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What happens when you die?

For Ashley Currigan, it means waking up, opening her eyes, and discovering who she really is. But it's not a painless process. Not when the person she loves most in the world goes missing. Not when a myriad of supernaturals want her dead, and she doesn’t even know why. Not when the very monsters who gave her eternal life want to take it away. And not when her only allies are a human wizard who hates monsters, and a vampire that's at least as much of a monster as she is.

And with dozens of innocent lives hanging in the balance, does she choose to save her humanity and fail, or give in to monstrosity and save them?

And, in the end, is there a difference?
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To Charles, Rain, Kitty, and Tam. 

Thank you for the inspiration, and I hope you enjoy the ride.

Foreword by Shei Darksbane

 

I awoke one morning in January of 2015, to the excited nudging of my wife, Anna, who insisted that as soon as I was awake enough, she had something to show me. I grogged my way to the computer and sat down to read the page of text glaring brightly from her huge monitor. I was a slow reader at the best of times, and it was way too early for me to be focusing on anything, but the first few words caught my attention… It took a few seconds to sink in, and then I realized what I was looking at. This was a story. But not just any story…
This was our story.

Well, one of them anyway.

Anna and I had been roleplaying for the entirety of the fifteen years we’d been together so far, and our list of settings, characters, and tales had filled boxes and gigabytes of storage. The story she was working on at that time became her space opera novel, Destiny Abounds, a tale based on our most recent roleplay which we had been deeply involved in for the past two years at that point. I devoured the first chapter of the first draft until…

…suddenly, it stopped. I glanced up at Anna to congratulate her, imagining she’d just paused for the day and that’s when she informed me, “I need your help.”

Some of the characters in the story, after all, were mine. She wanted to introduce one, and she wanted me to write the dialog and help keep her in character. That sounded like fun, so I did it. I wrote my part, then moved back to my own computer to let her work some more. I was excited for her, happy she was enjoying the process of writing down our story… But…Well, suffice to say, Anna’d tickled an itch and I just had to keep scratching it.

Fast forward nearly two years and so much has changed. I have written three full-length novels, a novella, and a short story compilation. Anna started with Destiny Abounds, published it, wrote half of the sequel, ran into some complications that caused that story to be back-burnered for a bit, and decided she needed another series to work on while the other issues got sorted out.

That’s when she started writing Dead Girl’s Ashes.

Anna and I have some weird and interesting co-writing methods. For one, we generally each write our own stories, but they’re based on material we mutually create, settings we’ve developed together, and characters that belong to each of us. We edit for each other, help each other revise, and argue way too much over commas. ;)

One of the funniest things to me about our writing is this: I write stories Anna originally created from my character’s point of view, and she writes stories I originally created from her character’s point of view.

Which is to say, if you liked the Dakota Shepherd novels… Stay put. Anna is the mastermind behind most of the plots in those stories, the characters you adore, and basically everything about them that isn’t Dakota herself. (Okay, Driven was my own little project, and I made a lot of changes to the original story in Awakened, but still. Anna is responsible for a huge amount of the behind-the-scenes work that went into that series!)

That said, the Dying Ashes series is kinda like the Auralight Codex’s darker, grittier twin. Ashes isn’t as geeky or awkward as Dakota, but she has her own killer sense of humor, a good deal of snark and sarcasm, and a touch of sardonic to round it out. Ashes and Dakota aren’t too much alike, but I imagine most people who like one would also enjoy the other.

This series is a little different from the rest. Like our other series, this one derived from a long-running, well-developed roleplaying game. Unlike our other two IP’s, however, this one had people involved besides just Anna and me. A very small group of some of our closest friends joined us for this adventure, and helped us create some of the incredibly interesting details of the setting and the plots. When we started writing, we discussed the idea of telling this story with the group and everyone insisted we find a way to wrangle our game into a set of novels. It wouldn’t be that hard. As the storyteller of that game, I’d actually mapped out most of the arcs like outlining novels anyway to help me keep track of the events. When I handed it over to Anna to write, I figured she’d have a pretty easy time adapting it…

Turns out, she took my material, my plots, and most of the characters, gave them a good look over, then wrote her own damn thing.

That’s my wife for you, folks.

What was fascinating for me about this journey was reading this novel and seeing how Anna had evolved our world, our characters, and the story’s tone and direction. A game that had usually involved nights of serious roleplay punctuated by bouts of uncontrollable laughter translated into a deep and gritty tale about death, loss, and identity crises. The reading experience was truly just as unique for me as it would have been for anyone else, and that impressed me immensely. I ran the storyline this book was based on, and throughout the entire manuscript, I had no idea where the story was about to go, or what turn the tale would take.

Anna didn’t just write a roleplaying game into a story… She might have used the game as a reference, but she made a story all her own, and I must say, it puts my original storytelling to shame.

A story about vampires, monsters, and a few hapless souls caught up in the torrents of a Supernatural Birmingham turned into a thrilling, gripping page-turner about a girl who lost absolutely everything, and refused to accept that “no choice” was her only answer.

I laughed, I cried, I held my breath, and I found myself repeatedly on the edge of my seat.

This is not my story, rewritten by Anna.

This is Anna’s story. No… This is Ashes’ story.

When I was running the game… I had no idea how much incredible depth that quippy little vampire had inside her. I’m glad I finally had a chance to see it all through her beautiful, dead eyes.

 

Now, without further rambling, I present to you, Dead Girl’s Ashes, book one of the Dying Ashes series by Annathesa Nikola Darksbane.

 

- Shei Darksbane

 

And if you like it, check out our other series:

 Awakened, Hunted, Driven, and Blooded.
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Felt like falling

 

They say nothing hurts like losing the one you love, not even death. But having endured both, I found that death came pretty close. Or, at least, mine did.

People like to think that death is this spectre, hooded and robed, stalking you till the end of your days. Or that death is predefined fate or maybe decided by some higher power.

They’re wrong.

Let me tell you what death is like.

Death is walking home, night after night, bone-tired and weary after a long shift at a dead end job. Death is knowing that you’ve got to stay alert as you trudge through the shadows of your broken city because the streets aren’t safe after dark, not here. It’s the swelling of regret as you glance down for just a moment to text your girlfriend that you’ll be home late again. It’s never seeing the hulking figure lurking in a nearby alley, and that frigid, sinking fear that you’ll never see the love of your life again.

Death came for me in bits and pieces: the strong arms that dragged me into an alley, the brilliant flash from inside my own skull as my head impacted a wall. It was in the cold trickle of blood running down from my scalp; the rough, coarse brick grating against my face. It was the oppressive weight grinding my breasts and ribs into the brickwork, and the repeated, powerful impacts to my lower ribs and my poor kidneys that caused pain to blossom and bloom, radiating all across my lower body.

Pinned against the wall, I couldn’t escape, so I fought back. I thrashed violently and frantically, trying to cry out, kicking backwards at his shins and crotch, struggling desperately to hit a sensitive area. For an instant, I was successful, scraping my heel along his shin and making him recoil with a curse. I whipped around, ready to jab my fingernails at his eyes to fend the fucker off—and froze.

They say that around eight out of ten times, murders are committed by someone that knew the victim. I wasn’t one to beat the odds. I hadn’t seen Nathaniel coming, and wouldn’t have thought much about it if I had; he was just the jealous prick of a cameraman that worked at Lori’s studio. Still, even if he’d always been a loud-mouthed asshole, especially to me, I’d never have thought him capable of murder.

Showed what I knew.

I hesitated a moment too long, and he rumbled off an angry growl as he came at me again, streetlights from the alley’s mouth glinting off of brass knuckles like bloodied, dirty lightning. I tried to back away; I opened my mouth to scream. He was ready for both, grabbing my arm and dragging me into a punch to the throat that drove me to the ground, head and vision swimming, leaving me rolling in pain amidst the dirt and garbage.

I couldn’t breathe.

I would never breathe again.

He was on top of me before I could come to my senses, straddling me, pinning my legs. His thick, strong fingers curled around my throat, constricting and cutting off any hope of breath I still held onto. I’d always thought he was too big and strong of a guy to be a photo monkey—my mental nickname for him had even been “Cam-Kong.” Funny how things like that came back to haunt you. I struggled violently, adrenaline and desperation lending me strength I didn’t know I had. But it wasn’t enough; he was too big, too strong, and I was only growing weaker. 

I kicked my legs futilely, scraped my fingernails uselessly at the thick sleeves of his letterman jacket, unable to reach his face. But I might as well have been railing against the concrete beneath me, for all the good it did. Terror began to take over as a deeper darkness stole away the edges of my vision. Arms and legs hit the ground, inadequate and powerless, as my strength fled.

Finally, he decided he’d done enough, standing and dragging me out of easy sight behind a dumpster. My body crumpled listlessly to the ground next to forgotten garbage bags and overturned cans, one more discarded piece of trash. 

Of course, he didn’t leave without a parting gift: his motivation. I could feel the heat of his breath as he bent low to whisper his words, almost intimately, into my ear. “Fucking dyke. Lori’s better off without a useless piece of shit like you.” A sharp kick to my injured ribs gave final punctuation to the statement as he turned away, presumably to go on about his life. Figures…

He turned the corner, and my world tried to slip away from me. I couldn’t hold onto it, but I couldn’t let go, either. With the kind of effort it took to move mountains, I flopped forward onto my chest, head kissing the unyielding cement with a flicker of agony. An eternity later, I stretched out one arm, and started dragging myself slowly toward the light. Common sense said it was pointless, hopeless; I should just give up, but I couldn’t. Inch after useless, agonizing inch, I kept moving.

That was probably what caught the attention of the monster that ate me. 

I twisted, trying to look up as a shadow fell over me, a slender, slight figure silhouetted by the light from the street and the halo of my rapidly narrowing vision. I reached out a hand, feeble and shaking, toward my would-be rescuer, pleading for help that never came. 

She smiled, teeth sharp and white in the fading light. 

Without discernible effort, the petite young blond bent and lifted me by my ruined throat, leaving me dangling from a single, outstretched hand. Dark, dead blue eyes peered up at me as if curious, her lips forming a question I couldn’t hear, as if the sound came from too far away. I was too drained to even be surprised as she held me close and still for a moment. Then razor-sharp pain shocked its way harshly through my system, stemming from my ruptured throat, and I felt my life’s heat begin to flee my body. I shuddered and stubbornly tried to twist or move once more, a final act of futile defiance, but I was heavy like lead and had nothing to give.

Shadows swept in like starving wolves but into that final, unshakable black came a shout, then a hot flare of light and flame seemed to blossom from nothing, roaring and rippling tangibly through the air. An ear-splitting cry of rage and agony shook my bones as the blaze seemed to latch on to the thing that was holding me and devouring me. I had the final impression of the deepest red, something greater than the swirl of hungry flame or the splash of blood. She dropped me, but I never hit the ground. There were more sounds, terribly loud but impossibly far away, as I fell, fell, fell, borne on dark, feathered wings into the embrace of that great nothing...

My senses dissolved, leaving me on a short slide down a slick chute toward an endless black abyss. Beneath me, that ocean of ebony tar beckoned, irresistible, clinging to me, grasping at me, pulling me down, down, down into that vast oblivion. 

I screamed and railed in deepening silence against the injustice and inevitability of the whole process, clawing and fighting against every last fraction of that final descent. But suddenly, a fragment of light pricked a hole in the encompassing dark, the thinnest sliver of hope in the world. But it was enough to latch onto in my darkest hour, all I needed to refuse to go peaceably along with fate.

I’d always been stubborn like that. 

So I reached out and grasped at it like the straw it was, seized it firmly, and defiantly dragged myself upward once more. No questions asked, no consequences considered. 

I chose to live.
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Not the best wake up call

 

It might be odd to wake up and doubt you’re still alive. Probably not the first, or sanest, thing to come to mind. But it turns out there’s a hundred little details, minor differences part and parcel of being alive, things no one even notices until they’re gone.

Things like a heartbeat, blood thundering constantly through veins in a frenzied rush of pressure and vibration. The world was so quiet and still without it pounding on and on endlessly in my ears, so much more calm and peaceful somehow. The rush of the world’s sensations had dulled as well, city sounds muted, the feel of cold concrete on my face somehow vague. Even the vibrant reek of the alley had faded except for one potent smell that cut across all the rest: blood. 

The stench of what was probably my own vital juices turned my stomach, revolting but pushing me to stand and examine myself. You’re hurt, dumbass. Get up. Fear seized me for an instant as I tried to take a deep breath and nothing happened. Sure enough, air rattled in and out of my throat, pumping my lungs like a broken bellows, but it didn’t do anything. I forced a couple of wheezing breaths in and out, but it didn’t settle me. It didn’t make me feel anything other than a dull panic, maybe just the memory of an instinct. And when I stopped trying, it didn’t seem to matter.

Still dazed, trying to take things one trauma at a time, I pushed myself to a sitting position, rolling over and leaning against one of the brickwork alley walls. It was hard to shake the cobwebs from my mind, at first. All I initially remembered was a dark night, a rough grip, and a brief struggle wreathed in pain and ending in a fiery, dizzying flash that stole my last breath. Quickly, though, those obfuscating webs blazed and burned away, everything coming back to me in a rush of images and raw emotions that I couldn’t hold back. I could only clench my teeth and my fists, waiting for them to pass.

What… What the hell happened to me? Am I really... Demanding answers from myself would get me nowhere; there were none to give. Not yet, anyway. I put a hand to the wall next to me and gripped the weathered brickwork. Standing was more of an ordeal than I’d expected. My muscles groaned with complaint, tight and wooden as if I’d been immobile for days.

I powered through it and struggled stiffly to my feet anyway. Somewhere in the back of my head, a little voice was telling me to get up, now, and move. I ignored it. I’d never been particularly good at listening to good advice, even my own, though some part of me was convinced I was still in danger.

Everything was dimly lit by the first touches of scattered rays from a dirty sunrise just beginning to hint at the horizon, leaving my surroundings couched in stretched, gray shadows. I winced. The early rays of dawn were startlingly harsh, almost painful to my eyes, even as indirect as they were. Have I really been here all night? Or longer? Averting my gaze from the multicolored, lightening skyline, a quick glance around found me still where my murderers had left me, still the same narrow, dirty, dark passage I’d...died in? 

A dumpster, another stained brick wall, a tangle of leaky, forgotten garbage bags, the ambient stink of something dead, and what appeared to be a greasy-looking smear of soot or ashes were the only remaining witnesses to last night’s happenings, and none of them were talking. Apparently, I’d been laying there in leaky, dubious garbage the whole time. Yay.

Trying to stretch, I found I didn’t ache anywhere near as much as my patchwork recollections from the previous night said I should. I was pretty certain having my ass kicked should hurt a lot more than this. In actuality, I didn’t feel any pain whatsoever, just the persistent stiffness. I’d take that.

Predictably, I was also drenched in blood from where the side of my throat had been torn out, splattered with far too much of my own red juice for any sane person’s comfort. My always-uncomfortable, faded black work shirt now clung wetly to me, the cracked white lettering, imploring readers to “ask about our new Gyros,” now rendered in an irreversible, horror-movie red. 

Nervously, I touched at my ribs and abdomen, prodding, seeking damage. The stain was wet, sticky, and still damp to the touch. Oh yeah. That’s blood, alright. Probably mine. I didn’t know whose else it could be, after all. My fingers came away tinted red, and I raised them to my face. The cloying, sickly sweet smell of old copper and iron lingered in my nostrils, and forced my stomach to tremble and churn.

My neck itself was an even more visceral level of disturbing. To my probing touch, the feel of the torn and ravaged flesh was something out of a nightmare; it felt like I’d been mauled by an animal. Or a chainsaw. Hopefully my worries were exaggerating the damage, though, since I couldn’t actually see it. No blood came gushing or even seeping from the jagged laceration; maybe I didn’t have any left. Hell if I knew.

I felt that urge to move again, stronger now than before, as the pressure behind it continued to mount. My gaze kept returning to the cloudy Birmingham skyline again and again, as the dull rays struggled stubbornly to pierce through the thick cloud cover and permanent haze. How long have I been out? I turned to my trusty, budget smartphone for answers, locating it several feet away where it had fallen from my hand the night before. I found its face sadly shattered, transformed sometime overnight into a ruined webwork of intersecting lines. I dropped it back into a sticky pocket with a frown; I guessed the poor thing hadn’t survived last night, either.

Maybe Lori can loan me enough to get another one… My heart lurched, startling me as it gave single, potent thump in my chest at the thought of my girlfriend’s name. Lori. What if Cam-Kong had paid her some kind of visit last night, too? My fists curled into tight, angry balls. Was she okay? Was I okay? Was I crazy? 

Thump.

Everything I was experiencing seemed real but hardly rational. My uncle had gone through PTSD, and he could tell stories of depersonalization that would make anybody cringe. Maybe I was going through something like that. Maybe I was delusional, imagining everything after a traumatic attack.

 Maybe, but I doubted it. I didn’t feel crazy. Would I? At the very least, I was pretty damn sure last night had really happened. I had the bleeding and bludgeoning to prove it, and every moment threatened me with those too-vivid memories of my “final moments” replaying themselves in my mind’s eye. I shuddered.

Thump-thump.

I needed answers, and probably help, but with my phone now deceased, I wasn’t going to find either just standing around here. Besides, there was no time to pull myself together; Lori might need me. The rest could come afterward.

Thump-thump. A steady sound like a heartbeat heralded the man that turned the corner, intruding on and interrupting my thoughts.

He was heavily tanned, probably in his thirties, sporting short-cropped dirty blond hair and a few long scars across his face, long healed. He was also impressively huge and strong looking, enough to make Cam-Kong look out of shape by comparison. Even so, I started to relax; like my uncle, his digital camo and heavy jacket loudly and proudly screamed “US Army,” so my first instinct was to ask him for help. 

His manner quickly disabused me of that notion.
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Mortal combat

 

The freakishly huge stranger took one quick look around, and his eyes locked onto me as if he recognized me. And if the way he stared me coldly down and strode toward me didn’t send chills down my possibly-dead spine, the long, fixed-blade combat knife he drew purposefully from a hip sheath certainly did. 

I’d been mugged before, and this wasn’t how I remembered it going. I backed away, tried to say something, to stammer a question, call for help, anything. But my damaged throat betrayed me, failing to summon anything more than a dry, hoarse croak. He closed the distance in a couple of long strides, matter-of-factly seizing me by the throat. Between my surprise and my stiff muscles, I reacted too slowly to do anything else before he slammed me heavily and bodily into the unforgiving wall, pinning me there with an arm thicker than my thigh. For the second time, I dangled from someone’s outstretched hand; for the second time, thick, strong fingers closed mightily around my throat. I clawed at his forearm with my nails in wide-eyed protest. 

Was this really happening, again?

Maybe I was in shock. I’d been robbed, I’d been mugged, and as of last night, I’d been beaten to death. And back. Hell, being a small-framed lesbian in a Southern city, I was pretty nervous of guys trying to grab me in the first place. Especially after last night. So, having a pretty good handle on what my reaction should be, I expected to panic.

I didn’t. No fear for my life showed up to wrest away control of my logical mind, no adrenaline-fueled fight-or-flight response triggered. In its place, I felt one thing.

Anger.

I was tired of being the victim. 

My assailant didn’t say a word, face impassive and expressionless, lining his deadly-looking combat blade up with my chest with care. Something about the blade made my skin crawl. I raked savagely at his arm with my nails, bringing the sweet scent of blood to my nostrils, but he didn’t wince, didn’t glance at the wounds, didn’t even react. 

That is until a good foot and a half of rusted-looking metal burst from each and every one of my fingers, blood and flesh flying as they shredded his forearm like so much raw meat. 

As his arm lost its strength and his vice-like grip failed, I overcame my shock enough to kick off of the wall and plant both feet squarely in his massive chest, snarling defiantly. 

My jaw dropped as the force of my blow tore him off of me like the fist of a wrathful god, slamming him with audible force into the wall opposite me and cracking the old masonry facade. I dropped the few inches to the ground, so startled by the turn of events that I stumbled and almost fell down. I stared in horror at my hands, shards of razor sharp metal claw-things jutting from the ruptured ends of my fingers.

Then that expression of horror slowly twisted into an unrestrainable, crazy smile. I didn’t know if I was Supergirl or Wolverine, and I wasn’t convinced I cared. 

The bad guy didn’t seem to care much either, though. Army-Frankenstein just picked himself up off the ground like nothing had happened, despite one arm dangling and streaming blood. Uh-oh. I took in the vacant sheen in his eyes, which were still fixated firmly on me, and began to get the feeling that something here was very, very wrong.

“Um, unless you want a broken phone and a wad of hungry pocket lint, I don’t think this is going to get either of us very far.” I finally managed to get my voice to show itself, hoarse and rough as I quipped, but I didn’t really think he was after my wallet or my lucky charms. Meanwhile, that pounding rhythm of thump-thump-thump assailed me, faster and faster, and that insistent feeling in the back of my mind asserted that I was in growing danger—danger that didn’t seem connected to the mountain of a man in front of me. 

My mystery man gripped his knife tightly in his one working hand and lunged at me. Without thinking, I lurched right back at him with all of the grace of a zombie desperate for brains and shoved him as hard as I could. I don’t know what I expected; I was pretty graceless at the best of times, much less while suffering from rigor mortis or whatever. Anyone with military training should have been able to easily sidestep and dodge me or pull me off balance and send me face first to the floor. But he didn’t even try, and my grade-school takedown hit him squarely in the torso. Hard. 

I barely felt the impact in my own arms as my simple shove flung him through the air, despite the fact that my assailant was approximately seventy times my size. Frankenstein smacked into the masonry again with a gory crunch that probably involved breaking bones, bouncing off the uncaring brick and into the stoic dumpster that had stood its smelly vigil over me the previous night: a flat barrier of sturdy, rusted, impact-resistant metal that he left a significant dent in. With his face.

