anymore.”
“You’re all out of lackeys, so I guess you’ll have to make an exception.”
The vamp sighed as if all of existence was too boring to bear. “You are the one who killed all my freshlings?”
“And a few not so fresh.”
The king’s gaze grew distant. “My Yora.” His tongue flickered over a fang. With a shake, he brought himself back from whatever kind of sick reverie a vamp could have. “You killed a woman I had recently grown to love.”
If Lockman wanted to continue with the stupid banter, he would have said something like, I’ll be sure to send flowers. Banter wasn’t what he had in mind, though. He lifted the dagger over his shoulder by the blade and flung it forward. It sailed across the room end over end. He and Rodriguez had played darts with knifes, too. Lockman had never lost with the knives.
His aim was true. The dagger flew right at the king’s heart.
But the king slapped his hands together and caught the blade between them.
Aw, shit.
The silver blade smoked against the king’s palms, yet he didn’t so much as cringe. Instead he inhaled deep through his nose as if smelling his own flesh burn. “You’ve no idea how old I am. The Aztecs summoned me to this plane fifty years before the Spanish conquest. I had already aged a century and a half by that time.” The king took the dagger by the hilt and waved it like a conductor’s baton. His seared palms healed instantly. “Do you need a calculator?”
Lockman didn’t have to do the math. He didn’t care how old this vamp was. He would kill him for harming Jessie, or die trying. He dropped to a crouch and scooped up the pistol the melted vamp had dropped as he died. Without a second’s hesitation, he sprung back to his feet, sighted down the barrel and emptied the gun.
Each shot struck the king in the center of the face, shredding his skin, knocking teeth loose, bursting his eyes. Too bad the vamps didn’t load their guns with silver. Still, the damage looked severe enough to give Lockman an edge.
He hightailed it around the table where Jessie lay and right at the king. It couldn’t have been more than ten seconds to reach the pedestal that the throne sat on. Yet Lockman saw the king’s face folding back together, new eyes jelling in their sockets, fresh teeth cutting through the gums, completely healed by the time Lockman crossed the suite.
The vamp stood to meet him as he bounded up onto the pedestal and sidestepped easily, letting Lockman crash into the throne. The pain in his face where the king’s lackey had punched him flared as he pounded headfirst against the throne’s back. The throne, bolted to the floor, held against the impact, and Lockman sort of crumbled into the seat as if he meant to take the throne himself.
The king shook his head and chuckled. “I told you I don’t waste time with mortals.” He held the dagger out to Lockman. “You’ll need this.”
Lockman eyeballed the dagger. Some kind of trap. But why, when he had Lockman at his mercy, trapped against the throne? Did the vamp really intend to let him live because of some ridiculous distaste for fighting humans? That didn’t explain handing over the dagger.
He met the king’s eyes. “You keep it.”
“How about I set it here?” He placed the dagger on the arm of the throne. “In case you change your mind.”
Lockman looked from the dagger to the vamp. “You want me to kill you?”
The king waved a hand, casting a small breeze tainted by the smell of carrion. “I have a legion to attend to.” He wrinkled his scaly brow. “You didn’t really think those with me here were all I have under my command?”
“I know about your hostel in the community center. The factory. The rundown theme park. We’ll get to those.”
The king threw his head back and laughed almost uncontrollably. “What about the warehouse in Baton Rouge? The office complex in Tallahassee? The skyscraper in Atlanta?”
Impossible. He’s bullshitting.
“Not all of our homes are as primitive as they are here in New Orleans. I didn’t start here. I’ve shelters throughout the south. Most of them are purchased legally with mortal intermediaries to conduct the transactions.” He laughed again. “I do not use the word legion lightly.”
Lockman’s bones felt ready to shake loose. If what the king claimed was true, who knew how many vamps had aligned themselves with him? This wasn’t just a group of vamps drawn together by the easy pickings after Katrina. This was an honest to God epidemic.
“You should see the look on your face,” the king said. “Reality dawning as you face the inevitable rise of the vampire.” He turned, his gaze falling on Jessie’s still form. “And your very special daughter a part of it all.”
In the back of his mind, he had suspected. No. He’d known. Just couldn’t accept it. Screaming, he launched off the throne at the king.
Again, the king moved aside.
Lockman trampled past him, this time staying on his feet. He spun back, chest heaving. His breath tasted bitter.
The king lifted his hands, palms up. “Awake from the slumber, my child. It is your time.”
Lockman heard the movement behind him, didn’t want to turn, didn’t want to see what this monster had turned her into.
The sound of her feet hitting the floor as she dropped off the table.
The king gestured in her direction. “She is no longer your daughter,” he said. “She is mine.”
He had to turn, face her. He owed his daughter that, for failing her. When he did, his legs went weak and he dropped to his knees.
Jessie stood before him, and she looked almost the same as she always had, besides the blood. She smiled. For a second Lockman grasped at hope that he hadn’t lost her after all.
Then she opened her mouth and showed him her fangs.
“The first meal,” the king said, “is always the sweetest. You should feel honored to give your former daughter such a treat.”
Lockman bared his teeth at the king. “I’ll kill you for this.”
The king feinted a yawn, then cocked his head and gazed at Jessie lovingly. “You may feed.”
Jessie hissed and ran at Lockman, a glint of yellow in her eyes.



Chapter Sixty-Five
Like most fresh turns, Jessie did not have the strength or coordination of an older or original vamp. When she reached Lockman, he grabbed one of her arms and used her momentum to swing her past him.
She flailed for balance, caught herself against the wall. The hate in her eyes when she turned back to him shredded Lockman’s soul.
“Jess, wait.”
She didn’t. She barreled at him again. Lockman tried the same trick, but this time she caught on and grabbed him back, yanking her with him. They collided into the dining table. Lockman lifted Jessie and slammed her onto the table, jumped up on top of her, and pinned her.
She bucked under him, ten times stronger than any other teen her age.
“I’m your damn father. Stop it.”
She bucked again, got her knee between them, and rolled off the table.
Lockman landed on his back, grunted as Jessie fell on top of him, her knee jamming into his abs. She snapped at his throat. He had to grab her around the neck, like holding a squirming python, to keep her fangs back.
The noise out of her mouth was nothing close to human—an animal-like cry that scraped the eardrums. Saliva dripped off her bottom lip and her tongue flicked in her mouth.
He tried to push her off, but didn’t have any leverage. All he could do was hold her from biting him.
That’s not all you can do. If this were any other vamp you’d—
It wasn’t any other vamp. This was his daughter. He could not harm her.
You can crush her windpipe. She’ll heal. She’s a vampire.
He stared into her eyes. The yellow shine had faded for the moment. All he saw was Jessie’s eyes. Eyes like her mother’s.
At first, she tried to pull Lockman’s hands off her neck. When that didn’t work, she took a move from his playbook and wrapped her hands around his throat. Her nails dug into his skin. It became harder and harder for him to breathe. If he didn’t do something, she would strangle him.
He pushed his thumbs against her windpipe and squeezed.
She gagged, her hands reflexively shooting back to tug at his.
He drove his thumbs deeper into the center of her neck while she raked at his wrists with her nails, drawing red lines through his skin. His thumb knuckles felt ready to snap from pressing so hard.
Eventually, she couldn’t take anymore and rolled off of him, onto her hands and knees, choking.
He gripped the table and pulled himself to his feet. Before Jessie could recover, he kicked her in the face, smashing her nose. Blood dripped out in viscous strings. Lockman closed his mouth against a sob and kicked her again.
She flipped off her hands and knees onto her back.
Any other vamp, and he would stomp her face. Make sure she was down before looking for something to stake her with. He lifted his boot. Couldn’t bring it down.
The vampire king laughed, pressed his hands over his heart. “You still think she’s yours.”
Lockman hopped over her and dashed to the throne, recovered the dagger. He feinted going at Jessie, changed directions and dove at the king. The king swung an arm and knocked Lockman aside. He tumbled to the floor and a second later, Jessie dropped on top of him again.
She moved in faster this time. Her fangs sank into his shoulder.
Pain jagged through his entire body. He could feel his blood flowing out of his shoulder and into Jessie’s mouth. The situation seemed so ludicrous, he couldn’t bring himself to fight her off, like accepting a dream as a dream and waiting to wake up.
He didn’t wake up. Nightmares were real. He knew that. Had known it for a long time. Had been his job to battle those nightmares. His daughter had become part of that nightmare. This was a battle he could not fight.