But all of that was after he got close enough to slip the knife between my ribs.

Now that previously-absent fear and fight-or-flight response kicked in; I reeled as the blade of the knife, stuck in my flesh to the hilt, burned my insides like molten lava. None of my rather impressive injuries from the previous night hurt at all, but damn, that little straight-bladed combat knife made up for it and then some. Its presence in my body set off a searing agony that ripped through me, rendering me barely able to think, causing my muscles to tense, and making me want to curl up around the pain. 

Instead of giving in, I growled in stubborn, angry defiance. Resting my back against the wall, I reached for the handle, though I nearly balked at the macabre sight of the plain, brown tactical handle jutting repulsively out of my upper ribs. With a snarl, I slapped my palm down onto it anyway. 

As soon as it touched my skin, the weapon began to burn my hand as if it were white-hot, though my eyes told me it obviously wasn’t. But regardless of what my eyes said, the sensation rippled through me all the same, torment setting my nerves ablaze, buzzing with pain. I could barely hold my grip on the weapon long enough to yank it out and sling it at my attacker.

I missed, of course; fuckity-stiff, twitching muscles aren’t very useful for aiming. Instead of hitting him, the blade sailed several feet past his shoulder and off into the burning dawn, disappearing somewhere across the highway. I watched it go, my agony receding as the weapon left my flesh and my hand. Well, I thought, nobody's ever gonna see that again.

Military Frankenstein got back up with a growl of his own.

I squeaked, a hoarse chirp. I had kinda thought I’d killed him and wasn’t sure now whether I should be happier to be right or wrong about that. My eyes went wide. Regardless of where my new super-strength was coming from, normal people didn’t just shrug off impacts like that…did they? My eyes grew wider still as he turned toward me, and I saw his crunched-in face and smelled the rusty odor of the blood that streamed from his smashed nose, busted mouth, and ravaged arm. 

He staggered and lunged at me again, this time the motion all awkward and twisted. I managed to hop back out of his one-armed grasp, skirting the wall, and slipping past him before he could recover. As he pulled himself up to his full height once more, face contorting in a near-silent mask of inhuman, feral anger. As he towered over me, I panicked.

I grabbed the bottom of the dumpster with both of my weirdly clawed hands and flipped it over onto him. 

I flipped out a little at the grisly crunch it made when it landed on his legs, audible even with the resounding racket of metal on concrete sandwiched between the alley walls echoing in every direction. Just not enough to wait around and see how intact or capable he still was. 

Instead, I ran. 

I left the dull, increasingly faint thump-thump sounds behind with the potent smell of blood and my mystery assailant, leaving them all to keep each other company back in the alley I’d been assaulted in, twice.

Meanwhile, the skyline grew pregnant with barely restrained brightness, my vision blurring and burning as it did, with that foreign, feral panic becoming sharply more vocal with every passing moment.

I took turn after blind turn, winding my way through alleys and across crosswalks at full speed and losing myself in Birmingham’s tangled innards in the hope that if I didn’t know where I was, my attacker wouldn’t either. I wanted desperately to figure out what was going on, why I’d been attacked by another relative stranger with an obvious intent to kill, why I had claws and could flip over a dumpster, but I couldn’t get my mind to focus over the rising sense of urgency. Not that I had shit-all for clues to go on anyway. 

Three people had tried to kill me since last night. I was increasingly certain that one at least had succeeded. I’d be a fool to assign all of that to coincidence, but first, there was someone I needed to check on. 

 I staggered gracelessly out of the alley and into a sharp turn, making my way down the still-deserted early morning streets at a breakneck pace, struggling to keep to the barren sidewalk. Off in the distance to my right, the rays of the rising sun grew steadily brighter, shearing across the sky far above my head and keeping effortless pace with me. The brighter it grew, the more my anxiety evolved toward pure terror. After what had happened to me last night and so far today, I found it hard to imagine what greater peril I could possibly be in, but good luck telling my panic response that.

So I stumbled. I shuffled. I ran. I heard the distant sound of my own feet hitting concrete and pavement as hard and as fast as they could. I was lost, but I didn’t have time to care; I could barely see. I just wanted to find some place that felt safe, then get to Lori and make certain—

Tires screeched as something hit my legs with terrific force, blasting them out from under me. I thumped and rolled across a white sports car and kept right on running, ignoring the young woman with purple-dyed hair that stuck her head out of the window to yell “Hey!” at me.

Maybe I’d get lucky and she’d call the police. They’d help, right? I could hope, but I had no idea what to tell them. Yeah, officer, this guy from my girlfriend’s work beat me to death, then a cheerleader ate my neck. Also, a military zombie tried to shank me this morning, but I threw a dumpster at him, so it’s okay. Unfortunately, knowing the people around here, they’d just stop listening at girlfriend, since I was also, you know, a girl.

I chuckled hoarsely despite myself at my own imaginary scenario, but my mirth burned away as the sky brightened further. I could feel the heat on my flesh, bearing down on me, even through my clothes. My muscles were stiffening more and more, forcing me to stagger and slow, my strength evaporating.

I was suddenly so very tired. My joints creaked reluctantly as I made my faltering way haplessly forward. I clutched at whatever walls came into my reach. My blood-soaked clothes clung stubbornly to me, dragging at me, slowing me even further.

Suddenly, out of my fading vision, the promise of safety appeared, or at least a place to hide and try to recover. A few dozen feet away was a dilapidated storefront, long, tall, sections of weather-worn plywood squares boarding over most of the side facing me. Through the gaps, I could glimpse the black of the interior: dark, cool, and inviting. 

I had to get there. Now.

Forging ahead half blind, I staggered into a support along the side of the abandoned storefront, bouncing off of it unharmed and stumbling to a halt as I managed to keep my balance relatively intact. My eyes burned, and through my darkening vision I picked out the nearest section of plywood and surged toward it. I used my razor-sharp claws and what remained of my newfound strength to tear away the boards as dawn broke, and searing pain washed over me for the second time today.

I threw my smoking body through the glass and into the dusty, abandoned storefront, shattering the window into a rain of reflective fragments in my wake.

The shiny shards tinkled dully to the ground, and I crushed old debris and new shattered glass alike underfoot, tired and utterly drained like I’d never been before. I ventured further into the storefront as my vision struggled to adjust. I wanted to shake off that heavy, bone-dragging weariness. I knew I needed to keep going, that there was something important I needed to do, but I couldn’t remember what it was.

The knife wound in my side flared and burned intermittently as I staggered to the nearby counter and bumped clumsily into it, a cracked and dusty cash register still crouching on its top like a forgotten idol of the past. I pulled myself carelessly over the barrier, hitting the floor behind the counter and pushing my back up against its solidity, collapsing at last. I lay there limply as the surges of inexplicable, frantic urgency and horror finally gave way to a swell of darkness deeper than any void I’d ever known, save one.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4

A shower was too much to ask

 

When I awoke again, it was fully nighttime, cool and clear, with barely any trace of sunset to be seen. My head was clear, too, but that clarity only served to raise a metric fuckton of unruly questions.

I tried to sort through my memories from right before I’d passed out, but they were a cloudy, dream-like, impenetrable haze of barely connected flashes. I remembered nothing of the time that had passed after I collapsed; no dreams, no feelings, nothing except a deep, blank blackness wrapping me up like a blanket. I might have been unconscious, but the experience didn’t remind me much of sleeping.

Did someone...hit me with their car?

One more query to throw on the pile. What had really happened to me in that alley? What was the thing that bit me? Why did I panic and pass out? Why was everyone that tried to kill me some kind of creepy weirdo? And, if I’d come back to life with superpowers, when would I get my costume?

I couldn’t believe the whole day was gone. I had to go check on Lori. No doubt she was worried sick...assuming she was okay. First things first. Rising stiffly with less effort than it took the last time, I tried to take a deep breath and failed. The air I forced down my wounded, raw throat and into my lungs felt like an empty consolation.

That’s right. Probably dead.

I clenched down on the panic that tried to rise and uncoil, serpentine, from my gut. I couldn’t very well do the breathing practices like that psychologist from my teens had shown me, so I just gripped the edges of the dusty retail counter and powered through it. As soon as my anxiety had ebbed to normal, manageable levels, I stripped off my ruined work shirt. My life-blood-throat-fountain had soaked me all the way to the black, ribbed tank top I wore underneath, making pulling it aside to check yesterday’s stab wound an unnecessarily sticky, macabre ordeal. 

Logically, I wanted to fight the notion that I was dead, but I had little ammunition save that it wasn’t what a “sane” person should think. Not really enough to fight back the facts of my situation.

If I was dead, did I even need to prioritize checking my stab wound? Better safe than sorry. It wasn’t burning or even bothering me so far, but considering how badly it blazed with agony yesterday, I wanted to make certain. 

Poking and prodding at the area, I applied more and more pressure. Nothing. No pain, no soreness. The wound in my upper ribs, while existentially dreadful to look at, was only a thin slit in paler-than-usual flesh with a tiny dribble of near-black blood around it. Just to be safe, I didn’t pry my tank top free of the skin it clung to, in case it might open up any wounds that had congealed shut.

Then I froze, looking for the claws that didn’t seem to exist anymore.

As glad as I was that I hadn’t woken up and skewered myself, I also wondered where they’d gone. Was having them or suddenly not having them the scarier prospect? Maybe I was delusional. No scars, tears, or rips in the flesh at the ends of my fingers marred my pallid skin, though smears of darker blood contrasted with crusty crimson and collected under my short, dirty nails.

I mentally shrugged. My life had turned into a progression of weird things, each more bizarre than the last. I’d either find out in due time or I wouldn’t.

 Either way, now assured that I wasn’t about to fall apart anytime soon, I felt much better than I had earlier, if still brutalized, worried, and bloodied. That was a good sign.

Well, I hoped it was a good sign, anyway.

I pushed away from the counter and across the dusty, long-unused room, wrenching the weathered plywood barrier aside and stumbling back through the broken window, wary of the jagged glass daggers still affixed to the frame. I didn’t know where I was, but it was time to remedy that and get moving.

It was time to find my girlfriend. 
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My keys turned in the lock just like any other day. I slipped quickly into our apartment, trying to minimize the amount of time I was exposed to any prying eyes. It hadn’t been too hard to find my way; it wasn’t like it was the first time I’d had to cover the distance on foot. The hardest part was trying not to look like an extra in a zombie movie, with all of the undue attention it would bring. 

“Lori?” I croaked loudly, cringing as the voice that left my throat sounded nothing like the one she’d recognize. For better or worse, there was no response; the apartment remained dark and silent. I tried to flick the lights on and missed the switch, then missed a step as I realized it didn’t matter. Everything that should have been concealed by the dark was sharply visible to me. Our apartment was swathed in sharp monochrome, touched by only the faintest hints of color. The square of beige carpet in front of the window was the only contrast, painted in bright, chromatic light from the outside just like I would have expected. Normal. 

I frowned. 

Leaving the lights off, I made my way through our apartment. The place we shared was objectively middle class. Lori made pretty good money with a local modeling gig and more every year. I, on the other hand, served tables for barely more than tips at a late night food place, and our living quarters reflected a means somewhere between the two incomes. We had nice stuff, sure: a computer, my battered laptop, a game console, a nice TV, a decent if well-used loveseat. Posters from Marvel movies and Halo games hung side by side with pinups of Maxim girls and anime characters alike, annulling any need for wallpaper. Our place. Functional, not ugly, comfortable, and something that suited us. All we really needed.

And at first glance, everything was where it should be, except for Lori herself. Her car was outside; I’d seen it on the way in. So where was she? Was she out somewhere with friends, looking for me? 

Something doesn't feel right.

I took another slow look around, and things started not adding up. A tall stool, overturned next to the kitchen island, round wooden seat cracked from a sudden fall. An untended pot full of dead noodles that had simmered themselves slowly into a dry oblivion. The front of the stainless steel stove, tortured and warped as if by a sudden, vicious heat. Careful of the low heat, I flipped the stovetop off. 

Then I noticed the pitch-dark smear across the floor beneath the stove, right below where Lori must have been sitting. I bent, knees creaking and groaning, to examine it; it looked like a burn mark, like soot or charred hardwood floor. The sturdy floorboards were twisted in grotesque waves, much like the stove. But nothing came off on my fingers when I ran them across the mark, and there was no sign of a spreading fire, just this concentrated slash running down the stove and across the kitchen floor.

What the hell.

Our apartment didn’t have a phone line, so I still couldn’t contact her directly. Instead, I flipped on the computer and left her a note: Had an accident. Mostly okay tho. I wheezed out a sigh. Was I lying? I couldn’t tell. If you find this and I’m not home, stay inside and lock the doors. Don’t let anyone else in. I don’t know what’s going on, but everything’s gonna be okay, I promise. Love you. -Ash. 

I knew I should probably stay put and wait for her to show up, but a crawling worry kept the hairs on the back of my neck raised, like staying put wasn’t the best idea in the world. I also had no idea if she was safe or where she was. I couldn’t just sit on my hands in the questionable safety of our apartment and wait for things to happen.

I quickly grabbed some clothes from our closet and headed to the bathroom, heedless of any mess I made in my haste. I’d apologize and fix it all later. First, I needed a swift cleanup. I wasn't going to make much headway looking like I should be on a gurney in the ER. Or the morgue.

With a moment to gather my courage, I tore off my tank top, relieved that it didn’t stick to my wounds. The garment was stiff with dried blood and who knew what other unsavory fluids, crusty and crinkling in my hands, filling the air with a sickeningly sweet metallic scent as soon as I removed it. Half naked, I paused to look myself over in the mirror. What I saw there made me drop the shirt and promptly trip over it as I took a sudden step back.

Is this what I look like now? Untangling my feet from my pungent garments, I leaned in, captivated by a morbid sort of fascination. How does everyone not run screaming?

Even cast in shades of gray, I could tell my skin was dangerously, unhealthily pale, the veins standing out in dark contrast like unholy marble. My hair—black, shoulder length, and layered—was matted and stringy, maybe due to more blood, maybe due to sticky garbage runoff. Dark circles around my pale green eyes set them off in a sort of clumsy, insomniac-goth sort of way, two spots of shiny life amid the sunken flesh around them.

Dried blood streaked my face like a crappy Halloween vampire and ran in thick, still rivers from my neck down the contours of my torso and between my breasts. Everywhere I looked, I spotted new cuts and scrapes marring the skin all over my exposed torso. Livid bruises spread from the small of my back on both sides, wrapping around my too-thin waist, crawling up into my lower ribs. And my throat...

My throat was a ruined mess, caked in coagulated gore and shreds of skin with hints of dark blood that glistened wetly from the wreckage. It looked every bit as horrifyingly disgusting as I’d imagined, if not somehow worse. 

I cringed, and it grew into a stiff, full-body shudder. No way I could let my Lori see me like this. She’d either have a heart attack or be looking for someone’s ass to kick. Probably both.

Squirming my way out of grimy, torn work pants, I kicked them over into a corner with my ruined top. I reached for the shower handle, then froze, my hand an inch from flipping on the hot water. Motionless, not even breathing, I listened to the slow creak of the door opening, the familiar sound sharply piercing my introspection. I opened my mouth to call out to Lori, because who else could it be, but something stilled the breath before I gave it voice. 

No lights flicked on. If I had been breathing, it would have caught in my chest as the very air seemed to chill and still in anticipation of something coming.

As slow, steady footfalls creaked from the living room, I realized what those sounds I’d been hearing all night were. That rhythmic thump-thump-thump that built to a crescendo in the man who’d tried to kill me, that echoed from every passerby I’d hurried hastily past on the otherwise quiet streets. I mentally kicked myself. They’re heartbeats.

And the thing in the other room didn’t have one.

I hastily pulled a long, fresh t-shirt over my head, then flattened myself behind the bathroom door, peering anxiously out through the open crack. I never heard the front door close, but I did hear the footfalls coming ever closer. 

No need to hold my breath, I held completely still as a quiet figure stalked past, head slowly turning as if scanning the dark and dim. It passed maybe three feet in front of my face, its every move a careful, predatory motion shrouded in an awkward, inhuman gait. Human-shaped, it was a little shorter than me, with a slight build, head obscured by the raised hood of a thick jacket. It moved with a casual air of strength, assurance, and menace—as if searching for prey. In lieu of fingers, short, blackened claws a few inches long protruded from the long sleeves of its clothes.

I relaxed for an instant as it passed me by, but my relief was short lived. The thing stopped just outside the door, close enough to touch, tilting its head as it sniffed the air. The long, slanting blade of light from the window fell across one side of its face, illuminating pallid skin, a dead, dark blue eye, and a wispy lock of pale blond hair.

I knew her face.

I’d never forget that face.

My vision ran red with sudden rage.

Even as she started to turn toward my hiding place, I shouldered the door aside hard enough to jar it from its hinges, reaching out and grabbing a tight fistful of pale blond hair with a twisted growl of anger. She barely had time to squawk with surprise before I whirled her around, nearly taking her off of her feet as I slammed that familiar face into the doorframe.

“You!” I snarled. My newfound strength crushed her face into the doorframe, but her face didn’t give; the doorframe did. “You killed me!” Heedless of the damage to wall, I pulled her free, only to brutally slam her head into it again. Her hood fell free from the impact, my moment of advantage lost to shock as she looked up and I saw her face, twisted into a hissing mask of rage.

One half of her visage was pretty and young, blond and perfect, the teen beauty queen that I recognized from my last conscious moments of the assault in the alley. The other half of her face was a warped wreck; the flesh melted and charred, forming a figure reminiscent of Hela from Norse mythology. Her seared and raw flesh, blackened and stained with a seeping glitter of dark blood, covered one side of her head from scalp to neck and disappeared into the concealment of her loose hoodie and the thickly wrapped bandages underneath.

My grip slipped and came free as she pulled away, strands of gold still caught between my fingers. “Bitch!” She scrambled away, spitting the words with venom equal to my own. “And you,” she rose to her feet with a fluidity I couldn’t match, “did this to me!” A quick, pained gesture with a dessicated, blackened hand tipped with savage four-inch claws indicated the destroyed side of her body as she surged toward me. 

Her bum-rush caught me off guard, my father’s self-defense lessons only a dim memory. I hit the wall with a terrific, jarring impact and the sound of breaking wood as the paneling gave way behind me. “Look at me!” she shouted, rearing back and kicking me hard in the gut, another impact I didn’t feel. Another crack heralded the snapping of a support beam as she drove me further into the wall. “I’m hideous now!” Her sleeve fell back, revealing blistered, withered tissue as she whipped claws toward my throat in a vicious haymaker.

I snapped, red rage rushing back to flood my vision. Tearing myself free of the wall, I caught her damaged arm by the wrist before it could rip out my ravaged neck. Shorter claws like mine burst from the pale flesh of her undamaged hand, fingers questing for my eyes. I caught that one too, not even thinking as I came to grips with her, both of us straining against the other. I snarled defiance and wrath into her twisted visage, catching glimpses of the fangs that had taken my life lurking in the dark of her mouth, like the delusion that lurked in the depths of those glassy blue eyes. Rigid muscles quivered with strain, her foot digging into the hardwood with the force of bracing herself. And bit by bit, it was she who bent backward. 

Whatever she was, whatever I was, I was stronger than her.

“If not for you…” Wrenching her to the side, I kicked her legs out from under her with a bellow of triumph and righteous wrath. “I’d be fine!” Floorboards cracked as I stomped down, driving her ribs into the floor, then kicked her across the room, sending an end table and its contents skittering and dancing across the carpeted living room. “I was helpless!” I roared the words as she slammed to a halt beside the open front door, denting the threshold, and before she could recover, I stood over her. “And you fucking killed me!” My arm raised high, and a foot and a half of curved, razor-sharp, rusty metal burst from each finger. 

From the floor, she whined with fear, shielding her face.

I brought my arm down. 

A figure I hadn’t noticed, silent and silhouetted in the open doorway, caught my claws in her hand. 

A woman’s dark, crimson-tinged, analytical eyes met my shocked expression from beneath the hood of a sturdy, Victorian-styled coat for the instant it took for her to twist her wrist and snap my claws off just past the fingertips. She threw them to the ground, where they evaporated instantly with a surge of what felt like static. In shock, my brain decided that staring wide-eyed at her was the only proper response, and I reacted too slow to prevent her as she grabbed me by the throat and slung me like a rag doll across the living room and kitchen. 

The sound of me hitting the wall reverberated through the apartment, and the window beside me exploded in a sudden burst of glittering glass. I could hear our figurines hopping off of the shelves in the bedroom from the impact. Mentally overwhelmed and obviously outmatched, I struggled to rise as the shrouded woman stepped in front of her younger, burned companion. 

“Ariande!” The monster-girl rasped from her place on the floor, notes of desperation and relief playing tug of war with her damaged voice as she struggled to pick herself up. “Thank god you’re here! She—”

A sharp gesture from the strange woman cut off the flow of words like a command clad in steel. I noted the motion revealed claws of her own: thick, pitted, and almost as long as mine. Clad in darkness and antiquated clothes, she studied me as she matter-of factly adjusted her stylish shirt and vest, rolling up her sleeves like a butcher preparing for work. Quietly, methodically, she stalked forward, closing the distance with the patient inevitability of Death itself. All the while, I found myself drawn in, impaled on the cold, analytic gaze from those dead, shadowed orbs. Trying to move while fixed under that stare was like defying death.

I managed a half-grin as I threw myself out the demolished window.

The street was two stories down, and I hit it running. 