Jessie threw her head back, Lockman’s blood wet and bright on her mouth like cherry sauce. She groaned, her shoulders lifting as she took a long, deep breath. When she looked down at him, he thought he saw something different in her eyes. A clarity.
She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Sorry, Dad. I just needed to get that out of the way.”



Chapter Sixty-Seven
Gabriel had not lied.
The way things went when Jessie awoke were exactly as he had described. The pang in her belly. The hot wetness in her mouth. The thirst. The blind fury and overwhelming need.
The need for blood.
But he had also explained something else.
Becoming a vampire is not what destroys your soul. It is, however, what causes you to let it go.
Gabriel liked to talk in riddles. It pissed Jessie off to no end, but she accepted it as part of the package, as she saw no immediate way to kick him out of her head. She had, however, scared him enough to keep his mental distance after dropping into that dark part of her mind, what she’d come to call the Dark Basement of Her Soul. The place where she could feel Gabriel’s mind, and sensed she might even be able to control it.
Yeah, he didn’t like that one bit.
Which worked fine for her. It kept him tame enough to deal with at the moment. She’d worry about the wholesale mental eviction of him and the rest of the voices he brought along once she got past the whole being a vampire thing.
I won’t let go of my soul, she said. No matter what.
Of course you won’t. But only because I’m about to tell you how.
Much of what he said came out in more riddles. It was like he got off on making her feel stupid. Some of the other stuff sounded like him showing off his arcane vocabulary. Terms like divination, astral projection, and precognizant. She knew what they meant. She just had no idea what they had to do with keeping her soul intact.
Then he came to the crux of his diatribe.
It’s all connected, he said as if sensing her doubts. The elevated forces in our world are more powerful than any human realizes, because their mortal flesh cannot withstand the greatest levels.
More spooky talk. Did he really think she gave a fuck? Get on with it.
It’s simple. When you awake, you will be vampire. Vampires are immortal. Through you, I will have access to magic far more powerful than even the most sensitive mortal. I will have transcended my own humanity.
That was probably the most fucked up shit Jessie had heard since she got thrown into this world of monsters and mojo, as Craig called it. It sure as hell didn’t sound good to her. She comforted herself by thinking about the Dark Basement, and that feeling of control she had there.
Finally, he got to the good part.
He started by explaining how she would feel when she first woke up.
You will have to feed. There is no way around that. And you will have to do it immediately. The longer you suffer the risen fever, the harder it will be to retain your soul.
What exactly does that mean? she asked.
It means, don’t be squeamish and don’t be picky. Suck some blood out of the first living creature you see.
Gross.
Next, he explained the mantra. Basically, she had to repeat some nonsense phrase over and over.
Ego sum.
Keep repeating it in your mind until you’ve had your first blood. If the mantra breaks, you are lost.
You mean we are lost.
Our fates are forever twined now.
Something still bothered her about all of this—besides the prospect of spending eternity as a vampire with Mr. Dickless in her head. This sounds too easy.
It isn’t easy. It’s impossible. Except for you.
Why me?
Destiny doesn’t always give us reasons.
Oh, brother.

It turned out not to be so easy. Especially since the only person with blood available was her own father. Plus, repeating ego sum over and over while overwhelmed with all those crazy sensations Gabriel had warned her about, and on top of fighting against her dad…
No, Gabriel had not lied. Not about any of it.
Including the release she would feel once she drank blood.
Now she sat on Craig while his blood dribbled over her lip. The look on Craig’s face made her want to cry. She had a feeling she couldn’t cry anymore, though.
That’s right, Gabriel said. Vampires have no tears.
Craig lifted his head off the floor, gaping up at her. “Jess?”
“It’s me.” Her voice broke, so even if she couldn’t cry, emotions still had an effect. Which was a good sign. It meant Gabriel’s plan had worked. It meant she had kept her soul.
“What?”
Jessie felt the rage in that voice like a static shock. She stood and turned to face the vampire king. She felt a pull toward the king, like the moon’s influence on the tides. Gabriel surfaced to tell her all about it, but she shoved his voice back. She didn’t need him to explain. She already knew. The king had made her. They would share a connection until one of them died.
The king held his hands out as if he meant to grasp something out of thin air. His fingers curled. His lips peeled away from his fangs. “What are you?”
“Shit, dude.” She wiped the wet blood on her hands off on her pants. “I’ve been trying to figure that out for a long time now.”