I didn’t know what to expect from the fall, but anything was preferable to the fate promised by the icy eyes of the creature above. But instead of breaking a leg or two, I merely stumbled, body unbothered by the force of my clumsy landing. 

Someone screamed, and a couple of people cried out in surprise as the impact of me hitting the cement shuddered dully through the now-busy sidewalk. Barefoot and pantsless, clad only in my long t-shirt, I took off, moving as fast as I could through the intermittent stream of passersby. I didn’t want to hurt anyone by slamming into them. 

A quick glance back at my apartment window speared me on the distant, frosty gaze of the older monster, watching my every move as her younger, charred companion joined her at the window. My blood froze as she put her foot on the windowsill and dropped to ground, uncaring and confident, seemingly heedless of who might be underneath or how far the fall happened to be.

I stopped looking back and focused on running, my heart thumping once, heavily, as if to accentuate the severity of my situation.

Running through the crowd like a panicked, drunken zombie caught a lot of attention. The rising heart rates of an increasing number of bystanders assaulted me from every angle, a chaotic cacophony. City lights and sounds assaulted my dulled senses as I pushed past the press of strangers. Someone in the crowd was bleeding, just a little, a scent that slapped me in the face with its sudden clarity. I staggered under the sensory overload and rising panic, my bare fingertips scraping hard along a building’s rough exterior, lending me stability, though I barely felt the physical contact. 

My lack of breath suddenly caught up with me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was suffocating. My head swam, dazed and dizzy, as I broke past the onlookers, only to be confronted with a busy street corner. Steel, glass, and lights streaked back and forth across in front of me, a wall of whizzing vehicles that barred my way forward.

Horns honked and blared viciously at me from the sidelines as I finally stumbled to a stop, dangerously near the crosswalk, but I was too caught up in my own disoriented world to even flip them off properly. I jammed on the pedestrian crossing button so hard I might have broken it, clutching at the pole it was set into as if it were a lifeline. I couldn’t hold onto it forever, though, and the world spun, driving me dizzyingly to my knees.

I almost broke down and cried, right then and there. My desperate desire to escape conflicted with how not myself I felt as I battled a tangled mess of fear, distress, and unanswered questions. Nothing felt right anymore. Where was Lori? She should have been home, but she wasn’t. Was she okay? And what was happening to me?

And somewhere behind me, a monster was coming to end my concerns.

I desperately needed help, but, without my Lori, who would help me?

Rubber screeched in protest as tires ground to a smoking halt in front of my face. A shiny white sports car blotted out my view of the road beyond, the driver’s side window already down. An alabaster face crowned by vibrant purple-and-black hair stuck out the window; big sapphire eyes—liquid, glittering and clear—stared down at me.

“Holy fuck, what are you waiting for? Get in!”

My brain rebooted as I registered the sound of the doors unlocking.

I lurched to my feet and hesitated, having sudden, understandable trust issues. 

A glance over my shoulder showed me the ripples in the crowd as someone—something—made its way through it.

 I got in the damn car.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5

Bathroom Adventures

 

I found myself crammed into the narrow back seats of a beautiful stranger’s shiny white, newest model Toyota Supra. She didn’t even seem too concerned that I might be bleeding onto her pristine, dark leather seats.

“Are you alright?” A rich, clear, definitively feminine voice cut cleanly through my thoughts. I didn’t mind; they weren’t going anywhere anyway. My panic levels were receding but not gone. I glanced out the back window again, reassuring myself once more that the nightmare creatures from my apartment weren’t still somehow following us. “I said, are you alright?” She repeated herself slowly, insistently, and clearly, peering at me over her shoulder with concern. I got the feeling this wasn’t the first time she’d repeated herself.

I gripped my spinning thoughts and emotions firmly and told them to shove it. The more she spoke, the easier it was to come back to my senses—the power of a friendly voice, I supposed. I focused on my rescuer instead, easily the second most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, her profile silhouetted by the rhythm of passing lights, her face featured in the rearview mirror. 

She looked like she’d been on her way to a rave when she stopped to save my ass. She seemed about twenty or so, a little younger than myself, with luminously pale skin that contrasted sharply with her deep purple and black hair as well as the predominant blacks and reds of her midriff-exposing crop top and thigh-flashing skirt and boots. Her complexion was alabaster and utterly flawless, her only makeup consisting of ruby lips, thick ebony eyeliner, and fancy wings of glittering purple eyeshadow. Her eyes were big, crystalline, vibrantly blue, and compelling like liquid gemstones. At least, in person.

In the mirror, they were completely blank and white with no hint of their normal color, and obviously unnatural. I swallowed hard, ignoring the taste of old blood. But at this point, I hadn’t expected her to be a normal person.

Seeing me glancing back and forth between mirror-eyes and normalish ones, she smiled reassuringly, freeing a hand from the wheel and sticking it awkwardly into the backseat. “Name’s Tamara. Tamara Wild.”

Damn, she was beautiful. 

I blinked. Thanks, self. Priorities, maybe?

I tried to voice something in response, maybe a plea for help, maybe a one-liner. But what I croaked out sounded more like I was struggling with a hairball or something. We blinked at each other, then I simply took her hand and gave it a quick shake, trying not to dwell on how unnaturally smooth and soft her skin was. 

“But just call me Tamara,” she continued smoothly, speaking in soothing, measured tones. “You are still with me, right? Right?” As she glanced back briefly over her shoulder, her eyes met mine with a vital intensity I couldn’t match, and I turned away, peering out the window at the drab, passing shapes of buildings flying past us. Time passed quietly for a long moment before I realized the sound jolting me from my reverie was Tamara snapping her fingers. “Please? Are you okay? Miss…?”

“Ashley. Ashley Currigan.” My voice tried to fail me again, rough and parched and scraping along my vocal cords like coarse sandpaper, but I finally managed to get it out. Since I couldn’t think of a cool superhero name, I just went with the truth. “And I’m fine, I guess.” As I answered, I glanced down at my blood-streaked skin, at the spot among my ribs where a knife had gone searching for my vital fleshy bits. I put a hand to my neck, feeling the viscous fluid over ravaged flesh there, and thinking about Cam-Kong, wondering where Lori was, if she was safe from him, and why I’d found a pair of monsters at our house instead of my girlfriend.

Everything went red, and I lost it.

“You know what? No! Fuck no!” Tamara jumped and slowed the vehicle, peering back at me worriedly. “Do I fucking look alright? My girlfriend’s missing. I’ve been beaten, I’ve been stabbed, I slept in a store, I slept in garbage, I got lost, I’m bleeding way more than I’m comfortable with, and nothing about any of this makes any fucking sense. So, no, I am not okay! I feel like I need three ambulances.” I was yelling, more or less, the hoarseness of my voice betraying me more and more the longer I sustained my rant, leaving me just rasping as loudly and angrily as possible. 

As soon as I paused, my vision cleared, and I instantly regretted my outburst. I was yelling at a stranger, and a helpful stranger at that. None of my horrible experiences were this woman’s fault or responsibility. She’d been nice enough to stop and help when I’d needed it the most, and here I was being the asshole.

“Dammit, I’m sorry.” I hung my head and tried to relax, the apology not as audible as I’d have liked over my vocal cords trying to crap out. “Do you want me to get out?”

To my surprise, she chuckled, giving me a smirk and a glance out of her peripheral vision, the engine of the Supra rumbling predatorily as it picked up speed again. “Considering the shape you’re in, you’d more likely fall out. But there’s no need to apologize. After all that, I’d be fucking pissed, too.” She eyed me and the road with equal attentiveness. “I know it doesn't mean much from a random stranger, but I’m sorry shit’s been so rough. This world can be a real fucker sometimes, eh? I can’t fix it, but I figure I can help you out of rock-bottom at least, you know? That probably doesn’t help too much, but try to just chill out and relax until I can get us somewhere and get you cleaned up, all right?”

It did help. More than I would have expected. If nothing else, it was just nice to meet someone who wasn’t a ravening asshat. After all I’d been through, a little kindness was a breath of fresh air. “I’m still sorry,” I rasped. “It’s just…I’ve definitely seen better days, you know?” I tried to grin back at her, but wasn’t very successful. “Don’t mean to take my shit luck out on you.”

She studied me, long enough for me to get concerned about her not watching the road. “You know, I’m not a doctor or anything, but I know enough first aid to give you a look over and help you get things sorted out. If you want.”

My suspicion-related defenses started going back up. I hesitated, then nodded. “Sounds better than a few hours in the ER, right?” I tried to put on my best tough girl expression, and wondered if it looked as pathetic as it felt. It sounded better than having a doctor freak out over my nearly-nonexistent heartbeat, warped senses, lack of bleeding...the whole laundry list of oddities. So far, I was holding together enough to not want to risk the padded room or worse.

“Awesome. Some light, clean water, hot food, and time to talk should do wonders.” As she spoke, I looked up, blinking at the harsh light of luminous, yellow-and-red sign glowing dutifully over the mostly-empty parking lot of one of Birmingham’s most ubiquitous 24-hour diners. 

Huh. Pancake Hut.

“Um…” This seemed like a bad idea, even on my scale of bad ideas. Maybe the ER was the way to go after all. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure I look like I’ve been juggling honey badgers all day.” While making words seemed to be getting easier the more I did it, the air still seemed to grate over my vocal cords like coarse-grain sandpaper. I certainly didn’t sound like the me I was used to, not any more. “If you tow me in there now, someone’s going to call the police.”

Tamara turned around in her seat, popping the door open as she shifted to look more directly at me. “Not with me here.” Her smile turned distracting, alluring. “They won’t pay you that much attention. Just trust me.” 

Trust was in short supply at the moment. The way her eyes pulled at me, big and seemingly bottomless, didn’t help. Also, super-helpful people like Tamara simply didn’t exist in the Birmingham I knew. And then, there was her reflection in the mirror… As soon as I started entertaining the suspicions, the paranoia train promptly left the station. There seemed to be more going on here than my would-be savior was letting on. 

I slapped myself mentally. Of course there’s more going on here than you know, dumbass. Do you even remember what happened since last night? Like Mystery-Camo-Zombie-Frankenstein, who tried to stick you? You don’t know shit right now. I had a good point. Maybe it was better to not just blindly follow along here.

I raised my head, parting the matted black strands of hair hanging down in front of my face like a dirty, blood-clotted veil. Tamara was staring at me, her smile slightly faded and sad. “Ashley? What’s wrong?” She stepped out of the car, came around to my door and opened it for me, then knelt. “Believe me, you need help. Probably more than you realize.”

I paused to think over my words, then blurted out the first thing that popped into my head anyway. “I don’t know if I can trust you. I’m hurt and scared and nothing seems real. Everything… Nothing’s what I thought it was two days ago.” I slumped. “And I don’t know where my girlfriend is or if she’s okay.”

“Ashley…” She took my hands in hers. “Look, maybe… Maybe I know what happened to you.” Well, now she had my attention. “But if I’m right, you’re in more danger than you can possibly handle alone. I know you feel like you have no reason to trust me, especially after all you’ve been through, but if you don’t at least talk me through it, and hear me out, you’ll be facing what comes next truly blind and all alone. I don’t want that for you. I don’t think you do either.” 

I chewed my lip, staring her down, trying to read her.

Her eyes were clear sapphire pools of insistent urgency, brilliant and shimmering with empathy. “Let me help you. Please.”

Something in her voice told me I could trust her. And I wanted to trust her. Besides, did I really have a choice? It didn’t seem likely that I could puzzle things out on my own, not with my fascinating lack of clues. Especially not before Happy Knife Rambo Frankenstein or some other monster showed up again.

Tamara rose, running a hand through her strikingly-dyed hair, and stepped around to the trunk. She came back a moment later with a little galaxy-print duffle bag and a first aid kit, one in each hand. She waggled them at me. “Spare clothes and bandages.” She tucked both of them under an arm before gesturing toward the restaurant, offering me a soft, hopeful, comforting smile. “So…You coming?”

And just like that, she saved my life.
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I idly wondered which of the four or so Pancake Huts in the city we were at, since I’d lost my bearings during the drive. I didn’t figure Tamara was stupid enough to go to the nearest one or anything, though. 

We’d gotten in easily enough, just like Tamara had promised; no 911 calls or people running madly for the door when I entered. She hadn’t given me a chance to protest; she’d simply taken my dirty, bloodstained, garbage-smelling arm in her pristine alabaster one and led me right in. 

No one so much as glanced at me. Walking beside her, I wasn’t sure the patrons and workers inside even noticed me. They were all too busy staring at her. 

For my part, I just tried not to get her all gross and dirty before she hauled me to the back, pushed me into the single-occupant bathroom, stepped in behind me, and securely pulled the door closed. Then she locked it, flicking the latch casually to “occupied” before turning to look me over. Slowly. “No offense, hun, but you’re a mess,” she grinned.

“You should see the other guy,” I responded reflexively. To cover my embarrassment, I shuffled over to the sink and the mirror that hung above it. Wow, was Tamara ever right.

I’d had a good look at myself back in our apartment, but things were different in the bright white light of the Pancake Hut bathroom. I had contusions all along my neck and one shoulder to match the bruising on my lower back, the whole mess already deep purple running to garish yellow-green. The dark blood caking my demolished neck was still visibly damp, trickling down in thin rivulets to saturate the collar of my t-shirt. 

“Holy shit,” I croaked. All in all, it looked like I’d lost a fight with a gang of cinderblocks. But hey, at least it still didn’t hurt. 

“You got that right,” Tamara nodded from beside me. “Let’s get a good look at it all, and I’ll try to help.” She stuck a thick white cloth under the faucet and flipped it on.

At Tamara’s insistence, I gathered up my courage and stripped off my shirt, acutely aware of the fact that I didn’t have anything on under it except panties. At least I wasn’t cold, but I was self-conscious. It was one thing to stand next to a pretty girl. It was another thing entirely to stand next to a highly attractive girl while mostly naked, nasty, and covered in evidence of violence. 

Was I blushing? I wasn’t even sure if I still could.

“Here.” She handed me a soaked wad of cloth, giving me a reassuring, friendly smile that helped ease the tension. “You start mopping up, and I’ll take a look at this mess.” She motioned toward my neck, and I nodded.

It didn’t help matters, I supposed, that I felt so inferior to the woman reflected in the mirror alongside me. Tamara was, like Lori, everything I was attracted to most, and nothing that I was. We were about the same height, if she lost her black platforms, but that was where the similarities ended. Aside from her flawless face and skin, her generous bust put mine to shame, and her feminine hips made me look boyish by comparison—things easy enough to see, since her goth-industrial-rave clothes left little to the imagination. Where her skin was luminously pale, mine was pallid and unhealthy, dark veins still visible to anyone who took the time to look.

I was thinner than she was, but not in a healthy way, not anymore. I’d always been on the skinny side due to a combination of a high metabolism and a low income bracket, but right now I looked outright underfed, perhaps even a touch malnourished. I frowned at myself in the mirror, and my mirror-self frowned back. I guess I need a waffle or something, STAT.

I took the opportunity to examine my rescuer while rinsing out towel after towel of dirt and old blood till my hands felt numb. She was effortlessly sexy in a way that clothes could only accent, never hide; not that her current outfit was in danger of harming her appearance. Her shirt was torn off just below her breasts, the stylishly tattered remnant proclaiming “Bondage: No Pain, No Gain” and flaunting a pale expanse of toned stomach. Her short skirt drew my eyes insistently and repeatedly by design, textured black leather over ruffles of lace, decorated with thin chains that complemented those running through the multiple piercings in her ears. She had a handful of facial piercings too, including a silver nose ring, a shiny black lip ring, and an ornately jeweled pentacle dangling from her navel.

Needless to say, she didn’t look like the kind of person who should even be driving alone in Birmingham after dark, much less stopping fearlessly to help blood-splattered strangers as they stumbled around, running from monsters and having emotional breakdowns. Especially when they looked mentally ill and at least two-thirds dead. Her car said money and lots of it by my standards, but her clothes said “sexy rebel punk anarchist.” It didn’t add up.

“This is a hell of a mess.” My bathroom companion tossed a red-soaked towel into the sink with a bloody wet splut, fresh from my neck. “Does this not hurt?” She took another cloth, pressing firmly at the damage. The exposed wound was the kind of thing you see on a B-movie zombie flick, something that relied more on shock value and gore than real horror. Tamara took a long look at the strip of raw, damaged meat she’d uncovered and winced, looking away. 

“Not yet, keep trying.” I flashed her the best grin I could manage. I knew that a big part of my scrutiny of Tamara was just me trying to keep myself distracted from scrutiny of my battered self. Easier said than done, though, when the reality was literally staring me in the face.

I mean, that dead girl in the mirror used to be me.

“So, what’s with the eye thing?” I had to start somewhere. I kept catching her gaze in the mirror anyway, watching her blank, alien eyes with a degree of mixed fascination and trepidation. 

“Vampire,” she shrugged like it was no big deal, sticking a big flat piece of bandage to my neck while I held the roll of gauze for her. 

I stopped and raised an eyebrow at her, meeting that pale, blank gaze in the mirror. “Seriously? That’s just—”

“Stupid?” Tamara stared sardonically at my bite-ravaged throat before taking the gauze from me. “I hope you’re not going to say stupid.”

“Crazy? Is crazy better than stupid?” I frowned, processing. “It’s just…This is so real. Not like in a fairy tale or a movie or something.”

Tamara shrugged. “Plenty of real things sound stupid or crazy. Politics, for example.” I snorted with sudden amusement as the comment caught me off guard. She smiled along with me. “You’ll just have to make up your mind whether you want to accept my explanation or make up your own. I mean, you already know there’s something ‘supernatural’ going on. That’s part of why I let you catch my eyes.”

She wound gauze tightly around my neck, and the gaping, seeping wound slowly disappeared underneath it. “I can explain a lot, but you need to realize that you’re probably about to see—or have already seen—a ton of stuff that defies what you consider rational or real. You have to accept that. You can’t just freak out over every new thing, or you’ll never stop.”

I considered for a bit before going back to my wounds. I found myself nodding. “So what is the eye thing?”

She smiled approvingly, encouragingly. “All natural vampires have it, actually. It’s what all the mirror and reflection legends are actually based on.” She stared at her own reflection, expression unreadable. “We can’t see our own eyes. Ours always look like we remember them.”

I thought for a moment, scrubbing at my shoulders and bare chest. “So what do mine look like?”

Tamara started, dripping cloth in hand, and gave me an appraising stare.  

“What? I’m a vampire too now, right? It’s what makes sense.” I shrugged, watching the trailing end of my raw, wounded neck flex and move with the motion. “Am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong.” She took a towel to the back of my neck, scrubbing forcefully. Drips of water trickling down my spine tingled, and I almost jumped at the sensation.

“So what do they look like?” I repeated.

Her eyes darted from her reflection to mine in the mirror, then away again. She shuddered. “You don’t want to know. Dead...but something more...and less.”

The answer didn’t really sate my curiosity, but I nodded anyway. “Thanks.”

Raising a hopelessly stained cloth, she flashed me a teasing grin. “Want me to get your back?”

I choked a little and nodded belatedly, glad that mirror-me didn’t seem capable of turning fire-hydrant red. “Uh, sure.” As stiff as I was, I doubted I could do it myself.

“So… mind if I ask?” She picked up both now-sopping towels from the almost overflowing sink and offered one to me.

“What?”

“What happened to you?”

I’d been expecting the question since I got in her car but bringing it up still hit me hard. Violent memories of the previous day swirled in the depths of my thoughts, like tendrils lurking in the dark. The repeated hammer-blows to my back and ribs, the blossoming swell of staggering pain, the crushing pressure on my throat that never went away, later subsumed by a burning, blazing agony. My head impacting stone, the stink of blood, violent whispers and flashes of heat. The steady undeniable blackness that closed in as I fought to do something, anything to keep going. 

I clenched my fist, this time struggling with rage, not panic.

Tamara frowned sympathetically, twisting a towel in her hands. “I’m so sorry.”

“I appreciate it,” I rasped. I gazed thoughtfully at my clenched fist, wondering where the remnants of my broken claws had gotten to. “But maybe I’m not the one you should feel sorry for,” I added quietly.

Tamara gave me a soft, concerned look. “Oh?”

I told her everything. It helped, just a little.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6

Too late for waffles

 

Getting me cleaned and bandaged wasn’t a simple matter, nor a quick one. I watched the entire process, either firsthand or via reflection, and found that the lack of pain added a feeling of artificial distance to the whole thing, almost like I was looking at someone else’s lethally mutilated body. I found it strange that the memory of the pain could be so potent as to get my muscles to tense up, but the actual wounds I’d come away with were misery-free.

Tamara helped a lot, both physically and emotionally, listening and reassuring as I explained the events of the last day or so. I even managed not to break down again.

She even helped chase off a “helpful” employee that came to check on us. I didn’t hear whatever story she made up to get rid of them, but I was grateful she did it. I supposed I could have handled it by telling them I had been savaged by dogs or maybe a moose or something, but it was probably best if the more physically intact and socially capable person sold them a reasonable story.

So now, here I was, sitting across from my beautiful young rescuer and makeshift medic in the nearly vacated Pancake Hut. I was now semi-clean, at least as far as one could be expected to go without a pressure washer and some time. Tamara had helped me bandage most of the wounds, so now I looked significantly more “mummy” and substantially less “rabid zombie.”

The Tamara-brand emergency clothes she’d given me were more my style than I'd have thought: fashionably worn, hip hugging jeans that sadly and expectedly fit me with room to spare, along with a sturdy, expensive pair of black steel toe combat boots. She’d also convinced me that my long tee was too gross to continue on as an article of clothing, and I now sported one of Tamara’s loose black sweaters, a fancy, soft, knitted deal that hung limply from one thin shoulder and looked sadly unfulfilled in the bust.