The king became a blur that tore straight for her.
She tensed, but didn’t flinch. The power she felt coiled in her belly made her near fearless. Even when the blur stopped in front of her and the king grabbed her by the throat, she stared him down like a mother wolf protecting her cubs.
“I hear there’s a prophecy about me,” she said. “I think you know about it.” She grabbed his wrist and twisted. The bones snapped and he released her throat.
She kept her hold on his wrist and raked her nails across his face.
Ribbons of blood unfurled across his visage. Jessie pursed her lips. “You’re so handsome.”
She wasn’t sure what happened next. He turned into a blur again. She felt something like a wrecking ball crash into her chest, and then she was flying. Right through a large pane of glass. Out into the night. And down…down…down…



Chapter Sixty-Eight
It all went down so fast. Lockman didn’t get up off the floor until Jessie had broken the king’s wrist. He had no fucking clue what was going on, but he held the dagger ready to back his daughter up.
She tore open the vamp’s face with her nails.
Lockman flinched. His mind reeled with visions of Jessie covered in blood, baring her fangs, feeding on him. Then she was back to herself. Only she wasn’t. She still had the fangs. And enough strength to tear through flesh with just her fingernails.
For now, he shoved aside those thoughts and moved in to assist, ready to end this vamp king once and for all. That’s when the vamp king threw Jessie across the room and through the glass wall overlooking the city. She didn’t scream. Didn’t make any sound at all except for crashing through the window.
The king gazed after her, the splits across his confused face healing.
Lockman took advantage of the vamp’s distraction and threw all his weight and speed behind the dagger in his hand. The vamp turned at the last minute. The last ends of his cuts grew back together.
Lockman slammed the dagger through the king’s chest.
The king’s yellow eyes went wide. He gasped and staggered back. A wisp of smoke trailed out of his open mouth.
Panting, pain pulsating through his shoulder, Lockman waited for the king to disintegrate.
With his fingertips, the king explored the dagger’s hilt sticking out of his chest. He wrinkled up his already warped face which made his head look like a bleached prune. Then he relaxed. His eyes focused on Lockman. “You missed by barely an inch, I’d say.”
Lockman felt himself sailing backward. He crashed into a wall hard enough to crumble the plaster, dropped flat to the floor. He started to push himself up.
The vamp got to him first, grabbed his left arm, and wrenched it backward.
The snapping and the pain came in tandem. Lockman shouted. His eyes watered. But the vamp didn’t give him a second to endure the pain.
The king swung Lockman by his dislocated arm and shot putted him into the recessed section of the suite with the sofas.
He landed on one of the sofas, but it did little to cushion his fall since he landed on his bad arm. He rolled off the couch to get his limp arm out from under him, the short drop to the floor sparking enough pain to make him vomit into the carpeting.
The vampire king stepped down into the recess and loomed over Lockman. “What did you do to her?”
Too many synapses fired in Lockman’s brain to decipher the vamp’s question. He could only shake his head while he tried to hold his broken arm so it didn’t feel like an alligator had chewed on it.
The king grabbed one of Lockman’s ankles, lifted his foot. Turned his foot around until his toes pointed where his heel used to face.
More crackling bones carried with it a lifetime’s worth of agony. The muscles in Lockman’s neck cramped from him screaming so hard.
The vamp dropped Lockman’s leg and leaned over him. “What did you do to the girl?”
Lockman knew pain. Knew it well. Over time he had learned some tricks to get along with pain. They would never be friends, but he could at least accept pain when it arrived by focusing his mind, regulating his breathing, letting the endorphins take over.
Except now. He couldn’t do any of those things. The vampire had turned his arm and leg in ways they were never meant to go. There was no negotiating with this kind of pain. It owned him.
“Take your time,” the king said. “I have plenty of things yet to break.”
It took all he had to pull himself together long enough to speak. “I raised her right.”
Not the answer vamp king wanted. He reared back his head and screamed. Then he stomped on Lockman’s good leg, cracking loose the kneecap like a bottle top.
Lockman’s lungs seized, closing off any more shouts. He twisted on the floor. More bile boiled up his throat.
The vamp’s whole body shook when he spoke. “She is an abomination. An insult to all vampire kind. How is it possible? Tell me.”