I still looked like a refugee from an exploded trauma ward, but things were looking up.

“Let’s get something to eat.” She managed to say it cheerily, flopping open the plastic-coated menu. 

“Sure. Then we need to talk about—” I sighed. “I don’t have my wallet.” I folded my own menu shut and laid it flat. “Well, I wasn’t convinced I was hungry anyway.” The convenient truth.

Tamara huffed. “No worries. I’ve got it.” She motioned for the lone waitress, who gave me the stinkeye for no reason I could discern. 

“Pay you back?” I asked hopefully.

She just raised an eyebrow, looking pointedly from her clothes to the spotless sports car outside. “Don’t sweat it. My family’s loaded.” She leaned forward. “Besides, we have better things to talk about than how to split the bill.”

I nodded, conceding defeat. “Can I borrow your phone?”

Tamara nodded easily. “Sure.” She untucked it from some mysterious location in her outfit and unlocked the screen, then casually slid a top of the line, large-screen smartphone across the table to me, as if it weren’t a piece of tech probably worth more than my life. “Not going to call the cops on me and tell them a crazy person kidnapped you and stole you away to a Pancake Hut, right?”

“That would be a fun conversation.” I snorted. “Help, she’s buying me waffles and I...can’t...stop...eating…” We shared a laugh and a smile as I picked up the phone. 

I tapped in Lori’s number with the ease of habit, then waited. And waited. And waited. Her voicemail picked up, so I hung up and tried again. Then I waited some more, anxiety building in my gut. Barely aware of it, I drummed my fingers on the table with forceful staccato thumps, trying to ease my impatience. The voicemail picked up again.

“What’s wrong?” Tamara gave me concerned frown.

“She… She wasn’t at home earlier. Now she’s not answering her phone, either. I have a really bad feeling about this.” I reluctantly gave up and texted Lori instead. Hey. It’s Ash. I’m not dead— I paused, then backspaced. I’m okay. Something happened, but I’m fine. Promise you’ll text this number back before you do anything else, okay? I didn’t figure Tamara would mind. My concern over proper phone etiquette was secondary to the need to know Lori was all right, anyway. Let me know you’re okay, please? I’ll see you soon, I promise. I stared at the screen for a silent minute, then hit enter. I’d have contacted her family, if she had any she was on good terms with. Work was also a crap shoot; at least, it was without me being willing to risk alerting my murderer. I’d just have to wait. 

When I swallowed my emotions and finally looked back up at Tamara, I found her studying me. “Thanks.” I slid the phone carefully back towards its rightful owner; there was no way I could possibly pay for that thing if I accidentally dropped it or ate it or something. “I just haven’t seen her since...Since before the, um, incident. The attack.”

She gave me a soft smile, her sapphire eyes shimmering with sympathetic sorrow. Neither of us seemed to know what to say, so we both paused our conversation for the moment it took the gray-haired waitress to come over and get our drink order. I only realized belatedly that not only did Tamara order for me, but she also guessed what I wanted.

“So...You said you remember a flash of light and heat, right at the end?” Tamara waited until the older woman dropped off our pair of frosty sodas before trying to continue. 

I nodded. “I think so. But that’s all. I was kinda out of it at the time.”

Tamara leaned back, crossing her legs and tapping one pale finger against her ruby lips thoughtfully. “That’s the only part of this that doesn’t make some sort of sense.” She seemed almost excited.

I gave her my best raised eyebrow. “Uh, what about this makes sense so far? ‘You’re a Vampire, Harry’ only gets me so far.” I tried not to sound too much like an automatic disbeliever.

She ran a hand through her hair and seemed to rein in her excitement. “Before I explain, I need to ask you a couple of things.” 

I frowned, thought about it for a second, then shook my head. “Me first.” A bell chimed as someone new came in, and I paused to scrutinize them. But I didn’t recognize them, and they didn’t try to kill me, so it was just one more heartbeat added to the mass that seemed to echo dully from every wall. I tried to ignore it and let the whole cacophony fade into the background, but it was hard.

“You don’t trust me.” It was a statement of fact, not a query, but I still felt a little bad. She just nodded though, not seeming upset. “I don’t blame you. And there’s no reason to feel guilty. It’s not like you owe me anything.”

“I owe you thanks, at least,” I corrected. “Maybe a lot more than that, considering how you found me.” I rasped out a deep breath. “I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful.”

“I don’t,” she replied easily. “I can tell you’re not. But I do want to try to put your fears to rest.” She paused. “Well, the ones about me. The rest are pretty well-founded.”

I chuckled, the sound grating and gravelly, while she motioned the waitress over again. The lady seemed to be avoiding us. I had the sneaking suspicion that it was because I still smelled awful. Tamara made her order quickly and succinctly, then nodded to me. I cleared my throat and hoped for the best.

“Two fried chickens and a Coke?” I shook my head. “Sorry. Just bring me chili cheese hashbrowns, and feel free to murder them with chili. And a waffle.” I rasped. Nothing on the menu sounded super appealing, but nothing sounded bad either, so I went with an old favorite. “Make it two waffles.”

I noticed her wrinkle her nose in vague disgust as she leaned in close enough so as to hear our responses over the jukebox, which was shuddering to reluctant life in the background. Sigh. Suspicions confirmed. She jotted it all down, asked Tamara if she wanted her milkshake now or later, then hurried away. I noticed her shiver a little as she went, as if cold.

Tamara spoke first. “Let me start by asking how you came to run into me.”

“You mean outside your apartment?”

I shook my head. “No, start with the first time you ran into me. With your car.”

Tamara blinked. Then, to my surprise, she blushed faintly, light spots of color standing out starkly against her alabaster skin. “I didn’t think you recognized me from that.”

I snorted. “You hit me with your car. It kinda stood out.” Truth be told, the memory was really blurry, details bleached by blinding light and bubbling fear. The connection was mostly just her exotic hair color. But it was nice to have her confirm it for me.

“It’s not like I meant to!” She was suddenly hard to read. “You came out of an alley running, really chugging it, and all of a sudden you veered into the street, and—”

“I didn’t figure you meant to.” I chuckled hoarsely. “And I’m not mad. More my fault than anything and no harm done.” Did I just tell someone it was no big deal they rammed me with their car?

“Well,” Tamara took a deep breath. “Let me try to put your suspicions to rest, then.” She smiled her thanks as the waitress dropped off a tall, thick cookies and cream milkshake, then departed just as quickly. “The short version is that, like you said, I literally ran into you two nights ago.” She smirked. “That was just chance, but it got me suspicious about what you were. So I looked into it and found the missing person report that matched your description.”

I went still. There was only one person who would have put that report in.

“It was super simple to go from there and find out where you lived, where you worked, stuff like that.” Tamara shrugged a pale shoulder.

“So tonight…”

“Tonight, I was looking for you. So it wasn’t exactly a coincidence,” she confirmed, slurping noisily on her shake. “More like, right time, right place, and a little investigation.”

“I…” I paused and started over. “I’m glad you were there.” I stared at the table for a moment, deciding I believed her. “But why go to all the trouble?”

“You looked like you needed help.” Tamara paused, as if thinking, then let out a breath. “But honestly? It’s also because of what I thought you were. What I think you are.”

I shrugged and tilted my head, ignoring the wounded side of my neck, since it seemed to be ignoring me. “Which is?”

“Which is where I wanted to ask you some things first. To confirm or deny my suspicions.” She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table, watching me. “But here we go, real world 101.”

“Hit me.” I leaned back in the booth and listened.

 “There are three major kinds of vampire today: Moroi, Jiangshi, and Sanguinarian, each one with their own unique bloodlines, subdivisions, and variants.” Tamara shook her head, her brilliant eyes distant. “But it wasn’t always that way. In ancient times, the Moroi and Strigoi were the only two kinds of vampire, ages old and two sides of the same coin. We, the Moroi,” Tamara gestured at herself and smiled, “we feed off of the emotions and the spirit, while they fed off of the blood and vitality. We are technically mortal, unaging but still killable by any mortal means, while the Strigoi were immortal and could not easily be killed, save by those that knew how.”

The beautiful vampire across the table eyed me firmly, reading me as she continued. “But several hundred years ago, a cult of human sorcerers, persecuted for their practices and on the edge of destruction by both the church’s witch hunters and the wizards of the Grand Magisterium, committed themselves to a grave blood ritual, calling on some of the oldest and darkest of powers from the past to give them superhuman powers and allow them to survive. No one knows if this ritual was botched or finished as designed, but the result was the same either way—they became the third type of vampire: Sanguinarians. Those that hunger for blood, wield it as a weapon, and whose thirst cannot be quenched.”

“That sounds… wow.” It sounded like some lore out of an old book. It probably was.

“Shh. I’m not finished.” Tamara glared at me playfully before settling back into her storyteller role. “The Strigoi and my people, the Moroi, were mostly harmonious sibling races for many, many millennia. That is, if the old stories are to be believed. But at some point leading up to the Industrial Age, the Sanguinarians began to feel that the Strigoi were too powerful. You see, the Strigoi could transform humans into their own kind too quickly, and those they turned became too powerful far too quickly as well. We’re talking supernatural strength, speed, and incredible toughness, as well as other powers that developed as they aged.”

This was starting to sound more than a little familiar. 

“So the Sanguinarians got the eager assistance of the Magisterium and began to distribute the knowledge and means of how to slay our cousins to whomever wanted it, such as the church, vampire hunters, and even to other supernaturals.”

Tamara paused for a long slurp of her shake, then softened her tone, looking sad. “There wasn’t a lot of open fighting between the different factions at that point, but there were many that feared the Strigoi. And quite a few people in positions of power were willing, or even eager, to turn a blind eye to those that hunted them. It wasn’t easy, but those groups hunted the Strigoi relentlessly with full Sanguinarian support.”

The vampire dropped her head. “It was genocide, and nobody stopped it. Somewhere in the last two or three hundred years, the last unliving Strigoi was destroyed or so we believed.” She sighed. “And then… Then, the Sanguinarians just took their place, burrowing like a thorn into the very heart of mankind with their ability to influence and subjugate, becoming almost everything that the Strigoi had been feared for and more.”

I frowned. “So it was all a political ploy.” It sounded like fantasy. A fantasy that I’d somehow woken up in. But it wasn’t. This was my new reality.

“Yeah.” She gave me a soft, sad half-smile. “A whole race gone, for the sake of somebody’s power games. And then I ran into you on the way home from clubbing.”

“So you’re saying…” I got it; I clearly fit the description she’d given in her story. But it still seemed far-fetched that I happened to wake up as something that everyone thought was double-dead and gone. 

“Well, you’re sure as hell not Moroi.” Tamara stared me down with an intense look. “And not Sanguinarian. Pretty sure you’re not Jiangshi, either. They’re supposedly very selective about who they turn, and Moroi lore says it involves the already dead, along with some sort of ritual magic and specific, appropriate talismans.”

“Huh.” I thought for a moment. “Jiangshi.” I paused to try and wrap my worn and ragged voice around the foreign word. “Jiangshi?” Tamara nodded at me with an encouraging smile as I mangled the name. “Aren’t they those Chinese hopping vampires?”

Tamara blinked in surprise. “Yeah, actually.” She seemed to pause and reassess me. “Most people in the Western world don’t know that legend. By Jiangshi design.” She quirked a smile. “You sure this is the first time you’ve been a vampire?”

I grinned despite it all and coughed out an abrupt laugh. “Pretty sure I’d remember otherwise.” I sighed roughly as the smile and its accompanying feeling quickly faded. “You said you don’t think I’m Jiangshi? As in you’re not certain?”

 She stirred her milkshake, peering at me over the thick straw. “The Jiangshi used to hold power in the East similar to how the Sanguinarians do everywhere else, though they were never anywhere near as numerous. Or as...vicious. But over the last couple of centuries the Jiangshi Clan has become more and more aloof, and the Sanguinarians now soak up more and more of their power base every year.”

I tilted my head. “And?”

“Well…” Tamara shifted, seeming uncertain. “I’ve never actually met one,” she admitted.

We both paused our weird discussion as food came, the old waitress setting out plate after plate. Somewhere in the middle of it, I popped my neck, the sound of cracking bone making Tamara, the waitress, and the fat bearded guy in the corner all jump and cringe. It sounded like I’d broken my neck. I tried not to grin as the waitress made her exit as soon as it was professionally viable. Somehow, I must have been giving her that “weirdo” vibe, because she kept eyeing me after that. Good to know I still had the touch. On the other hand, maybe she’d recently seen a milk carton with my face on it.

I stared at the steaming plate, considering my lack of appetite. “So, then why do you think I’m Strigoi instead of Jiangshi?” I liked to think I was getting better at butchering both words the more I used them. Off in the back corner, the battered jukebox limped through the opening bits of Thriller, and I considered the possibility that the decrepit old thing was actively making fun of me.

“Well, you don’t fit with the Jiangshi stories I’ve heard.” She leaned forward, suddenly excited again, food momentarily neglected. “But you do fit the Strigoi ones! All the ones I know.” 

I eyed her. “You seem pretty certain. And insistent. And excited.”

The Moroi paused. “It’s just...I’d be really happy to know that you’re...That they’re not all extinct. That’s all.”

I waited, crossing my arms.

“I used to love the old tales growing up, alright?” Tamara huffed, blushing again, this time deeper. “A lot of them painted this… Really romantic picture, okay? And I was little. Gimme a break.” She sighed, those gleaming sapphire eyes sad and...Lonely? “I liked thinking that they might be real. That there might have been a time when...When things were better than they are now.”

I wanted to offer some comforting words or something to make my new friend feel better, but try as I might, nothing adequate came to mind.

Tamara poked at her food. I stared at the pale slivers of potato that poked out from under the burial mound of chili. “How would I find out?” I asked.

She looked up. “So you believe me?”

I grunted. “One step at a time. Let’s just say I’m open to the idea and trying to come to grips with what’s going on.”

The Moroi took a breath. “Strigoi had claws of iron and blood of ice, felt no fear and felt no pain.” She recited. “Shadow-cloaked and pale of skin, strong and tough beyond the ken, of even the greatest mortal men.” She shrugged and took a big bite out of her steaming hot skirt steak. “And of course, they drank blood. Bram Stoker based his whole idea off of the legends. Supposedly, their senses were super sharp, too. It’s said they could hear heartbeats and smell blood from miles away.” She frowned. “That was probably an exaggeration, though.”

“I wouldn’t be too certain,” I mumbled, but Tamara obviously heard me anyway, watching me with naked curiosity.

Do I have fangs now? I was really curious but just barely managed to keep my hands out of my mouth. Instead, I moved my head back and forth, feeling the tightness of the muscles and tendons, feeling out the massive laceration that lay there. It wasn’t numb; it just wasn’t painful, either. More like it wasn’t important. “I can’t deny the lack of pain, and certainly not the strength bit.” 

She nodded. 

“Also, the paleness. I mean, I’m usually pretty pale, but…” I turned my hand back and forth, looking it over in the bright Pancake Hut light. I flexed my protesting fingers, watching the movement of distinctly blue-purple blood vessels under the scratched skin. “At this rate, I’m going to blind somebody. But I don’t know past that.” 

“What about the rest?” She mumbled it around a faceful of steak, and it took me a second to figure out what she’d said.

“Yeah, some of that’s there. But my senses aren’t sharp at all. Maybe the opposite.” I frowned. “I’m all stiff, and everything has this… Distance to it. Like it’s all further away somehow.” I looked back up and met her eyes. “I’m certainly not fearless,” I snorted, “but everything’s blunted, my senses, my emotions, everything except anger. That seems to work just fine.” I thought about standing over the young-looking vampire in my apartment, arm raised high for a killing blow. I thought about shouting at Tamara in her car. Was that me, now? “Maybe it works a little too well.”

She nodded thoughtfully, chewing. “That fits too, actually.”

“So...” I methodically cut my fluffy waffle apart, careful not to apply too much pressure and destroy the plate underneath or something. Everyone here probably thought I was strange enough already. “Is there any way we can find out for certain?”

Tamara looked thoughtful, silent for a good minute or two. “Yeah, there’s someone who should know for sure.” Did she seem nervous? “But he’s a wizard.” I blinked. “And not a particularly friendly one, at that.” Tamara frowned, leaning back, seeming suddenly uncertain of the idea. “So I understand if you’re reluctant…”

I stared at her. “A real wizard? Fuck yeah! I’ve got to meet him.” I glanced at my waffle. “I always wanted to see a wizard,” I mumbled at it.

She laughed. “Maybe he can help prove to you that you’re not in Kansas anymore, too.”

I nodded. “Maybe.” Maybe it should have been harder for her to convince me. Tamara could probably have told me any story she damn well pleased at this point; I had nothing better to go on than what she said, and she knew it. But I didn’t think that was the case. And as for vampires, Strigoi, wizards, and the supernatural… Well, what I considered reality had waved bye-bye a long way back. 

“So it’s settled then.” She pushed her mostly-empty plates to the edge of the table and went back to her milkshake. “We’ll go meet Charles, then—”

“Charles?” I interrupted, a little let down. “That’s not a very convincing wizard name.”

The Moroi rolled her eyes. “We’ll go meet Charles and get this sorted out. Then we can figure out who’s trying to kill you and why.”

I nodded, appreciative, eager, and hesitant, all at once. But… Lori. I didn’t want to run off without finding her, but… how could I find her? I didn’t even know where to start. Where are you? Are you okay? What should I do?

Tamara’s big, liquid blue eyes turned soft and sympathetic again. “I’ll help you find your girlfriend, too. I promise.” She reached across the table and squeezed my rough hand in her soft one.

I almost felt like I would cry.

She gave my hand a gentle squeeze, then let go. My food sat there, still warm to the touch. I stared down at it. Was there even any point? Pulling myself together, I ate it anyway. All of it. Possibly out of sheer defiance.

A different experience, but still good. 

“You ready?” Seeing me finish, Tamara dropped a few twenties on the table like it wasn’t shit.

I nodded. 

I was off to see the wizard.
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Only partially in charge

 

“Sorry about your hood,” I apologized.

“Girl. I was the one who hit you, remember?” Tamara flashed a grin towards where I sat in the passenger seat. I’d noticed as I was climbing into the car that her collision with me had left it’s mark. Just not on me.

“You have a good point.” I leaned back, sinking into the stupidly comfortable plush leather seats. We were speeding across the city on our way to meet Charles Monroe, the Genuinely Real Wizard that Tamara knew. I tried to think about what to say or do, but questions raced through my head at a million miles a second, making it impossible to focus. “So. Vampires are real.”

“Yeah.” She shot me a quizzical glance. 

“And magic’s real.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Awesome. I always wanted to live in a world with magic.”

She smiled. “It’s a complicated subject, and honestly, I don’t really know that much about it. Most of the truth about magic is controlled by the Grand Magisterium. Human magic, at least.”

 I tried to stretch out my muscles. Sitting in the booth and the car for so long had made them tighten back up, but they were still better than that first night I woke up. Reanimated. Whatever. “Are you saying there’s human and inhuman magic?”

Tamara pursed her ruby lips thoughtfully. “Kinda. The Jiangshi Clan feed on magic instead of blood, animate the honored dead into new vampires, and use what you’d probably call necromancy. The Sanguinarians use the same blood magics they supposedly used before they became vampires, just now it’s way more potent and easier to come by. Most supernaturals have their own magic, even if it’s just something innate, like your enhanced strength, or how we alter and feed on emotion. And all of that’s different from mortal magic, which is more about channeling raw power and bending it to the magician’s will.”

“So you said you didn’t think I was Jiangshi. And I suppose you can tell I’m not Moroi—”

“Oh, I can tell, sweetheart.” Tamara chuckled dryly. “We always know our own. Usually on sight.”

I nodded. “What rules out Sanguinarian?”

She snorted. “Stick around for a couple months, and you’ll see why that’s a stupid question.” Tamara looked over, one hand on the wheel, eyes twinkling. “You’re not the type. Trust me.”

“If it’s so obvious, what are they like, then?”

The Moroi sighed. “They’re all about blood, and they feed on it like we feed on emotions. Any blood will do, but they prefer human and supernatural. Blood powers everything about them; it keeps them alive, makes them strong, and they wield it like weapons and use it to enact magic. They can also sway humans pretty easily by manipulating their blood, so they’re also major business and political powerhouses.”

“You don’t like them much, do you?” I wondered if she’d thought I was one of those instead of Strigoi, would Tamara still have helped me? Not that it mattered; things were like they were, and I’d have to live—or unlive—with the hand I’d been dealt.

She frowned, considering me. “They’re manipulative, nasty, and rotten to the core. Turning… changes them somehow. It alters what they’re like as a person. They don’t have to kill to feed, so they control instead. And nothing’s ever enough for them.” She shuddered. “Their bite is venomous, and even worse, it’s addictive. Every living creature, mortal or supernatural, has to beware of it or become enslaved. It’s also a pretty good analogy to what they’re like.”

“They sound like a bag of dicks.”

She snorted with sudden laughter, her mood brightening. “That’s one way to put it. I hate judging based on stereotypes, but as a group...They’ve done a lot of damage.” She shook her head, then smirked at me. “But I didn’t need any of that to know you weren’t one of them.”

“Oh?”

“You ate salt on your hashbrowns.”

I blinked, gesturing for her to explain. “And that makes sense because…”

Tamar was chuckling. “I knew that'd get a reaction out of you. It makes sense though. Salt is used as an energy blocker in magic. Salt also absorbs into blood. They say there’s more to it that just that, something purely metaphysical, but either way, it can really hurt them. They have an aversion to it.”

I watched the dark city streets pass me by for a minute, considering. Trying to let my mind catch up. “So why don’t people know about any of this? That any of this stuff is real? Is there some big conspiracy or something? Do the Sanguinarians control the world’s governments?” I looked back over at her, brilliant eyes gleaming even in the dark. “I leapt out of a building, for fuck’s sake. What if some yahoo caught that on their phone and put it on YouTube?”

She eyed me for a moment instead of the road. “Would you have believed it if you saw it on YouTube?” she asked dryly.

I frowned. I thought about it. “I might have wanted to,” I admitted. “But no. I would have figured it was some stupid conspiracy or elaborate hoax or maybe someone trying to build hype for some movie or game I’d never heard of. And eventually, I’d have forgotten about it.”

“Exactly. People don’t believe in conspiracies.” She tilted her head slightly, thoughtfully. “Well, some do. But no one believes them either.”

I fell quiet for a while, letting her drive in silence, at least until I noticed we were on Robert Arlington Boulevard. “Okay, wait just a second,” I rasped. “You’re not telling me that this so-called ‘wizard’ is at that so-called ‘metaphysical store,’ are you?”

Tamara flashed me another charming smile, the engine of her Supra rumbling as she passed someone innocently doing the speed limit. “Bookbinders? No, he doesn't live there.” She seemed amused. “He does live right next to it, though.”

Bookbinders was the three-story metaphysical store on top of the hill, right on the edge of Red Mountain. It had been there for decades or so I’d heard, but I’d never been in there, because I’d never believed in it. 

Maybe that was about to change.
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It only took a couple more minutes to get to our destination, at least with Tamara’s driving. It was a wonder we hadn’t been pulled over yet.

“And here we are,” Tamara announced, slowing the car quickly.

I craned my neck to see, to the distinct cracking sound of popping bone. “You sure?”

Tamara winced faintly. “Yeah, of course. Why do you ask?”

“It just…doesn't look like a wizard’s house, that’s all.” It didn’t have chicken feet or gingerbread walls. It wasn’t even a tower, and I didn’t see any owls, bats, or black cats circling it in the sky. Just a typical little pre-50’s one-story clinging tenaciously to the side of the mountain; an old, red brick veneer bungalow on a heavy foundation that looked sturdy, but like it’d also seen better days. Its cross-gable roof sagged a little, as if it were sad and didn’t quite know why.

A couple of largely untamed rosebushes lurked beneath the battered brickwork pillars that flanked the steps up to the door, and blooming morning glories were scattered haphazardly across the flower beds below the windows. The front door itself was a sturdy, reinforced affair that didn’t seem to match the rest of the house, though it did match the thick, wrought iron bars crawling over every visible window. 

Bookbinders, sitting approximately one weed-strewn yard to the right, was altogether different. I’d seen it before in passing, of course, friends or coworkers pointing it out as we drove by; but now it felt, well, different. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something about the dark brown, wood-paneled three story with its ivy-covered, extended front porch, and dark-shuttered windows looked a whole lot more ominous than it ever had before. Especially the heavy, metal, circular sign out front covered in etched symbols. The imposing structure looked a lot more like a wizard’s house than the unassuming, depressed home sitting in front of us.

A robust, black, 70’s Chevy pickup with large, off-road tires and an extended bed peered at us dully from its place in the driveway as we pulled in, potentially suspicious of our motives. I gave it the eye right back and only stopped when Tamara got out and stared at me expectantly.

“You okay?” She brushed some of the vibrant purple back behind an ear as she gave me a concerned look. “Not freaking out, are you? Maybe nervous?”

I shook my head. “Nah.” I popped the passenger door and levered myself out, joints protesting noticeably.

“Wondering if it was a good idea to leave everything up to someone you just met?”

I snorted. “Maybe now.”

“Well, just remember,” she said, slipping around the car and cocking a hip, “if I was going to try anything funny…I’d make sure you enjoyed it.”

I choked a little as she started toward the house. As much a dead person could, anyway.

“Do we walk up and knock?” I queried as we approached the steps. “Since he’s a wizard, does he already know we’re coming?”

“Not…Exactly,” Tamara admitted. “But it’s better that way. He doesn't like visitors much.”

Wonderful.

Once up on the shallow concrete front porch, Tamara rapped sharply on the metal-reinforced door several times, peering into the dark front window as if to see if she could spot any movement inside. A few moments passed before the door was wrenched open, still safely anchored by a thick pair of chains, but moving aside enough to reveal a total letdown in the wizard department.

There was nothing wrong with Charles himself or at least what I could see of him. Not really. But the fact remained that he, like his house, just didn’t look like a wizard. A man somewhere in his thirties or so with short, utilitarian brown hair and a slight Native American cast to his skin tone and features with a serious case of “resting bitch face.” He wore a dark, heavy trench coat despite being indoors and was at least six feet tall, possibly more from what little I could see of him.

“Tamara. What do you want?” His tone was gruff and clipped as he scrutinized Tamara irritably before turning narrowed, wary eyes upon me instead. “And who the hell is this?”

“Hey, Charles! Nice to see you too. Got a minute?” She said it sweetly, leaning in closer, moving between us and recapturing his attention. “My friend Ashley here needs some help, and we’re looking for answers. Thought you might have a few.” She smiled up at the supposed wizard pleasantly.

“What kind of answers?” The tall wizard straightened as he glared down at us. Especially me. I was already getting the feeling that maybe he didn’t like my face or something. I caught a glimmer of someone moving in the darkness behind him and tilted my head, peering curiously into the dim room beyond.

Tamara defiantly shined a friendly smile at him. “You know, the kind I’d rather not talk about out here on the street, Charles.” She tilted her head and spoke insistently through her smile. “I think it could be very important.” 

Charles shifted so that I couldn’t see past him anymore, looking us both over once more with critical, cinnamon eyes. “Nope.” He started to close the door.

“Wait!” Tamara held out a hand to pause him, though I noticed she was careful not to touch the door or get near the threshold. “Charles, come on! Don’t be like that.”

The wizard glowered at her, but stopped just short of shutting the door in my new friend’s face. Obviously reluctant, he sighed heavily. “Tamara, there’s no way I’m letting whatever that thing is past my wards.” He eyed me pointedly. 

I blinked. While in a sense I could appreciate his bluntness, as I probably wouldn’t let me in either, the statement still caught me off guard. 

“Hell, I know who you are,” the standoffish wizard continued, redirecting his glare to the Moroi, “and I’m not inviting you into my house either. I’m not crazy, stupid, or suicidal.” He shifted as he spoke, staring down at Tamara with a firm frown, most of his body still concealed defensively behind the thick door.

The door wavered as Tamara spoke in the most forceful, possibly dangerous tone I’d heard from her. “Excuse me?” The tension between them hung heavy in the air for a moment until the alabaster skinned woman let out an audible sigh, releasing the irritation from her features. “Come on, Charles. You know me better than that.” She stared him down or rather, up, hands on hips.

I wanted to say something to help convince the crotchety wizard to help us, but I didn’t think “Hey, c’mon, what’s the worst that could happen?” was going to sway the man to our cause. So I just kept quiet.

“Give me one good reason why I should walk out there with that…thing. Much less invite it in.” He grunted and cut his eyes in my direction once more. I barely restrained myself from making a face at him.

“Geeze. You’ve known me for what, two or three years now? And I’ve injured, hurt, harmed and/or eaten you how many times again?” She was starting to sound irritated.

“Yeah, you’ll forgive me if the word of one vampire vouching for another doesn't do much to assuage me.” Slowly, the door once again started to creep closed. Once, I might have stuck my boot in the way, but here and now, it didn’t seem like the best of ideas.

“Charles…” She sighed, dropped her head for a moment, then lowered her voice, peering up at him through a fan of purple bangs. “She really needs some help, and I just don’t know the things you know. Just a few questions, and you have my word we mean you no harm.” She held his gaze for a moment silently before adding, “Please?” Charles hesitated more significantly at the imploring tones in her rich voice. And when Tamara leaned in closer to the door, he cautiously leaned toward her as well. “I think she’s a Strigoi.” I could tell he heard her, because his thick brown eyebrows shot up so fast they nearly flew off his face.

Charles straightened, taking a deep breath and rubbing a hand over his facial stubble, but the gesture couldn’t completely hide a considering, even intrigued expression. “There aren’t any more of those,” he interjected unconvincingly. I could hear his heartbeat starting to rise as it thudded dully and rhythmically in the background. “Besides, that would just be one more damn good reason for me not to get mixed up in...Whatever this is.” He gestured generally at the pair of us, but he no longer sounded so adamantly certain of himself.

No one said anything as he looked past us with distant, thoughtful eyes, staring off into the starry night sky and continuing to stroke his lack of a proper wizard’s beard. Suddenly, he exhaled sharply and shrugged. “Fine. Come around to the back patio.” He glanced at me briefly, then back to Tamara. “Mind the wards.” The reinforced door slammed in our faces without waiting for a response, but not before I heard him mumbling something grumpy about “trusting vampires.”

Together, we stared at the scuffs and shallow rents in the steel surface of Charles’ door for a moment before Tamara finally shrugged. “Well, that went better than expected.”
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Hug it out

 

I followed Tamara as we circled around the house, past the big black Chevy and through a gap in the low cobblestone wall standing its stony vigil around the back of Charles’ property. Situated as it was, right on the edge of a commercial district, with a sharp drop-off separating him from the nearest residences further down the mountain, I wasn’t sure the wall was really all that necessary, except maybe as a monument to just how much Charles enjoyed his privacy.

I didn’t know what wards were, but I stayed on the opposite side of Tamara and away from Charles’ house, just in case. I glanced over at her curiously. “So. He knew I was a vampire, just like that, but not what kind?” The more real this all became, the more it sank in, the more I wanted to know.

“It’s what I expected.” Tamara cursed under her breath as she stumbled over a garden hose, putting a hand on my arm to steady herself. “Thanks.” She smiled. “Anyway, powerful wizards like Charles can often see auras, spirits, energies—lots of stuff like that. Things that normal people or even some supernaturals or lesser magicians simply can’t perceive. Not that I know firsthand how it works, of course.”

“Good to know.” I stepped over the tangled, dirty hose, clearly visible to me even in the dim lighting.

 Charles’ back “patio” wasn’t really a patio. It had cheap patio furniture, though, sitting out under the dark, open sky just past the back door of his home, so I supposed that made it close enough. A small, round, glass-top table and four matching wire chairs clustered together for comfort in the middle of his narrow backyard. Short, fluffy fir trees along the back perimeter of his stone wall loomed over us, granting him a living privacy curtain to further separate him from his mundane, suburban neighbors just down the mountain. More morning glories flanked the back door, marching drunkenly in irregular lines across tilled patches of dirt, interspersed with other plants whose names I didn’t know. A couple of rectangular planting boxes sat under the dubious protection of the shallow roof overhang, packed dangerously full with a motley collection of herbs.

I looked to Tamara, curious what the decorum was for meeting a wizard, but she just plopped down in one of the waiting chairs and kicked back as if she owned it. I followed suit, but restrained myself from kicking my feet up on the table.  I seemed to have made a bad enough first impression on Charles just by existing, after all.

We didn’t wait long for Charles to make his appearance. The wizard opened his equally-reinforced back door and just stood there for a long moment behind the threshold, putting both of us through an extended, final scrutiny. Even when he came over to join us, he left the door partially ajar behind him; maybe he wanted an easy escape route in case of vampire attack.

He was even taller than I’d expected, almost intimidatingly so, though his utter lack of a giant, pointy hat did him nothing but a disservice. His heavy coat masked his true build, especially combined with the shapeless dark t-shirt and thick jeans underneath it, but as best as I could tell, he was fit and lean with no gut to be found. That day’s worth of stubble darkened his face beneath his dark cinnamon eyes, which, upon closer proximity and inspection, burned with not only a sharp intelligence but also a more-than-healthy dose of paranoia.

I noticed approvingly that at least he had a staff now, a long piece of thick, polished, stained hardwood only a foot or so shorter than himself. The head was a natural, intricately twisted knot of wood, like the still heart of an old tree, wound around and around with glittering silver and topped with a large, beautiful eagle feather. Almost every inch of its length was deeply carved with various runes and symbols similar to those adorning the Bookbinders’ sign next door, most of which were completely alien to me. Despite my ignorance of their meanings, I knew they were legit. The staff radiated with a thrumming, heavy power that hung in the air like a sound, vibrating just out of hearing range. 

“No reason to bring out the big guns, Charles.” Eyebrows raised, Tamara directed her gaze toward the staff, sitting up a little straighter. 

 “If she is what you think she is, there’s plenty of reason.” The wizard eyed me as he seated himself across from us. “A strange vampire at my home is always reason enough, anyway.” No one had ever really considered sarcastic, hundred and thirty pound me dangerous before. It almost felt like a compliment.

 “I’m probably asking the wrong person, but,” Tamara sighed, “don’t you think you’re being a little overly cautious?”

“No such thing.” Charles snapped off the answer like he’d prepared it ahead of time. I chuckled hoarsely, which was a mistake, because it immediately drew his harsh scrutiny once more. “We only ever make one big mistake, you know?” I fought the urge to shift uneasily or look away from his gaze until he finally turned his eyes to Tamara again. “So. Why do you think she’s Strigoi? It’s about two and a half centuries too late for that.”

Tamara huffed. “Don’t you think I know that, Charles? The Moroi know about as much about their lost kin as the Magisterium does.”

“Then you don’t need my help.” He picked up his staff from where it lay across his lap, as if to rise.

“Dammit, Charles, sit down,” Tamara finally snapped. “Remember, you owe me.”

Butt hovering an inch from the seat, Charles sighed and settled back into it.

Tamara took a shallow breath, wiping away her irritation. “I said my people do, not me personally. There’s a reason I’m here for your opinion instead of going to them, anyway. Can you tell for certain or not?”

“Maybe.” Charles had a pretty decent grumpy poker face, I had to admit. “But I’d like to know what made you think it in the first place.” He gave Tamara a firm look. “As far as everyone’s concerned, the Strigoi are hundreds of years in the grave now, so to speak. Most people wouldn’t even consider them a possibility these days. So what brought them to mind?” 

“Ah, well…” She ran a hand through the short, choppy back of her stylish violet and black hair, smiling a little sheepishly. “I’ve always been fond of the old tales, so I know them a lot better than a lot of Moroi. I just don’t know how true all of the details are.”

“So you long for the times when the Strigoi and Moroi ruled over humankind with an iron fist?” Charles gave her a flat, caustic look from across the table, drumming his fingertips along the length of his staff as if making a statement.

“That’s not what I mean at all, and you know it.” Tamara shot him an irritated look. I watched them go back and forth, arguing about me, and wondered if I should interject or just let it happen. “No, I miss how they were supposedly a good complement and counterbalance to my people. I miss how they helped keep the Sanguinarians in check; they were afraid of the Strigoi. And look how far their influence has spread with the Strigoi gone.” She glanced at me. “Well, mostly gone. Besides, you’ve got to admit that genocide was kinda unwarranted.”

Charles grunted noncommittally. “You’d be surprised how far people will go when they feel threatened.” He heaved another heavy sigh, settling his staff across his knees and steepling his fingers thoughtfully. “Or want power badly enough. All beside the point, though. Give me your evidence, so we can get this over with.”

“Let’s see.” She started ticking points off on her fingers. “Daylight aversion and unconsciousness. Big-ass metal claws. Superhumanly strong and tough. A lack of pain response. Almost no bleeding or heartbeat. Skin pallor. Some sharpened senses. And no reaction to salt or anything like that.”

The wizard considered for a moment before turning to me. “How long since you turned?”

“You make me sound like a moldy block of cheese.” I frowned, trying to tally up the missing time. My eyes caught a flicker of movement at his door; someone was standing there in the shadow, watching us. “Two days?”

“Hmm.” He thoughtfully rubbed his bristly not-beard again. “That’s way too soon for Jiangshi or Sanguinarians to become that strong. Assuming she’s telling the truth.” I bristled a little. “You sure she was human a couple of days ago?”

Tamara rolled her eyes, laying a calming hand on my sweatered arm. “Yes, Charles. I looked into it.”

He watched me closely from across the table. “No other type of vampire, then. Obviously not a changeling. No aversion to iron, so no other type of Fae. She could be possessed, I suppose…” He frowned. “But I’d like to think I’d know. Anyway, it should be easy to tell.” Charles rose, gesturing for us to do the same and leaning his staff against the table, obviously within easy reach.

“You can? That’s good.” Tamara smiled, as if a little relieved, and stood as well. I slowly followed suit. “I figured you could just, you know, tell.”

“Then you really don’t understand how it works.” Charles shook his head and paused to crack his knuckles, a gesture that made me a little nervous. “Yes, I see something in her aura. Something potent, something with touches of death. But I’ve never seen a Strigoi before to compare it. Luckily, there are always physical signs of vampirism, things she couldn’t hide.”

“That’s good.” I glanced at Tamara. “That is good, right?” She nodded, a hint of a smirk toying with the corners of her mouth.

“Mirror?” the wizard asked, seeming impatient. Or maybe anxious. He wasn’t easy to read, keeping his emotions hidden behind his stony, irritable visage. He held out a hand towards Tamara expectantly.

“What? Oh.” With a nod of comprehension, Tamara reached around and unzipped the little black hip pouch she seemed to carry in lieu of a purse, patterned to blend in so nicely with her skirt that I hadn’t even noticed it earlier. After a couple of seconds of fishing around in it, she tossed him a little round makeup mirror. “Will that do?”

Charles only grunted in response, busy angling the little black mirror in a way that I supposed let him see my reflection. After a moment, he grunted again. “Okay. Next.” Ignoring our curious expressions, he tossed the mirror back to Tamara, and she caught it with a too-quick snap of the wrist.

“What now?” I tilted my head, honestly curious. What about my new, dead self had I potentially not even noticed yet?

“Now,” he leaned in suddenly, “we compare fangs.” Stepping forward without warning, he reached out and seized my jaw in a large, calloused, scarred hand.

“Dur fuhk,” I rasped out indignantly, complaining at him through a crinkled face. I didn’t like strangers trying to touch me; I never had. Charles’ sudden invasion of my personal space set me on edge and caused that potent anger to spike again. With effort, I battled it back down, but for a moment it was all I could do not to snarl and smack his hand away or at least tear free of his grip.

 The whole time, he watched my eyes, judging, studying. “Open up,” he said after I’d gotten full control again. 

I twitched. I could feel his heartbeat in the warm flesh of his hand. Thump. Thump. Thump-thump. He wasn’t as nonchalant as he seemed. I hesitated.

“Charles, don’t be such an asshole.” Tamara stepped closer, trying to come to my rescue. I wondered if her Moroi powers enabled her to perceive the depths of my discomfort.

I raised a hand, warding her off. “I goth dis,” I mumbled insistently around his hand. I wanted to know what he knew. I could do this.

I opened my mouth wide and let the standoffish wizard stick his index finger in and tap around carefully. I supposed it was no weirder than several of the things that had happened over the last two days. Just like an awkward dentist’s appointment, right? Still, I was glad he found what he was looking for quickly enough, pulling gently, then more and more firmly at something rooted tightly in the upper half of my mouth. My probing tongue identified something that hadn’t been there before, not like it was now.

I have fangs? That’s kind of badass. I think. Maybe? In place of my first two molars on each side, now a set of sharp, pointy teeth stuck down what I guessed was at least half an inch. I didn’t know how I hadn’t noticed them before, but my mouth already seemed to have adjusted to their presence, as if I’d been this way for a long time.

Charles gave one final, firm pull before letting go; neither me nor my teeth budged in the slightest, no matter how hard he tugged. Then he stepped back and wiped his hand off on his coat. The tall magician retrieved his staff and rested his hands on the ornate end, considering the pair of us thoughtfully as Tamara moved to my side. 

“The reflection of her eyes isn’t what I expected,” Charles began.

“It’s not?” Tamara interjected with a frown.

“But it doesn't matter,” he continued. “You see,” the wizard began to pace while he spoke, though he made sure to keep me in sight wherever he moved. “Sanguinarians are the only type of vampire today to have fangs. Theirs are around an inch long, hollow, and almost completely retractable.”

“Hollow?” I blurted out. 

He nodded. “Like a snake’s, and for many of the same reasons. They use them to drain blood into their blood-storing organs, but they also use them to inject venom that calms their prey, keeps the blood from coagulating while they drink, and seals the wound after they’re done—with a side affect of addiction to boot.”

Tamara wrapped her arms around herself, as if abruptly cold.

Charles continued, “You can even pull a Sanguinarian’s fangs out with a quick jerk, though they typically grow back soon enough.”

I blinked my dry eyes. Did…did he just try to pull out one of my teeth? He’s a quick jerk.

“So you mean…” Tamara’s demeanor had shifted gears from downcast to excited. “Hers are different?”

Charles sighed. “In ancient lore, a name for the Strigoi was ‘Old Iron-Tooth.’ Diagrams depicted them with four fangs in two sets, hard as metal and deeply, firmly rooted, made for tearing the flesh of prey. And very definitely not hollow.” His expression grew almost unreadable, though his body language hinted at unease. “Like hers.”

“I knew it!” Without warning, Tamara threw her arms around me. It didn’t bother me nearly as much as Charles’ sudden contact had. “The Strigoi managed to survive! They’re not extinct after all!” She let go of me just as abruptly, the smile she flashed me turning to contemplation. “So, this means that—”

“That you two are about to get the hell off of my property?” The wizard queried hopefully.

The Moroi blinked at him in shock. “What? You can’t be serious. You don’t just spontaneously become Strigoi, you know. Someone has to bite you. Don't you get it?” Her face lit up. “There are more. In town. Turning people, maybe. How can you not want to know more? Don’t you want to know how they survived, where they’ve been, why they hid?”