Tears ran away from the corners of Lockman’s eyes. Consciousness played with him, pretending to let him go to the painless abyss, then yanking him back into the agonizing light. He rolled his head back and forth. He heard whimpering. His own whimpering. He did not recognize this broken version of himself. Nothing had ever beaten him. Now it felt like everything had. Jessie turned into a monster. Marty and Teresa gone. Thousands of vamps amassed and planning for war against humankind. And three of his four limbs broken and useless.
Three out of four.
That left him with one.
Nothing had ever beaten him.
He would not declare defeat while he still had one good arm left.
Through the overwhelming pain, Lockman peered up at the vampire king and moved his lips.
The king’s uneven nostrils flared. He bent slightly, but the dagger still in his chest kept him from bowing any closer.
Lockman moved his lips again, only a wordless whisper making it through.
The king growled. “You can tell me what you’ve done to her?”
Lockman nodded.
“Can you tell me how to undo it?”
Lockman nodded again.
The king winced as he got down on his knees beside Lockman. The silver dagger, though not in the heart, pained him. But Lockman knew why the vamp hadn’t yanked it out. He would need to remove it very carefully. Pull at the wrong angle and the dagger could cut his heart. It would not take much for a silver blade to end a vampire even centuries old.
They had such fragile fucking hearts.
Which was exactly what Lockman was counting on.
He mimed speaking again, adding some more hoarse whisper for effect.
The vampire leaned closer. “Say it, you worthless mortal.”
“My friend Marty. He was a shaman. He told me…her secret.”
“Yes?” The king leaned another couple inches forward. All Lockman needed.
“She’s the chosen one, you dumbass.” He grabbed the dagger’s hilt and jerked it to one side like a lever. The blade, in turn, tilted in the opposite direction and cut into the vamp’s heart.
The king reared back. His scream shook loose some of the shards of glass still hanging in the window frame.
His last act as king of the vampires was to pull the dagger free and bury the blade into Lockman’s chest.



Chapter Sixty-Nine
Dagger must have gone through his lung. Lockman could hear the wet wheeze every time he took a breath. Good news? All the pain had overloaded his system. Shock had comfortably settled in. Death wouldn’t hurt so bad after all.
At least he wore the honor badge of liquefied vampire king all over his clothes.
He laughed, which made him cough and filled his mouth with the taste of blood. While he had failed earlier to draw in the cold and block out his emotions, a different kind of cold filled him now. His body slowing down. Circulatory system dropping offline.
“Dad?”
Voice had to be a hallucination, his dying brain kicking out lies to comfort him. He closed his eyes. He thought about Kate, alone in a random motel room, waiting for Lockman to come back with their daughter. Like last time. Everyone scarred but otherwise unscathed. They could start again. Kate, Jessie, and him. A family. A real life.
Not this time.
“Dad?”
Why did his mind have to torture him like this? For fuck’s sake, let me die.
Something touched his arm. He could barely feel it. He opened his eyes. A pale version of Jessie gazed down at him. Her lips were so red. So blood red.
“Listen to me.” She sounded like she was talking into a glass jar. “You have to do exactly what I say. No questions. Understand?”
No, he didn’t understand. He didn’t understand anything. His daughter had fangs. That did not compute. Reality had packed up and exited out his left ear.
“It’s gross, but Gabriel says it will work.”
He had no idea what this perverted replication of his daughter wanted from him. He wanted her to shut up. She didn’t belong here. She was—
—an abomination. An insult to all vampire kind.
Which she made clear when she bit into her own arm and tore her flesh open.
Nightmares even into death. Lockman would never escape them.
Vampire Jessie pulled the dagger out of his chest.
The shock gave way for a moment and let in the tidal flood of pain waiting at the gates. A terrible sound reverberated from the corners of the room. It sounded like a tortured animal. He realized it was him.
Jessie tossed aside the dagger and shoved her bloody arm against his mouth. “You have to drink.”
The feel of thick, cold blood on his tongue made him gag. He flailed his head back and forth, trying turn his mouth away.
Jessie grabbed him by the jaw with her free hand and pressed her wound against his mouth again.
If Lockman needed proof of a godless world, this would do it. Instead of drifting into death in shock’s numb embrace, he had to go kicking and screaming through the worst nightmare of his life. His daughter, now a vampire, wanted to feed him her blood. What ring of hell had he tumbled into?
He clamped his lips shut.