“Nope.” Charles blinked cinnamon eyes as hard as stone. “I know there have to be more. That’s precisely why I want nothing to do with it. It has nothing to do with me.” Then he sighed and ran a hand through his short brown hair, seeming more tired than anything. “Look, Tamara, a creature like you, with some degree of humanity, is one thing. But why I should help a monster like that,” he gestured at me, “become a better monster is frankly beyond me. I’m done with being mixed up in stuff like that.”

 I opened my mouth to protest, worked my stiffened jaw, but what do you say to something like that?

“Charles—” Tamara began.

 “From everything I’ve read, things like her, like the Sanguinarians, they don’t just turn, they die.” He talked over her forcibly. “And when they die, their humanity dies with them. Maybe it takes longer for some than others, I don’t know. But eventually, it happens, and after that, there’s nothing left of the person they once were. They lose their soul and become a monster, driven by urges, power, and hunger.” He said it passionately, at first directing the speech toward Tamara, but at the end, his cynical red-brown eyes were staring into my own.

I couldn’t keep matching that gaze for long, and after a moment, my eyes dropped to the dirt. Is he right? It’s only a matter of time?

“No way.” Tamara’s firm response could have been a direct response to my thoughts. “The Strigoi were gone a century or two before you were born. You can’t judge people based on that.”

“Look, kid,” Charles huffed out a breath as he ran a hand through already mussed brown hair, “Ashley, was it?”

I nodded.

“You don’t seem a bad sort. Not yet, anyway.” He frowned as his expression softened. “So I don’t like being the bearer of bad news. But things are what they are, and I’m not going to sugar coat it either. Nothing I know indicates that this will turn out well for you.” 

Charles shook his head. “Those breaths you’re taking? It’s pointless air, only useful for talking. Eventually, your body will catch on and drop the habit. Someday, you’ll even forget what it was like. Eating will go the same way.” His expression was sober. “Sunlight kills. Fire kills. You’re weakened in running water, as it interrupts the inherent magic of self-animation. Same with staking, though anything solid through the heart will do the same. Blessed ground or anointed items can cause aversion, agony, and burns. You sleep like death itself during the daylight hours.” He glanced at his home over a shoulder. “You’re particularly vulnerable to a good threshold or warding; like Moroi and Fae, you can’t cross them unless invited.”

I winced, remembering the rising wave of terror I’d felt as dawn had approached. If I’d been out just a little longer or been just a little slower… For that matter, the knife I’d been stabbed with made more sense now too, just not the how, who, or why. Also, what if I’d been in the shower when our apartment had been invaded?

“Most notably, however,” Charles continued, “is the fact that you consume blood to survive. If you haven’t already, sooner or later, the hunger will get to you, and you’ll have to feed. On humans. You need blood, you kill people to survive, and you turn the ones you kill. Like an epidemic.” He cleared his throat. “That’s what being a Strigoi is like. You’re just not human any more.”

Tamara and I just stared at one another. There was little I could say in the face of Charles’ tirade of information.

“I’m sorry, for what it’s worth,” the magician said quietly. “But there’s no point in me sticking my neck out to save you. It’s too late for that. What’s already dead can’t be saved.” He glanced toward the house for barely a second before shrugging. “There’s also the fact that I just don’t want to get involved,” he admitted. “Getting tangled up in supernatural political bullshit isn’t good for my health.”

Silence reigned. A chill wind blew across the standoff in the wizard’s crappy little backyard, tugging absently at our clothes. I tried to get a handle on all of the existential despair Charles’ speech had riled in me, but the facts of the matter were pretty rough. “Guys,” I began with hoarse difficulty, “I didn’t come here to make trouble.” I managed to meet Charles’ stare again. “I really appreciate everything you’ve done so far. If you don’t want to get involved, I can respect that.” I turned to Tamara. “We should go.”

But the beautiful, alabaster vampire didn’t budge, instead locking stares with Charles. “You know, they say the Moroi are the most human of the vampires,” her voice was subdued but compelling. “Maybe of all supernaturals. We may not age, we may become stronger, faster, tougher than any human could, but we’re still born, we still grow up, we still share this same world. We still feel, bleed, care, and die, just like you do. Even the old Romanian and Slavic lore says we’re still mortal.” Her face was downcast. “Despite all that, they once said the same of us, that we’re doomed to be monsters parading around in a human shell. Many still do, whenever it suits them.” Her sapphire eyes flashed, suddenly blazing and fierce. “And I’m not buying it.”

“I don’t know if I can get involved anymore, Tamara.” The wizard said it softly, the words almost lost to the breeze, leaning on his staff as if it were now supporting him. “I just don’t. It never turns out well.”

“Charles,” Tamara said quietly, firmly, but not harshly, “last I checked, you’re the only full representative of the Grand Magisterium in what, a hundred miles? Even if you don’t want to trust my judgment of her character,” she gave the wizard a frown, “and even if you want to hide your head in the sand, you’re still involved, no matter what. You think if something’s going on, that whoever’s involved is going to just play nice and pretend you don’t exist?”

I watched them watch each other, an outside observer in something I didn’t fully comprehend. Charles wore his sturdiest frown yet, almost a scowl, but in the end, it was the magician who finally relented. “Fine.” He huffed the word out, his gruff voice heavy with resignation, taking a step toward the table and settling into one of the aged patio chairs with a grunt. “Let’s sit down and figure out what’s going on, at least.”
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Fortune favors the dead

 

“It’ll be okay, Charles.” Tamara settled herself across from him. A gentle pat on my arm directed the same sentiment toward me.

The wizard just blinked at her. “Why would you say that? That’s just asking for trouble.”

“He’s right, you know,” I interjected, reclaiming my chair and dropping heavily into it. “Murphy’s Law.”

The Moroi shook her head. “Please don’t. He doesn’t need any help being paranoid.”

“Hmph.” Charles grunted, staring up thoughtfully. “So the Strigoi are back, after so many years. Or, rather, they never left at all.” He looked at Tamara. “You know, if I were them, I’d be angry. At everyone. Especially at the Sanguinarians. I’d want revenge. And more.”

“Is that what you think they want here in town?” I asked. “Vengeance or something?”

“Well, Birmingham is a major seat of Sanguinarian power,” Tamara remarked. “But why turn just you? Why single you out?” She turned to Charles. “And why now? Does anyone else know the Strigoi are here or even still exist, and what happens if they find out?”

“They may just be passing through, keeping concealed. Laying low.” He made a distasteful face. “Which would mean everyone that does know is a liability.”

“Well, those things that attacked me back at our apartment certainly seemed a lot like me.” I frowned, thinking it over.

Charles’ eyebrows shot up again. “Say what? If you think you were attacked by other Strigoi, it suggests a few interesting considerations, like—” 

“Charles!” A stranger’s voice rang out from the house, the back door now open wide. The person framed by the dark, open doorway looked like a young man, a teen with short, messy red hair, skinny and normal in his faded Metallica t-shirt and ragged black jeans. He seemed familiar, but I didn’t recognize his face. “Bookbinder’s is on the phone! They need to talk to you about…” He glanced the two of us non-humans over warily. “About the thing! From earlier!”

The wizard twisted awkwardly, trying to keep me in his peripheral vision while eyeballing the young man. “I told you to stay inside! Where it’s safe.”

Tamara sighed and rolled her eyes.

“But they said it’s important!” As if for proof, the kid held up an old-fashioned landline phone, complete with stretched-out, curly cord.

“Goddammit.” Charles grumbled as he rose, picking up his staff and giving us both a flat look. “I trust you’ll still be here when I get back.” I almost expected him to walk backwards into the house, to keep us in view, but he didn’t. He just kept glancing over his shoulder to ensure we hadn’t moved.

I tried to use the moment of silence to relax a little, and when that failed, I looked over at Tamara. “So. He’s fun.”

The Moroi mixed an amused smile with a long-suffering sigh. “Charles? He’s not so bad… Sometimes, anyway. I’m sorry he was so rude to you. I knew he might not like this, but I didn’t know who else I could trust to talk to.”

“Well, if you trust him, that’s good enough for me. No worries.” I managed a thin, tired smile. “Who’s the kid?”

“That’s Corey. Charles’ apprentice.” Tamara propped her leather platforms back on top of the dusty glass table and folded her arms behind her head. “I don’t know the details, but Charles took him in off of the streets a while back and started training him in magic.”

I mulled that over. “Good to know he’s not a total asshole, then.”

Tamara shrugged noncommittally.

We waited Charles out until he returned, pausing at the door to argue with the younger man. “Fine, then. I told you to stay safely inside, but if you’re not going to listen to my good sense, then you can at least be useful. Bring us something to drink.” He only made it a couple of steps away from the door before he turned back toward the house and raised his voice. “And make mine whiskey. I’m going to need it.” Tromping over, he looked at us with a sigh. As he moved to sit, the tall magician gestured at us, or at least towards Tamara, in his first show of hospitality. “Either of you want anything?”

“No thanks,” I replied. “I’ll pass. The last thing I had didn’t do much for me.” Charles eyed me, and I only belatedly wondered if he thought I meant a person.

“Sure,” Tamara replied easily. “I’ll have a Ramos Gin Fizz, on the rocks with a slice of orange on the side.” The wizard replied with an unamused, flat stare. “Kidding, geeze. Whatever’s fine.” 

Charles gestured dismissively toward his apprentice, who scurried back inside in a hurry. The wizard didn’t seem keen on talking immediately, turning his attention instead to a small notebook he’d brought back from the house. So we waited out a couple more minutes of quiet as a group until Corey returned, bearing a tray of hastily-made sandwiches, along with a couple of soda cans and a tall bottle of Jack Daniels. 

The kid might have been sixteen or seventeen. Maybe. But if so, it was a stretch, because he didn’t look it. His wild red hair matched the copious freckles scattered across fair skin, and his frame was still in the process of filling out his adult-sized Master of Puppets shirt. He still seemed familiar, and it was starting to bother me, like a mental itch I couldn’t scratch.

“Charles, what’s that smell?” The boy crinkled his nose in disgust. “It’s like something died out here.” He looked up at me, met my eyes with his green ones.

That’s when I realized where I’d seen him before.

He gasped. Sandwiches, cokes, and bottle all tumbled into the dirt.

All the events of the last day or so abruptly came crashing back in on me, undeniable, barely even manageable. Flashes of Cam-Kong’s savagery and the murky images of the blood-chilling creatures from the other night and this morning haunted me, leaving me reeling, clutching the table, fighting the urge to try to flee the fleeting images.

She held me by the throat. My eyesight was growing so dim I could barely make out a pale face, dead blue eyes, and blond hair. A petite girl shrouded in shadow, with thick fangs and a twisted smile that implied unnatural hunger, an expression that seemed so wrong on her young face. She whispered something inaudible as she leaned in, and the pain surged as I uselessly struggled against fate.

“Hey!” A young male voice rang out, pitched high with alarm. I could barely move, life running dry, but she shifted enough for my head to loll to the side, allowing me catch a glance at a skinny kid in dark clothes and flame colored hair.“Get away from her!” 

Her face twisted as she snarled, her visage contorting just in time to catch a rippling bolt of fire, lancing from the boy’s hands like a living serpent of flame. I was dropped to the ground, discarded for the second time that night, as the fire latched hungrily onto her. The shrieking was loud at first, so very loud, but quickly got quieter, further away. Someone leaned in over me, mouth moving silently, but all I could make out was red hair and green eyes, because apparently it gets really hard to notice details when you’re dying.

“Ashley? Are you okay?” Tamara’s worried voice greeted me as I ripped myself free from the sudden recollection. 

“Yeah, never better,” I rasped. I could feel where my fingernails had dug angry trails into the metal arms of Charles’ worn patio chair. Tamara frowned, obviously unconvinced, her pale hand a light touch of concern on my arm.

By the time I shook off the flashback, Charles was already at the boy’s side, staff between him and us. “What’s wrong?” He rescued the bottle of Jack from the dirt. “I told you I wouldn’t let either of them hurt you.”

“It’s not that.” Corey’s back was turned as he crouched, picking up fallen food and drinks, his voice shaking under a cracked layer of false bravado. “It’s nothing.”

“The hell it is,” Charles grumbled. His voice grew quieter, more considerate. “She was the one you ran into, wasn’t she?” He put a comforting hand on his apprentice’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Just tell me.”

“What is he talking about?” Tamara’s hand tightened on my arm.

“You,” I hesitated, my voice hoarse and hard to manage. “You tried to save me.”

“You were dying,” the red haired boy said finally, rising and turning to face me, clutching the silver tray defensively. I flinched, even though I’d known a statement like that was coming. “The day before yesterday. After midnight.” Tamara put a comforting hand on my shoulder.

The teen opened his mouth hesitantly to go on, but it was Charles that spoke, returning to the patio table and pulling out a chair for the younger man, then ushering him into it. “Corey saw the Strigoi that was turning you.” The older magician’s eyes were unreadable. “Said he heard a noise, like a gasp, down an alley. Investigated, saw someone struggling. He tried to save them, and things went south quick.”

“Wow…” I breathed out slowly, habitually, uselessly. “Thanks. For what you tried to do, I mean.” 

Corey didn’t look up, instead fiddling with an old lighter in his lap. After a moment, he simply nodded.

“What the fuck, Charles,” Tamara exclaimed, making me start. “If you knew that, why didn’t you say something earlier? Did you know what was going on here the whole time?”

The magician shook his head irritably. “Because I only now put it all together, alright? I’d thought he stumbled across a Sanguinarian feeding, and was lucky to be alive.” The edge of his irritation faded as he ran his hand through his hair, fetching the final unoccupied chair for himself and thumping into it heavily. “You know,” he met Tamara’s sapphire eyes, “If you don’t trust me a little here, we’re not going to make it very far.”

The Moroi blinked. “Look who’s talking.”

Charles considered, then shrugged. “Fair enough.” He turned his attention back to his young apprentice. “That’s her, then? You’re sure?”

Corey nodded. “Yeah,” he replied after a moment. “It’s her. But,” he hesitated again, finally looking up at Charles. “I thought you said not to tell anyone.” 

I furrowed my brow. “Why is it a secret, if you didn’t know about the Strigoi then?”

“Because,” Tamara cut across Charles’ sigh, “like most mages with strong talent, they both fall under the governance of the Magisterium. Who happens to have very strict rules about how and when untrained magic users are allowed to cast spells.”

Charles’ face was a study in resigned frustration. “This just had to get more complicated, didn’t it.” It didn’t sound like a question. He ran a large hand roughly over his face before looking back up at me. “In the truest sense of ‘power corrupting,’ using magic to solve your problems can be both addictive and self-destructive. Used unwisely or before you’re able to handle it, it can lead to harmful, reckless behavior.”

Tamara nodded. “Things like using your magic in public, for combat, or with lethal force are all regulated by the Magisterium.”

“At least until you’re considered trained,” he elaborated. “Those that don’t have the proper licenses for those acts are considered too great of a… liability.” Corey shifted uneasily, perhaps scared. Or nervous. His heart rate was up, either way. Charles dropped a hand protectively onto the boy’s shoulder again. “I’d appreciate if we could let the matter drop.” 

I cast around for a change of topic, but Tamara beat me to it. “So,” she nodded at the notebook, “how’s the investigation going?”

“Not well.” He tossed the pad down on the table, as if angry or disgusted at it. 

“Hold on,” I rasped. “What are we talking about?” 

Tamara gave me a sad smile. “There’s been some trouble the last few weeks. Some disappearances in town.” She frowned, her concern obvious. “Mostly young, all women. And not just your normal Magic City crimes, but people disappearing all over town. Just poof, even gone in broad daylight, no witnesses. Usually, looking into this might fall on the Magisterium, but since around here, that’s just Charles,” she nodded toward the wizard, “the ladies that run Bookbinder’s got involved to try to help. And since they’re friends of mine, I got involved to see if I could use my connections to help.” The Moroi eyed Charles. “What happened?”

Charles’ face was grim. “Over the last few days, the rate of disappearances has skyrocketed.” He pulled small reading glasses out of his coat, nudged them firmly onto his nose, and peered at the notebook. “I’ve got the three most recent victims right here, all taken in the last thirty-six hours at most. Emilie Colbert, Jennifer Reynolds, and Lori Harper.”

My cold, dead blood turned to solid ice in my veins.
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As fast as we can to stay where we are

 

“Lori?” I snapped, jolting stiffly upright, sending my chair flipping forcefully to the ground. Charles leapt to his feet, Corey not far behind him, but I paid them no mind.

“Ashley…” Tamara held out a soothing hand, but I didn’t want soothing; I wanted confirmation. Taking a ragged breath, I snatched the yellow, ruled notebook off of the table. It was covered in a neatly-printed laundry list of names, over two dozen in total. 

And down at the bottom, the final one engraved in fresh black ink, so intimately familiar, was my girlfriend’s. Lori Harper. My lover. Number twenty-six.

Tossing the pad down on the dingy glass surface with a hard thump, I sat down abruptly, forgetting my chair had went its own merry way. I landed hard on the grass and earth instead, feeling neither embarrassment nor pain. 

“You know her.” Tamara nodded, reaching for the pad as realization dawned in her brilliant blue eyes. “She’s the girl you told me about. The one you tried to call.”

“I’ve been with her for over two years, so yeah, you could say I know her.” Bitterness warred with fear in my tattered voice, and I paused to swallow both of them down. “She’s my girlfriend.” I glared up at the wizard and his apprentice from my seat in the dirt, anger simmering but lacking a target, daring them to make an issue of it. “I saw her just before my shift, yester… I mean, a couple days ago.”

I’d spent the whole time since waking up in that damned alley with the persistent concerns of where Lori was, if she was safe, and was she stressing out over my disappearance. And then, how she was going to react to the…new me.

But she’d been gone the whole time. 

Ignoring my  creaking bones, I got back on my feet. “I’ve got to do something.” I didn’t care what, just something, and after my death and today’s revelations, I knew I could. I’d be double-damned if I was going to sit on my ass if Lori was in trouble. I looked to Tamara; she’d helped me so far. “There was some strange shit in my apartment. Maybe we could start there?” 

Nodding, the Moroi looked to Charles, who was still standing warily and protectively in front of a nervous Corey. “That’s more than we’ve had to go on so far.” She eyed the wizard. “Assuming you’re willing to help.”

“I’ve always been willing to help them. Notice how the people next door are calling my house with updates? Just because I’m not out beating the streets doesn't mean I’m not helping. Those girls need saving.” He pursed his lips, casting me a spare glance. “Throwing vampires into the mix only complicates matters.”

“Well, I’m doing something,” I said flatly, struggling to keep my voice from dropping to a growl. “So if you’re not going after them, just get out of my way.”

Charles frowned, lowering his staff. “You don’t know what you’re getting into. It could be a hundred things, none of them pleasant, and none of them easy to do anything about.” He drew himself up to his full, intimidating height. “But make no mistake, if something supernatural is abducting these people in my town, there’s gonna be hell to pay.”

Tamara slipped closer and took my arm as my rage started to calm, the hint of dark red dropping from my vision. “We need his help. He’s the only Magisterium-trained magician in the area we can turn to.”

“Help is fine,” I growled, “As long as it’s actually help.”

Charles’ bushy brows furrowed in irritation. “Fine, then. Tell us where to go, and we’ll be there. Let’s get this done.” He glanced at Corey. “Get my bag ready.” The boy nodded once and rushed off toward the house.

I finished calming down as I gave him my address and how to find our apartment, along with an overview of what I’d found there before. He sketched it all down in neat print in the same notebook with Lori’s name, nodding all the while. 

When I finished with the basics, he flipped the little notebook shut with a snap and a puff of air, eyeing me critically. “I can’t believe I’m helping you,” Charles sighed.

I gave him my best winning grin, but quickly sobered. “Uh, as a note of caution, the last time I went to my apartment, there were monsters there.”

“Good.” Charles hefted his staff. “Then I won’t have to go looking for them.”
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“So,” Tamara looked over at me, breaking the silence as she took a sharp turn. Once, her driving would have had me on edge but not anymore. It wasn’t like she was going to get me killed. “I can tell you’re upset, you know. Is it what Charles said?”

I shifted uncomfortably as her observations hit close to home. “Well, what if Charles is right?”

“About which part?” She glanced back at the road.

I cast my eyes down toward the floorboard. “It’s just… Since waking up only a couple of days ago as a...vampire...I’ve already hurt people. Maybe even killed someone.” I frowned, waving a hand preemptively. “And yeah, I know, they were trying to kill me first. But does that make it okay? This whole thing doesn't seem like the… old me, I guess.” I looked back up at Tamara’s profile “It’s scary, okay?”

“You’re not a monster.” She caught my eyes for a moment, peering deeply into them. “I don’t believe that’s you, Ashley. I know we just met, but I can tell you still feel that you’re doing what you think you have to.” She shook her head firmly. “You don’t know what you would have done before, if you had to, in order to survive or to protect those you care about. We never know for sure until we’re in those situations. It’s not the same world it was two days ago, you know? And sometimes survival makes you…” Sadness flickered across her fine alabaster features and was gone. “My point is, you still have a choice. We both do.”

She made sure to catch my attention before finishing her thought. “You have to believe that. If you don’t or you stop, you let other people take that choice from you.”

“Except now, I’m doomed to be a monster eventually. Right?” Was that vampire-brand existential dread creeping in?

Tamara frowned, seeming bothered, maybe even aggravated. “Well, you’re still you. ‘Dying’ or whatever, it doesn't change that. At least, it doesn't have to.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Look, you survived all of that stuff that happened to you the last couple of days, right? If you can do that, I’m damn sure you can pick yourself back up and keep going now.”

“Charles seems to feel differently about it.”

“Yeah? Well, fuck Charles.” The pale vampire in the driver’s seat scoffed and tossed her violet hair in disgust. “Charles thinks that everything inhuman is some degree of monster. It’s a view the Magisterium encourages, because it suits the purposes of the wizards in charge. I don’t believe it’s ever so cut and dry. And neither should you.” I opened my mouth, but she cut me off. “Am I a monster? Is that what you think?”

“I, um.” I floundered, my momentum stolen by her point. “No? No. Not so much… You seem pretty human to me, I mean, you’ve been nice, and I appreciate—”

“I’m not fishing for gratitude. That’s not the point.” She sighed. “Look. I’m just as much of a monster as you. More, even. You do realize I was born this way?”

I frowned. “Mortal vampire… I guess I’m still associating vampires with being turned.”

“Well, every other kind of vampire is turned, but not us. Moroi have children. Our powers run through family bloodlines, bloodlines carefully cultivated by the Moroi powers-that-be. You’re born, and you become fully Moroi by the time you’re far into puberty. There’s no way out, not really. They don’t give you a choice.” She stared ahead at the road. “I never even had the chance to be simply human, like you did.”

“I’m sorry. I mean, that sucks. I didn’t know.” I felt lame before the words even left my mouth, and my hopelessness died in the presence of my sympathy and embarrassment. I was also pretty certain she was right. She had to be. “I get what you’re trying to say. I guess it’s just…”

 “A lot to take in. Big changes.” She nodded, glancing at me again. “The supernatural world… It’s still been rough for me, even after being eased into it for years by my family. I can’t imagine what it’s like for you: everything you know being turned upside down in a few hours. And now, on top of that, your girlfriend going missing… I’m really sorry. I can feel how much you care about her.” Tamara shifted in the plush leather driver’s seat. Could she literally feel how I felt about Lori?

I stared blankly out at the dark, bland segments of city, all of it blurring together into a nearly featureless morass. We were heading into more familiar territory, now. I recognized these roads. “You really think we can help her?” Determination and hope were great and all, but I would have preferred confidence.

Tamara turned enough to give me a subdued, sober smile. “Honestly? I can’t promise you that. But I can promise you something else.” She looked into my eyes for a moment as she slowed the car, turning into my apartment’s parking lot, Charles’ large black truck left behind long ago in the night. “You and I, we’ll do everything we can to find Lori and get her out of this mess, whatever it may be.” She eased the sports car into an empty spot and killed the engine before glancing my way again. “Deal?”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. Tamara had helped me so much already, and here she was offering to stick her neck out for me even more. I nodded once. “Yeah, I...Yeah.”

The vampire squeezed my trembling hand once, gently, then climbed out of the car. Ready to face monsters by my side, just to help me, a girl she’d just met, save a girl she didn’t even know.

And they called her a monster.
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Longing to stay, needing to go

 

“See anything out of place?” Charles queried me. He and his apprentice had shown up within a few minutes of us, just enough time for me to get inside and compose myself with a little comforting reassurance from Tamara. The thought of coming back to our home and knowing Lori wouldn’t be here, that maybe she was out there somewhere, hurt like I had been hurt earlier or worse… It wasn’t easy to swallow.

At least, unlike some people, I didn’t have issues about inviting people inside.

“Not really.” My response was half serious, half dripping sarcasm. Police tape barred the damaged door frame, the walls and floor near the bathroom were broken inward, and shattered shards of window littered the carpet from where my short battle and dramatic exit had broken the window. There was a lot I imagined didn’t come standard in a modern apartment. 

I’d come in expecting the place to be wrecked, trashed even. But aside from the damage I’d witnessed—or caused—during my last visit, everything was deceptively normal. 

“Let’s start at the beginning.” Tamara took center stage in the middle of the living room, holding Charles’ little yellow notebook in one hand and turning to slowly survey my living space. “Her car’s still out front. No one’s seen it move for at least a day. Your neighbors haven’t seen anyone come or go, right up until the disturbance earlier today.” She ticked the points off matter-of-factly, each one an invisible arrow to my heart. “And her work said she missed two days in a row with no returned calls.”

As our desktop booted up, I closed the unseen note I’d left for Lori with a heavy breath, instead popping open her digital calendar. “Nothing on here’s changed since last I saw it,” I rasped. “And if she’d called in, work obviously would have known.” Lori’s workplace loved her; they’d have been eager to help find her if they could have. 

Well, with the exception of one person in particular, who seemed like he loved Lori a bit too much. I could feel the solid presence of my new fangs as I ground my teeth with barely-repressed animosity. 

“Which is strange,” Tamara frowned, finishing her quick examination of our place. “Because that means Lori’s been missing almost as long as you have.”

I shook my head. It was hard to think through the anger, the fear. I did my best to push it away. “She should have been here. She should still be here. I don’t know what’s going on.”

“That means there should be something here to find, then.” Charles stated in a reasonable tone. Behind him, Corey wandered around, picking up things and looking at them seemingly at random. I resisted the urge to tell him to stop. “If this really is supernatural, it’ll have left traces we can find. The hard part is just figuring out what they mean.” 

I nodded. That, I could help with. The first half, anyway. “Then let me show you the kitchen.” I took Charles into the next room over, and the others trickled in behind, slowly crowding around the island splitting our small kitchen in two. The blackened, heat-warped streak still marred the floor and stove like it had before, a garish burn scar deforming the tranquility of our home. 

“That’s…not normal,” Corey offered anxiously. “Did something melt the floor? And the stove?”

“No normal heat would do this. Not in this manner.” Charles stepped over the fallen stool without disturbing it and knelt beside me, sweeping his fingertips over the sooty markings smeared across our hardwood just like I had, several hours ago. Nothing came off on his fingers, either. “Something smells burnt, though.” I picked up the blackened pot of noodles and aimed them at the wizard. He frowned. “Maybe that. Maybe.”

“It’s cold in here, too,” Corey added, sticking close to Charles and away from both vampires as much as possible. 

“Is it?” I asked. I honestly couldn’t tell, though I doubted dead girls got cold easily.

Tamara nodded. “Yeah. There’s a chill in the air. In here and in the living room, too.”

Charles rubbed his face thoughtfully, standing and leaning against the island. “When you got the apartment manager’s report,” he looked at Tamara, “did they mention the fire alarm going off recently or anything?”

The Moroi glanced over the notepad, then shook her head. “Nope. Not that they mentioned.”

“Hmmmm.” Charles stepped back into the living room, his dark eyes picking over everything. “I can’t put my finger on what I’m feeling, exactly.”

“But you do feel something?” I asked, my voice hoarse and eager.

He blinked at me flatly. “I hope I don’t have to tell you something supernatural happened here.” His voice turned thoughtful again. “But the devil’s in the details, as they say. Hopefully not literally.” The wizard mumbled the last bit. “Let’s split up and look. Keep an eye out for details that don’t make sense, strange feelings or thoughts, anything.”

We spread out, overlapping each others’ searching. I made my way slowly through our apartment, looking over our familiar things, determined to find something, anything that helped. The two potential Strigoi that I’d encountered before had left the apartment as untouched as if they’d never been here in the first place—except, of course, for the signs of the conflict I’d initiated myself. 

I idly wondered what the police or landlord or neighbors had made of the damage done to the living room wall, what with the vaguely Ashley-shaped indention and snapped wall stud or the place in the hardwood where I’d literally stomped my killer into the floor. Past that, my attempts to find anything useful or helpful were frustrated. The bedroom and rest of the house was untouched, neither by a returning Lori nor anything else, and the only strange feelings that arose as I explored were my own. Hell, I couldn’t even locate my own pile of bloodied clothes where I’d kicked them off in the bathroom, just the smear and smudge from where I last remembered them.

When we reconvened in the living room, everyone else was similarly empty handed. 

“I feel something out of place, but my senses can’t really pin it down. No echoes of strong emotion here, which raises a few more questions,” Tamara said, giving me an apologetic smile.

Charles turned his gaze to Corey, who looked surprised and reluctant to be suddenly thrust into the spotlight. “Um, nothing?” The boy glanced around, avoiding everyone’s eyes before lowering his own. “Just those lingering cold spots that don’t make sense, and…” Charles gave him an encouraging nod. “I went back to that spot on the floor. It felt warm—No. More like the memory of being hot.”

I could only shrug uselessly when Charles looked toward me in turn. “Nothing that I haven’t already shown you.”

“Well,” Charles grunted after a moment of thoughtful silence, “this place is a dead end, then.”

“What? No way!” I wheeled on him, grabbing the couch for balance as my clumsy footing caught the carpet and forced a stumble. “We need to find something we can use.”

“And we will. In due time.” He met my eyes solidly, not backing down in the face of my flaring temper. “Look, we can’t save anyone if we rush blindly into trouble and get ourselves killed.” He looked around at our motley little group. “The fact is, there are clues here, we’re staring them in the face, but we don’t know what we have. Not yet. Like that scene in the kitchen. I just need more to go on.” He cut his eyes toward Tamara. “We need access to some of the other abduction sites.”

I reined myself in. “Oh. To see if anything matches up.”

The flawless vampire pulled out her smartphone with a casual shrug. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Give me a minute.”

Charles nodded. “Excellent. Hopefully things we see elsewhere will give the clues here more meaning. Or maybe whatever did this will simply be sloppier at another site. Besides, we can always come back.” He turned back toward the kitchen, cinnamon eyes half lidded. “In there… it’s something, that’s for sure. A disruption from Next Door. A cold spot in a warm world. Or vice versa. Something that’s not supposed to be but undeniably is. A lingering presence that seems confined to that room, something the reality we know rebelled against.” He frowned heavily, seeming almost anxious, and started for the door. “I’ve got a few ideas, but none of them are pretty.”

I missed a step as my brain tried to sort through what the wizard was saying and had to hurry to catch up. “Wait, what do you mean by next door? I don’t even know my neighbors’ names.” 

“Not like that.” Charles illustrated his lack of patience with a sigh and a flat expression. “It’s the common term for the...I guess you’d call it the spirit world, though that term is near-meaningless these days. But it’s more than that. It’s the source of all magic, just out of sight of normal people, existing right beside our material world, all the time.”

I blinked. That made sense more easily than I’d expected. “Oh. Next Door. Gotcha.”

The wizard huffed his approval, seeming surprised. “Good.” He gave a last look around before pushing the front door open. I followed him reluctantly, hesitant to leave without answers. Or Lori. “Every magical effect or creature ultimately draws its power from sympathetic places Next Door. I do it consciously to cast spells; many creatures do it unconsciously, like breathing, simply to exist.” He paused with his hand on the door handle, giving me a look I could almost have construed as sympathetic.

“I, um…” I hesitated again, turned to see Tamara staring at me with a sad frown. “Give me a minute. I should get a... change of clothes.”

Charles grunted and nodded. “Definitely. Meet you at the Jennifer girl’s place, then.” He and his tagalong left quickly. Tamara hesitated and stayed.

“I’ll leave you alone for a minute,” she said finally. “You know, to change.” She slipped out behind them.

There was nothing wrong with the clothes Tamara had lent me, but I wanted something more comfortable, more me. Right now, I felt I needed a bit of familiar comfort. So I found some fresh clothes—clothes no one had died in yet—and got changed into yet another black tank top and a black hoodie with a skull on the front. I left the loose-fitting hip-huggers she’d given me where they were, though; I actually kind of liked them, and I seriously doubted that she’d want them back now that I’d wound-leaked into them. 

A glance in the mirror showed me looking like some punk-goth vampire imitator, which I felt was only too appropriate. At least now I could be wearing something both thematically appropriate and wound-concealing. Then I sprayed on an assload of body spray for good measure.

And at some point in all of that, I paused long enough to discover that vampires can’t cry. At least, not Strigoi.
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Mister wizard

 

The next place we looked into wasn’t so different that my own home, despite being in an apartment complex on the other side of town that I’d never known existed. Whoever had designed it had an unwholesome love for the color mauve. Some of the furniture was nicer and different art hung on the walls. If there were other major differences, I couldn't put my finger on them.

In a way, I was glad to leave my home behind, for now putting my back to the emotions sparked by simply being there. I was determined that when I went back, it would be with my Lori.

Tamara had charmed the people in charge of the office complex out of a proper key, along with permission to enter and look around—the latter, apparently, was the only way she and I were getting in at all. But by the time we got to the door, Charles and Corey had already broken in.

 “Magic, remember?” The older man wiggled his fingers at my confused expression. “No point in wasting time.”

Far be it for me to argue with that. “So what do we look for here?”

Tamara cleared her throat and flipped through some notes on her phone; Charles had repossessed his little notebook on the way out of my apartment. “Really the same scenario as Lori’s abduction.” She glanced at me. “Missing a couple of days like several of the other girls. Her disappearance was noticed by friends, family, and work, and was subsequently reported to the police, at which point the magical community caught wind of it.”  

She frowned through the rest of the notes. “I think we got lucky on how similar this is. She also seems to have gone missing from her home, as her car is outside, she’s not with friends or family, and police reports say no one’s confirmed to have seen her in at least twenty-four hours.”

We split up again and went through our search routine. This time, I was determined to find something that would link the pair of “crime scenes” together.

And after about ten minutes of searching, I found it.

“Got something,” I called, my voice a hoarse echo that struggled to penetrate the house’s empty air. Almost immediately, Charles darkened the bedroom doorway, and two heads peeked in past him. “What do you make of this?” Cast in clear-cut shades of gray, the trailing end of another burn mark peeked out from under a delightfully fluffy canopy bed. Underneath, I could see the full length of the heat-warped scar marring the floor, the pattern and color of the two-toned wood flooring running together like melted crayons. My sense of smell wasn’t what it used to be, but I was pretty certain I caught a vague whiff of something burnt lingering on the air. “Odd place to be cooking noodles, don’t you think?”

“Not sure I see what you mean.” Charles flicked on the overhead lights and leaned this way and that, eyes narrowed, peering at the dark under the bed.

“Here.” I leaned over and braced myself, but needn’t have bothered. The bottom end of the spacious king bed came off the floor without me even exerting myself, and I held it there effortlessly, one-armed. I kicked some half-melted candles, leather straps, and a pair of fur-lined handcuffs out of the way, providing an unobscured view of the warped floor. 

After pausing to eye me warily, Charles sunk down onto his haunches and crept his way beneath the bed. “This isn’t…” Charles trailed off, touching his fingers to the ashen smear, then holding them close to his nose and mouth, then leaning even lower and inhaling deeply. His nose spasmed, and he cursed. “I didn’t even check the last one. Damn, I’m stupid. ”

I exchanged a glance with Tamara as she stepped into the room. “What did you find?”

“I’d just show you, but you wouldn’t understand the significance.” He shrugged.

“Do you smell sulfur or something?” I probably watched too much television. 

“No.” He shook his head. “More like ozone.” Crouch-walking his way out from under the bed, he took his staff back from Corey and levered himself to his feet with a groan. “You see, when something comes from Next Door, there’s typically a discharge of energy, similar to electricity.” He frowned, his face darkening. “But it would take a truly powerful working to leave traces that linger this long after the fact.”

“There’s also this,” I commented, holding the bed above my head as I bent down and pointed. “Looks like fingernails.” A shallow set of scratches were etched into the wood, like someone’s final protest. Or a warning. “They lead right up to the center of the melted part and disappear.” My spine popped loudly as I rose. I eyed Charles. “But what does all of this mean?”

“Something reached across from Next Door here. And it took someone back with it.” He abruptly strode away, heading for the living room. Behind him, I shared a shrug with my Moroi friend as we followed. Corey was already tossing the bulky rectangular duffle bag he’d been carrying onto Jennifer’s ugly mauve couch by the time we got into the room, unzipping it with a breath of effort. 

I cleared my throat. “Okay…” I followed him, and Tamara followed me. “Wait. I thought you said shit like this couldn’t just cross thresholds.”

“No,” he corrected me absently as he rummaged through the bag, stuffed to the brim with objects I couldn’t easily identify. “I said you can’t, as in Strigoi, Moroi, Fae, and, I think, Jiangshi. Some other things, too. But not everything.”

I blinked. “So some things can just reach into your house and, well, jank you?”

“Yes. If they have a link. Very powerful ones don’t even need that. Now hush and let me concentrate.”

I looked at Tamara. “Is it just me, or did the world just get a lot smaller and creepier?” I rasped quietly.

She just shrugged helplessly back at me. “Hun, this is the only world I’ve ever lived in.”

Now there’s a dose of perspective, I thought. With Corey’s help, Charles pulled out a series of strange objects, the tools of his trade, considering each one before either gathering them up or having his apprentice stuff them back into the bag. I saw two more short rods, one of blackened iron, one of silver, both ornamented. A crystal pyramid followed, then an ornate dreamcatcher, a big sturdy hourglass, and several other intriguing objects that I couldn’t study as long as I would have liked before they went back into the bag. The wizard kept out an old pair of pillar candles as long as my forearm and thicker around, one black, one red, and both carved totem-style with animals, along with a big black velvet bag. Out of a concealed corner of his heavy coat came a tiny gray bag.

Then he brushed past the lot of us without a word, taking his armload of fancy magician accoutrements with him to the bedroom. 

“Does he need wizard alone time or something?” I looked over at Corey in hope of answers, but the boy just shrugged and avoided my gaze, pulling out his phone and popping an earbud into one ear. Maybe he was too young to get the joke. Determined to be involved, I strode into the bedroom as well, Tamara on my heels.

“Move the bed so I can get closer to that burn mark,” the wizard commanded quietly the moment I stepped inside. I twitched and narrowed my eyes but stepped around him and did as he asked, scooping the bed out of the way. “Now get out,” he continued, scooting closer to the heat-twisted wooden flooring.

I planted my feet firmly. “No way,” I replied. Unless my presence was somehow going to mess this up, he’d have to make me leave.

The wizard grumbled under his breath but didn’t force the issue, instead pulling a metal flask from a pocket of his coat and taking a draft. “Fine. You stay. This won’t affect you. But she has to go.” He pointed at Tamara.

She sighed. “I have a name, you know.” 

“Yep.” He rolled his dark, intelligent eyes at us. “You can stay if you want, but don’t blame me if you get a face full of something that dead people can handle better than the living.” He glanced between us.

“Fine, fine. I’m going.” Tamara turned and stepped out, covertly making a face I couldn’t help grinning at. Just before the door clicked shut, I barely caught her quiet, “He’s all yours.” 

“Alone at last,” I rasped sweetly as Charles stared up at me. He made a pained face that I realized he probably thought I couldn’t see in the dark while he went about some sort of ritualistic preparations, lighting candles and opening the big and small bags. The big one looked to be full of some kind of sand, while the other had what I supposed was incense. Then he adjusted his position, sitting lotus-style in the center of the scarred floor with dimly lit candles to either side.

Interesting. “So, uh…” Could I ask questions? He hadn’t said anything about not disturbing him. “Exactly what am I going to be getting a face full of, and why won’t I care?”

Charles grumbled quietly to himself for a moment, before upping the volume of said grumbling. “I suppose I might as well explain it to you. To shut up the inevitable questions, if nothing else.”

“That’s the spirit.”

He ignored me. “Magic, real magic, is different than probably anything you’ve heard about in this modern age. People in media like to make it both more and less than it really is, even those that know it exists.” He glanced at me in the dim, presumably trying to see if I was still paying attention. “Two types of magic exist, very broadly speaking. One is done in the Now. Those spells affect things only in the moment and do not persist past it, though the change they cause might.”

“Okay, sure.”

“That kind of magic only takes a moment of splitting your focus, just one instant where the magician sees Next Door, reaches across to borrow a handful of energy and shapes it as he is able,” he continued. “On the other hand, what I’m about to do involves shifting my senses to that Neighboring realm for a more extended period.” He held up the little gray bag that I’d taken to be incense and wiggled it. “At base, humans are unable to do this.”

“So what does—” I stopped. “Ohhhhh, I get it. Drugs.” Uh-oh.

The seated wizard frowned, furrowed his brow, and rolled his eyes, all at once. When he spoke again, his voice was heavy with years of accumulated scorn. “Achieving alternate states of consciousness has been a staple of magic for as long as man has practiced it, most particularly noted in practically every native culture on the planet. Only the most powerful and experienced of wizards can shift their mind and senses Next Door without aid. They’re also often insane. Thus, the aids that help one achieve such states.” He frowned heavier, if that was possible. “Do not confuse such ways with simple dependence or the seeking of ‘highs’ and escapism.”

“Whoa, whoa.” I held my hands up defensively. “Back the disdain train up a bit. I’m new to this, remember?”

He huffed out a breath. “Either way, the end result is the same. You either trust that I know what I’m doing or you don’t, and we make no progress here.”

That wasn’t a choice at all. “I’m on board if you are, chief.” Only an instant after I said it did I wonder if I’d just accidentally insulted him. The Native blood in Charles’ features, while not as prominent as in some individuals I’d seen, was still very noticeable.

“Since you aren’t leaving, you might as well make yourself useful. Especially since you are no longer affected by such mundane things as smoke or drugs.” He didn’t seem to be any more offended than normal; my mouth and foot remained separated, for now. “Don’t allow anyone—or anything, for that matter—to disturb me, especially physically; it will make this much quicker and easier if I can remain fully focused.” He eyed me sharply. “Which also means silence during my working. Assuming that’s not too much to ask.”

“I’ll manage.” I nodded. “So, does this mean you trust me now—”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Charles patted his staff where it lay, merely a few inches from one leg. “I will be under the affects of my herbs and tincture during the ritual trance and for a short while after, but I will still be far from defenseless. A fact you would be unwise to test.”

I gave a long, hoarse sigh. “Damn, is the honeymoon over already?”