“Dad, please. You can’t die. Not now.” She stroked his head. “I’m so afraid. I don’t know what I am. Who I am.” Her breath hitched as if she were crying, but she didn’t have any tears.
Was she faking? Jessie hardly ever called him Dad. This couldn’t be her.
Her eyes studied him a moment. He felt like she was peering into his mind. Then he heard a voice. It sounded like his own, only different somehow.
Your Agency friends never told you how blood magic was discovered, did they?
Lockman stared up at Jessie. What was she doing to him?
The vampires taught it to mortals. As long as they feed, vampires have unlimited blood. Unlike mortals, a little blood for a spell is no sacrifice to them. Not to mention it’s at least twenty times more magically potent.
Was this her putting the voice in his head? Why?
I have no stake in keeping you alive. But I’d rather not anger my host. Drink her blood, Lockman. It will save your life.
Jessie nodded. “It’s okay.”
Tears filled his eyes. He couldn’t. Not his daughter.
“I need you, Dad. More than ever.”
Needed him? The man who had let vampires turn her? Who had allowed a dangerous magical artifact get into her hands and corrupt her with the soul of a madman? She didn’t need him.
But I need her.
He wasn’t ready to let her go. Somehow he would find a way to fix this. She deserved better. He would make it better.
Lockman opened his mouth and let his daughter’s blood pour down his throat.



Chapter Seventy
Two days later, Lockman sat in a booth at a diner not far from the motel where he’d left Kate. Dawn cast a painful light through the window. A string to pull blinds down hung right beside him, but he left it alone. This was the first morning light he had seen since before the battle at the hotel.
He lifted his coffee mug to his lips and looked across the table at Teresa.
She hadn’t touched her breakfast or her coffee. With Adam’s help, they had practically been force feeding her since their escape. Only one other brother ogre besides Adam survived.
None of the vamps did.
Except, technically, for one.
The one that haunted Teresa now. The one asleep at the rendezvous point outside of Atlanta.
“We have to get this out in the open,” he said and set his cup down. “Tell me what’s going through your mind.”
She shook her head so slightly Lockman might have missed it if he wasn’t keeping track of her every move, word, and breath. “I can’t.”
“Yes, you can. You have to. Otherwise, there’s no way to move forward.”
“You’ll hate me.”
“No.”
Her gaze screwed tightly on Lockman. “We have to kill her.”
He knew she’d been thinking it all along, but actually hearing her say it stung. She deserved to have her say, though, no matter how biased either one of them was.
“We can’t kill her.”
“She’s a vampire. I don’t care if she acts friendly and calls you Dad. She’s still one of them.”
“This is different.”
“Different why? Because it’s your daughter instead of my sister?” Her voice’s volume drew a few stares from folks at neighboring tables.
“That has nothing to do with it.”
“Bullshit.” She pressed her lips together and took a calming breath through her nose. Then, more quietly, she said, “You can’t tell me her being your daughter doesn’t factor in to the decision.”
“It factors into my decision. But Adam’s behind this. And Marty—”
“Is dead.” She pushed her plate of eggs and toast aside. “Are you telling me you believe in that prophecy shit now? Or is that just another convenient excuse to keep her?”
Lockman ground his teeth. “She saved your life. But you want to turn around and execute her.”
Her eyes turned cold. “I didn’t ask to have her blood shoved down my throat. I didn’t even have a choice. I wasn’t even conscious.”
“You would have rather had me leave you there to die?”
She looked away. “You’re setting yourself up.”
“For what?”
“We’ve both said it.” She picked up her fork and poked absently at one of her egg yolks. “There’s no cure for vampirism.”
No known cure. But he kept that thought to himself. He knew she would see that as a double standard favoring Jessie. Instead, he jumped to the point of the whole discussion. Now that she had put her feelings out on the table, he had to know where she stood.
“Are you going to be a problem?”
She sniffed. “You’re asking if you can trust me not to kill your daughter.”
Each word cut him how she meant them to. Not that she didn’t have the right. Because that was exactly what he was asking her.
“I’ve got your back, Lockman. I’ve always had your back.” She dropped the fork onto her plate. “I won’t kill her unless you ask me to. Like you did for me with Mandy.”

Having a conversation with someone who wanted to kill your daughter should have been the hardest conversation of Lockman’s life. What came next would make that conversation look easy.
He went over and over in his mind, searching for another way. But every other option was too dangerous, too painful. Not that this wouldn’t be painful. Which meant bringing the cold back. Undoing all that he had gained, so he could protect those he loved.
He could reason with himself for ages, make excuses. It didn’t change anything. He’d made the decision, and he would have to live with it for the rest of his life.
He knocked on the motel room door.



Chapter Seventy-One
Stir crazy didn’t even come close to describing how Kate felt. Three days since she last heard from Craig. That whole time she had waited, living off of carryout and the meager offerings of the motel’s vending machine. She didn’t want to leave for fear that they would come back and she would miss them. Ridiculous, she knew. It wasn’t like they would leave without her.
Rational thinking, however, went out the door when you had to wait for your boyfriend to rescue your daughter from vampires.
For the first couple days, she conjured up all sorts of excuses for why they hadn’t come back yet, mostly based around some version of them having to go into hiding before they could get back to her. By the third day, the more realistic possibility trampled over the others.
She woke up that morning knowing.
They weren’t coming back.
The thought disabled her completely. She lay in bed all morning, certain she would never get up. She would lie there until she starved to death.
When the knock came, she shrieked as if stuck with a hot poker. She scrambled out of bed, face sticky with tears, and ran for the door. She threw the deadbolt, unlatched the chain. When she opened the door, there stood Craig, the morning light at his back. A burst of air seemed to fill her chest. Gravity didn’t feel so brutal anymore. She felt light, free.
She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him as hard as she could. Feeling his solid body against hers bolstered everything she had decided the night he had left. They were in this fight together and she would never let him go, ghosts or vampires or what be damned.
She felt his chest hitch. She stepped back and looked up at him. His eyes were red. His jaw quivered. But the sound of his voice when he spoke was all ice.
“I can’t stay long.”
“What do you mean?” Then she realized what else was wrong. “Where’s Jessie?”
“She’s with friends.”
Her heartbeat quickened. “Who? Where?”
He didn’t answer. He closed the door behind him and pushed past her. “I got these made up for you.” From somewhere he had drawn a manila envelope. He held it out to her.
She looked at the envelope, not comprehending. “Why isn’t Jessie with you?”
“Because it isn’t safe.”
“What isn’t safe? New Orleans? Are we leaving?”
“Take the envelope.”
She didn’t know why he had to be so damn cryptic. Then she caught herself. This is how he acted when he needed things to move along without a lot of questioning and second guessing.
She took the envelope, flipped it open, and slid out the contents. A small stack of things rubber banded together. She removed the rubber band and flipped through the items. A passport. New York driver’s license. Social Security Card. Three credit cards. And a wad of hundred dollar bills. The IDs and the credit cards were all in the name of Sarah Fields, but the passport and driver’s license had Kate’s picture on them. Another new identity. It didn’t entirely surprise her. She always knew they might have to pick up and reinvent themselves again. After the mess they had left behind, it made sense they would need to relocate. What she didn’t understand was the wad of money.
Craig pointed at the items in her hand. “There’s enough cash there to get you wherever you need to go. The credit cards each have a ten-thousand dollar limit. The driver’s license will work until you switch to whatever state you end up in—”
She held up a hand. “Why does it sound like you’re sending me away?”
He set his jaw. She could tell he was trying to tamp down his feelings. But he couldn’t hide them from her.
“Because I am,” he said.
Her stomach fell through the floor. She waited for him to say more, but he stared at her with a straight mouth and those damn cold eyes. “You don’t want to do this,” she said.
“I don’t have a choice.”
“You made this mistake before, remember? I know you want to protect us, but do you really want to give me up? Give up your daughter?” It hit her like a cold splash of water. “Where’s Jessie?”
“Safe.”
“When do I see her?”
He shook his head. “You don’t.”
“You son of a bitch.” She threw his phony documents at him. Most of them scattered like buckshot. The passport bounced off his chest.
He didn’t move. Didn’t speak.
“You bring my daughter to me, or so help me I’ll kill you.”
“I can’t.”
“Do it,” she screamed and ran at him, pounded him with her fists. All the while, he did not budge. His stoic acceptance of her abuse only fueled her anger. She slapped him across the face. Then again. And again.
His cheek glowed red. “I want to be honest with you, but I don’t know how much you can take.”
“Don’t treat me like a child.” She moved to the phone, picked up the receiver. “I’ll call the police. You’ve kidnapped my daughter.”
“You know the police can’t do anything.”
She threw the phone down. “What have you done with Jessie?”
He closed his eyes. A tear slipped down his cheek right over the red mark she had left.
That tear frightened Kate more than anything yet.
“I didn’t get to her in time,” he said. “I didn’t…” He wiped at the tear, opened his eyes, and brought back the ice. “You need to forget about Jessie. You need to take these things I gave you and find a new life for yourself.”
Her mouth hung open. She couldn’t put together a sentence that made any sense.
Craig bent down and collected the fake identifications, credit cards, and money. He set them on the nightstand. “Did you hear me?”
She nodded, still mute.
“Do you understand?”
She shook her head. “How? How can I forget my daughter? How the hell can you ask that of me?”
He inhaled deeply. “I have to go.”
“No. No you don’t.”
He headed for the door.
She stepped in his way. “You said she’s safe. Why can’t I be with her?”
“Move aside, Kate.”
“What happened to her?”
He looked right in her eyes. “She’s not your daughter anymore.”
She grasped at his shirt to hold him back. He pushed around her easily and pulled out of her grip. He opened the door.
The blast of sunlight forced Kate to squint and cup a hand above her eyes. Her throat was closing and she knew she didn’t have long before she lost her voice. “Craig?”
He didn’t turn around, but he did pause in the doorway.
“You can’t keep her from me,” she said. “I’m going to find her.”
He stepped out and closed the door.
With an image of the sunlit doorway burned into her sight, Kate collapsed to the floor and wept.
Two hours later, she picked herself up, showered, and checked out of the motel. He wanted her to disappear, to leave behind her daughter. Did he really think she would let him take Jessie away from her?
Not a chance in hell.



Epilogue
Dusk. The last of the sun’s touch had slipped away from this part of the world.
Lockman stepped out of the hotel first. The sound of the French Quarter galloped through the streets—Blues, laughter, and the bell of the St. Louis Cathedral. The air smelled like gumbo and jasmine. But the shadows looked deep, and Lockman didn’t trust any of them.
Jessie came out next. In fresh clothes and without any blood on her, she almost looked the same as she had before the turn. Her near translucent skin and the prominent blue veins hinted at her true nature. And like a teenager with new braces, she held her mouth closed to keep from showing her teeth.
Once out, she looked around as if expecting something to jump at her. She would one day learn how to become a shadow, yet she still held the same distrust of them as her father.
Teresa and Adam came next. Adam was dressed a lot like Marty had when required to walk among mortals—trench coat and fedora, an oversized Sam Spade.
Teresa scanned the street with eyes as cold as a golem’s heart. Her hand hovered by her open jacket, ready to pull her pistol at the first sign of trouble.
They made their way through the Quarter to the paranormal café. Inside, they took time to sit with drinks. Lockman’s coffee tasted like rotten woodchips. Nothing tasted the same since he last saw Kate. He figured nothing ever would.
The crew sat around their table quietly, each in their own world. What came next weighed on all their minds. An impossible task. Especially without Marty.
“Should we start?” Adam asked after it was obvious no one was going to finish their drinks.
Lockman looked from face to face around the table, coming to Jessie’s last. They were all looking back at him. Damn, how he wished Marty was still with them. “Everyone remember where to go and what to say?”
Nods all around, but he could sense the reluctance, the doubt.
“Marty thought he could do this on his own. The least we can do is work together and try to do it ourselves.”
Teresa drew a thumb along the edge of her silver dagger—the vampire king killer. She stared at the reflective blade as if caught in a trance.
“We don’t have time to feel sorry for ourselves” Lockman continued. “We’ve been through hell. But it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”
Adam grunted and lifted his chin. “I’m ready.”
Teresa slid her dagger back into her boot. “Yeah, me too.”
Lockman turned to Jessie.
She unfolded her arms, sat up straight. “Ready.”
“Don’t forget,” Lockman said. “We’re not only doing this because it’s the right thing to do. We’re doing this for Marty, for our ogre brothers, for our families, and for the rest of the victims of this war.” He stood. A thousand different thoughts wanted to waylay him. The time would come when he could face those thoughts. For now, he had more important worries.
“Let’s go get us an army.”
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