If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said he chuckled quietly. But surely not.
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Surprise party

 

I firmly shut my mouth and waited, watching as Charles portioned out a hefty handful of sand from his pouch, sweeping it into a quick circle in the center of the scorched scar, right in front of his feet. Into that he rationed a smaller handful, the grayscale of the sand giving way to a reddish tint in the candlelight. 

Out came a little vial, and I watched the wizard tilt his head back, dripping a few glistening drops under his tongue. He opened the small medicine pouch next, tossing pinches of the contents into the dancing candle flames with the speed and ease of long practice. Both bits went up in equally swift puffs of smoke, to which he waved his hands in a beckoning, circular gesture—and the tiny smoke clouds flowed like little spirits right to his face, allowing him to inhale them directly.  

Charles settled back and relaxed, eyes still open but already unfocused—or, considering what he’d said, maybe focused on something else entirely, something I was incapable of seeing.  

I wasn’t as certain of how the magic ritual worked as I would have liked. Did magic really always involve drugs? Little Ashley had stayed away from stuff like that, scared away by horrible examples both in real life and in the form of tales from my father’s police career. But, prejudice aside, what did I really know? Mister Wizard here seemed like a professional, not an addict, and it’s not like he was busily snorting lines of coke off a stranger’s bedroom floor.

While I pondered, Charles worked. The inner pile of sand disintegrated as he swept his fingers back and forth through it, smearing it as if painting the floor. His body relaxed as he continued, tension flowing out like water as the sand took form. The impressions of different forms and shapes seemed to come and go as he waved his hands back and forth, figures shifting like… well, like sand, changing so quickly I could never quite grasp one before it was suddenly another. A meditative hum swelled from his throat, deep and resonant, the pace and intonation altering swiftly but subtly as he went, shifting and flowing like the sand at his fingertips. The candles’ light, already weak, dimmed even further.

I let Charles do his thing. What else was there to do? I found that the peaceful silence didn’t treat me kindly, however; try as I might, my thoughts slipped back to the fact that Lori’s fate might well rest in the hands of the unlikeable stranger seated in front of me. From there it only got worse, as my traitorous thoughts conjured up a series of suppositions of what might have befallen her since she disappeared, each one more disquieting than the last.

I wrapped my arms tightly around my body, as if the chill in the air still bothered me.

What was probably only a short few minutes felt like an hour with only my own mind for company. It was difficult to simply stand there, potentially inches from answers but ultimately helpless to assist in their discovery, with only one surly, probably-high wizard to share the silence with. 

Regardless, the shift caught me off guard when it happened. Tonal humming and sand-painting abruptly gave way into mumbled arcane gibberish, the air rippling invisibly with purposeful power. Charles swept away the mirage of shapeless sand, clearing away stubborn grains to reveal the marred section of floor. Furrowing his brow, eyes half closed, the wizard’s hand hovered over the center of the circle, and he leaned forward.

His large, calloused hand blurred and sunk into the floor as he pressed it down—hand, forearm and smudge wavering and indistinct as if viewed through a rippling pool of cloudy water. 

Mouth hanging open, I watched in rapt fascination as the blurring grew along the warped flooring like a spreading fire until it consumed the whole thing, writhing and murky. An electric tingle hit the air, dancing down my spine and raising the short hair on my arms and neck. With a visceral rending sound I more felt than heard, the floor split open, a narrow, bloody red line tearing its grotesque way down the charred marking like a reopening wound. 

Somewhere in all that, I realized that Charles was wrong. Real magic might not be what popular media might have me believe, but it was still awesome.

Tension and static pressured the air in the room as the magician lingered, intent, sweating face close to the raw red line in the floor, body supported by his other arm. His hand, submerged in the floor, began to shake, seeming to resist him as if he were trying to force two magnets together. Bit by bit, the line grew, slowly, with a not-sound tearing at the air as it seared red-hot in the dark, branding itself into the floor. 

And then it was over. Charles recoiled, his hand flung free of the mark; the bloody edge of red dimming to nothing, just a raw, blackened tracing of a line on the ground. Both candles snuffed themselves instantly as the pent-up energy in the room burst outward, rolling past me in a surge, tugging tangibly at my hair and dancing along it in the form of static. Cursing dimly echoed from underneath the door as the apartment’s electric lights stuttered and failed in a wave, cutting out completely, only to slowly begin recovering a few moments later. 

“Give me a hand up, please?” Charles requested from the floor, stretching out an unsteady arm, the other already tightly clutching his staff. 

“You okay?” I took his hand and slowly, carefully pulled the tall wizard upright, mindful of my newfound strength and making my best effort not to accidentally fling him into the ceiling or yank his arm out of socket with my stiff, imprecise movements. 

In the near-dark, he nodded slowly. “Yeah. Thanks. Shouldn’t be long, just a little unsteady at the moment.” 

I raised my eyebrows, knowing he couldn’t see the surprise on my face with his normal human vision. If I’d ever needed more firsthand evidence of how drugs could mess with someone, Charles’ sudden shift to “please” and “thanks” more than sufficed. Combined with a softer, suddenly non-gruff tone, it was honestly weirding me out. And people are still against legalization. “Need help making your way back in there?” I asked.

He shook his head with great deliberation, eyes pointed generally toward my head, but still off target. “Not if you open the damn door so I can see.”

And he’s back. With a mental shrug, I released Charles’ arm and popped the door open, letting him blink aggressively at the sudden influx of comparatively bright light, a shift in visibility that didn’t affect me in the slightest. A spark leapt from my outstretched hand to the door knob when I went to turn it, but it didn’t sting like I knew it should have. I couldn’t help but grin a little.

Back in the lands of the living room, Corey looked highly irritated, vigorously shaking a black-screened smartphone, while Tamara sat on the other end of the couch, wearing an amused smirk. Face abruptly serious, she stood as soon as I threw the door open, looking to Charles. “Well? What did you find?”

I stepped aside and Charles made his way in past me, still blinking and disoriented, holding up one hand to stall her questions while leaning on his staff with the other. “Hold on, if you would. Still processing what I encountered. It’s not good, I’ll tell you that much.” As Corey cursed under his breath, Charles cast him a querying look. “The hell’s wrong with you?” He glanced the scene over. “Oh. Your phone?” Charles snorted with sudden amusement. 

The apprentice sighed, looking out the window as he stuffed the still-blank device and its attached earplugs away. “Yeah.” The boy’s voice was too loud, and slightly off tone as he tried to covertly rub at an ear, his face reddening a little.

“I’ve told you not to do that. You should have known better.” Still chuckling, the wizard made his way slowly to the end of the couch, leaning against it for stability. I followed him, so he could easily see me laughing if he fell.

“When magic influxes from Next Door, it can cause havoc with the electrical systems it comes in contact with,” Tamara explained, seeing my confused expression. “Like an EMP, but with less predictable results. And occasional explosions.”

I nodded my approval and understanding. I was pretty certain I’d seen a movie where they did something like that. Or maybe it was in a book.

“You see,” Charles began with a deep breath, his dark eyes still unfocused and dilated, “when a magician brings forces into this world from Next Door, there are swells of energy shifting as the world seeks equilibrium, rebalancing and adjusting itself to the influx of energy that—” 

A powerful kick slammed the door open with an impact like a gunshot, followed immediately by an actual gunshot. A broad, sturdy, middle-aged man in digital camo and military fatigues filled the doorway, a heavy pistol held firmly and professionally in both hands. A burst of static and air came with the indistinct flicker of Charles’ defensive gesture, but it wasn’t enough. The smell of blood filled my nostrils from where the shot grazed the side of the wizard’s head. He reeled and staggered, his staff tumbling from his grasp. 

Tamara moved like lightning, throwing herself forward—not behind cover, but at the armed invader silhouetted in the doorway.

Time seemed to slow down. 

I remembered my uncle at the shooting range, the instant of cool calculation before the precise follow-up shot, almost identical to the man at the door. He shifted his aim and fired in a smooth, expert motion, but his target wasn't Tamara, the closest and easiest-to-hit threat. It was Charles’ center mass.

So I shouldered him out of the way.

From my childhood exposure to guns, I’d learned two things about them. One, they were really damn loud. Even if they were silenced, which this one wasn’t. Two, you absolutely did not want to be on the receiving end of one.

Twin gunshots split the air, dual cracks that weren’t as deafeningly painful as I expected in the confines of the room. I felt the force blast through me, my dead body absorbing the shock from both bullets as they struck my chest, and I stumbled. 

Shit. I’ve been shot. Numbly, I looked down at myself with detached shock, then let myself collapse to the floor before the gunman could finish me off.

Meanwhile, Charles tumbled and rolled to safety in the far corner of the room; my hasty and lifesaving shoulder-check had propelled him well past the couch and into a fragile end table. I could only hope its textured glass top was the only thing that had broken when they both hit the wall.

Intact or no, at least he was alive. And unshot. Unlike me. I entertained a moment of panic; how bad were the wounds? I couldn’t feel anything. My body’s lack of a pain response only left me to my own vivid imagination, and I distinctly remembered lesson number two: Gunshots Are Bad.

Looking past the end of the ugly mauve couch, I watched as Tamara dodged two more gunshots at point-blank range. Her irises were huge and luminous, gleaming with energy, her movements far too fast and fluid to be mistaken for anything human. I shuddered to think what damage those missed shots might do in the inhabited apartment building; the walls here were too thin to stop something with that much force behind it. Likewise, I shuddered to think what those bullets might do to my Moroi companion, since her vampiric nature didn’t protect her from being killed dead by a single lucky bullet.

I rolled over and pushed myself up, body creaking, then paused.

A flattened piece of lead fell out of the folds of my hoodie.

There wasn’t time to stare blankly at the little piece of deformed metal. I pulled myself onto my feet, knocking the end of the couch aside as I staggered toward our assailant, picking up steam as I went.

 Even as I rushed to Tamara’s aid, any doubts I might have had about her supernatural abilities were laid to rest. She kept easy pace with the mystery military man, despite his defensive footwork and the potential lethality of his weapon in close quarters. My eyes went wide with helpless alarm as he finally caught her and shoved the gun barrel into her stomach, but Tamara was still in control as she slapped a hand down on the gun and pivoted lithely. Our assailant pulled the trigger, but nothing happened, so tight was the Moroi’s grip on the gun’s slide. Then she twisted the weapon away from her torso and ripped it out of his hands, right before taking a smooth step to the side and away, clearing a path at the last possible moment.

I slammed into him like a ton of bricks. His weight did nothing to slow me down, and together we crashed headlong into the wall like a runaway train. Textured tile cracked and split like lightning, and the lights overhead flickered and survived for the second time. The wall shuddered and bent under the thunder of our impact but held, and I bounced off our attacker. I didn’t want to kill him, after all, though the sound of cracking bone from low in his torso said I might have come closer that I’d intended already. That fear was driven home as his knees went watery and he slumped, slipping heavily toward the floor.

Then he shook it off and stood back up.

His green eyes were blank and dispassionate, glossy, yet with a hint of anger. And as they met mine, I saw something else looking out from behind them.

I took a step back as, instead of succumbing to pain or damage, he started toward me. Tamara leapt on his back, one slender, alabaster arm slipping around his throat and locking into place, her other arm bracing it and forming a triangle designed to rapidly choke him into submission.

He staggered and still kept coming. One heavy hand came up to pull against Tamara’s stranglehold, but to no success; he might as well have been trying to pry loose a metal vice instead of the Moroi’s pale, toned arm. He gave up and leaned forward instead, weight and leverage doing what raw strength could not; I watched Tamara’s feet leave the ground and dangle between his legs. Tamara eyed me with pale, icy blue, inhuman eyes as he trudged forward, hindered but heedless of her efforts. 

Then I noticed his other arm, tugging a backup pistol free of a holster on his thigh.

“Ashley!” Tamara noticed it too, shouting a warning that spurred me to action. The veins in his throat and forehead stood out from the strain as he shouldered Tamara to one side, freeing himself enough to raise the gun.

Without thinking, I grabbed it, not in the classy, skillful way Tamara had, but just getting a crude fistful of Beretta barrel. Then I stepped back and took it from him, my inhuman strength yanking it nearly effortlessly from his grasp. I looked down in surprise and cringed.

A couple of his fingers had come with it.

The increasingly-familiar scent of blood struck the air like a hammer blow. I felt like my stomach should be rumbling and my mouth watering, but neither of them were. I wavered on my feet, jarred by an instant of sudden, alien hunger. I blinked it away and glanced at the gun in my hand; the barrel was a mangled mess, rendering it useless, at least unless the shooter intended to kill themselves.

I expected the man to show pain, maybe cry out. Do something, something human. But instead his face twisted into a mask of feral rage, his eyes still hollow of true feeling. Stepping further away, I set the dangerously mauled handgun carefully on the ground as he staggered another couple of steps before finally sinking to his knees, succumbing at last to Tamara’s chokehold.

He met my eyes one last time before losing consciousness, Tamara having ridden him relentlessly to the floor and still holding tight. Eyes still hollow and haunted from within, a flicker of a smirk crossed his features, before he finally went limp and still. With the threat nullified, a wave of relief washed away the tension I hadn’t known I was holding on to.

Finally, I could spare a moment for myself. Looking down, I expected to see blood by now, but my fresh clothes were still bone dry. No gaping, gory wounds were visible from the front, not that they should have been—they’re called exit wounds for a reason. But awkwardly patting myself on the back, I didn’t feel any holes back there, either. And just as before, no pain.  

Maybe I could walk this off after all. I certainly hoped so; I had a sneaking suspicion that a dead body strolling into the nearest hospital and asking to have some bullets pulled out might cause a bit of a stir. 

“Ashley!” Tamara rolled off of the still form beneath her, taking a quick moment to check his pulse with satisfaction before rising to her feet and looking toward me with concern written across her pale, beautiful features. Her eyes refocused, brilliant sapphire irises shrinking to normal size, their uncanny, liquid glow fading. “Are you alright? I thought he shot you for a second there.”

“He did, and she’s fine.” Charles’ voice emerged from behind the couch as he used it to pull himself upright, staff reclaimed. Corey’s mop of flame-colored hair peeked over the opposite end, the boy hopefully safe and intact. “Mortal weapons like that will do little or nothing to something like her.” Charles leaned casually on the back of the couch, as if a psycho trying to gun him down in a stranger’s apartment was no big deal. Maybe he was used to people wanting to shoot him. “Things created by or to use against supernatural beings may be a different story, but few things will do what they would to a human or even a Moroi. Strigoi supposedly were—are—as tough as worked iron.”

As if to prove his point, he bent carefully and plucked something from the plush cream rug, from near where we’d been standing when crazy military guy number two had burst in. Tamara and I had to step closer to make out what it was.

The second bullet lay, spent and deformed, in the palm of Charles’ hand. I took a moment to stare at it blankly in disbelief as I’d intended to do earlier. No way this is for real.

Tamara threw an arm around my shoulders, gushing excitedly about how badass this was and how awesomely we’d worked together. But instead of paying attention, I was busy peeking under my hoodie, trying to satisfy my beleaguered rational mind.

And it was the spreading, purple-black bruise I found growing there that told me I wasn’t quite as invincible as everyone seemed to think.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14

Burning bridges

 

The sound of sirens was distant for now, but the wailing sound clearly heralded that our time was swiftly running out.

“Can we go? We should go,” Corey spoke up. He didn’t look as spooked as I would have expected after the shootout and brawl but maybe that just spoke of what he’d been through to wind up here. Regardless, he didn’t look too happy about the impending arrival of the police. 

“We can’t just bolt,” Charles stated. His eyes were already more firmly focused and present as he looked to Corey. “Pack up my bag.” He glanced at us. “I have something else to do anyway.” Without another word, he stepped outside, scanning the doorframe with a critical eye.

Tamara laid a hand softly on my arm. “Thanks for your help back there. You did really well for someone who doesn't deal with this shit on the regular.” She shared a smile with me, inspiring one of my own in return. 

“What about the police?” I asked. If we were here when they showed up, we’d have to answer a lot of really awkward questions.

“If we’re not gone by the time they show up, I’ll handle it.” She winked at me confidently. “No worries.”

I just nodded.

The Moroi stepped over and leaned on the inside of the door frame, peering up at a thoughtful, concentrating Charles. “So, are we going to talk about the fact that some crazy guy just burst into the middle of our investigation and tried to shoot you? Did you offend someone new? Been up to something I don’t know about?”

Charles scrubbed at his stubble. “If I was hiding something from you, why the hell would I tell you now?” He didn’t glance at Tamara, continuing to carefully scan the apartment’s exterior. “But I honestly have no idea, except that I don’t believe in coincidence.” He took a wadded-up handkerchief out of his coat and dabbed absently at the side of his head, severely softening how forcefully the scent of blood assaulted my senses. “I’d say we should take our attacker captive and question him, but I doubt the police would take kindly to that. Nor am I sure it would work.”

“Actually, I don’t think he’s here because of Charles,” I inserted. “It’s definitely not the exact same guy, but he looks a lot like the man who attacked me before.” I glanced the mystery man over again, now sleeping peacefully in the middle of the living room. “Army garb, big guy, vacant expression, dedicated urge to kill… A lot matches up.” 

“You didn’t mention this before,” Charles accused. He stepped back from the doorway, and Tamara and I took the opportunity to slip outside.

I frowned, eyeing him. “I might have if I thought you’d give a shit.”

“Hmmmm.” He stared at the top of the door frame. “Reasonable point.”

I rolled my dry eyes. “Anyway, I ran into an even bigger guy before, right after I first woke up… changed. Turned. Whatever you call it. He tried to stick me with a knife, with a fair degree of success. It hurt like hell, like it was on fire.”

That drew his eyes to me in consideration. “You’re lucky you survived, then, because those sound like vampire hunters to me.” He frowned, deep in thought. “Then again, there was certainly something off about this one. He didn’t act like a normal human, even one under the influence. And how would they know where and when you were going to awaken, and why would this one walk in and immediately target me, instead of you?” Charles shook his head, brow furrowed. “No, there’s too much that doesn't match up. Once we get back to my sanctum, Corey and I will do some research.”

As if summoned by the comment, Corey trudged out of the apartment, burdened by Charles’ big, hefty duffle bag full of magical accoutrements. “There.” He paused for a breath. “Done. Can we go now?”

“Almost. I think I’ve found what I was looking for.” Fishing around once more in his long, heavy leather coat, he produced a handful of what looked like metal shavings. “Iron should do the trick,” he murmured, seemingly to himself. “This will only take a moment.” He smirked. “Are everyone’s phones off?”

“What phone?” his apprentice grumbled. “I’m going to take this to the truck.” His teacher’s firm hand on the back of his shirt collar prevented the boy from actually wandering off anywhere by himself. 

The sirens wailed louder, demanding attention as Charles stood up straight, barely having to stretch at all to scrub the iron shavings all across the top of the doorframe. As he did so, a strange mark shimmered into view like a materializing mirage, seated against the very top of the doorframe. “Look here.” He gestured to the head of the doorframe, where a burning brand, blazing dimly like the thin wound in the bedroom, formed into the shape of a looping symbol like two conjoined ankhs, now laid bare for any eyes to see. 

“What…What is that?” I stared at the odd, raw-looking sigil. Something about it caught my attention, pulling at my awareness, but I was pretty certain I didn’t recognize it from anywhere.

“Remember that part in the Bible where they smeared blood all over the lintels to mark particular houses?” Charles said.

“Dimly.” I grunted. “I’m not exactly a Bible aficionado.” I peered up toward the mark, swatting down an urge to reach up and touch it. 

“This is like that,” he explained. “Someone or something left this mark here to indicate particular dwellings or people and empowered it to draw attention from Next Door.” His visage darkened. “These people weren’t taken by accident or chance. Someone marked them for abduction.” 
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Our top secret rendezvous spot was an all-night Randy’s Burgers about five minutes away. I hoped no one on shift recognized me tonight; I’d been here after work an embarrassing number of times. Tamara must have picked up on my nervousness; she guided us quickly to a back corner, away from prying eyes, where we all slid into a big, half-circle booth.. Now as long as a hulking weirdo didn’t burst in suddenly and start shooting up our burgers, we’d be fine for a while. Hopefully.

I didn’t grab anything for myself; I wasn’t certain I still needed it, but mostly I was more concerned with asking questions than trying to stuff myself. I knew my mortal companions likely needed rest and food, but every anxious moment I sat here was one more I wasn’t out helping the people who needed it. “So—” 

“So, I need to know what that mark above the door felt like to you.” Even with a mouth wedged half full of seasoned fries, Charles still managed to cut me off. “I noticed you seemed rather drawn to it.”

I glared at him a little. “I felt… I don’t know. It’s hard to describe.” I shifted around in the booth, thinking it over. “Drawn to it seems right. Not compelled or anything but like it was familiar somehow. I don’t remember ever seeing it before, though.”

Corey leaned forward curiously. “Could she have magical potential?”

Me, a wizard-lady? I got a little excited in spite of myself. Wave my hand, mumble some mumbo-jumbo, and make crazy shit happen? Yes, please.

“Once? Quite possibly. But not anymore.” Charles shattered my dreams on the anvil of his reality, and I rasped out a sigh. “That talent lies solely in the hands of humankind. Living humans.” He looked at me directly from across the booth. “If ever you could, that opportunity is now gone. Some rare supernatural creatures can perform human magic, but most just manifest a focused set of powers based on their affinity to certain types of energy.”

“The type of energy they draw from Next Door?” I interjected, shouldering aside my disappointment.

Charles nodded approvingly. “Exactly.”

“Why is this important to the matter at hand?” Tamara queried, already halfway through her meal and sipping a second milkshake.

“Stay with me on this,” Charles said, shifting his eyes from us to his chicken sandwich and back again. “Just like each bloodline of the Moroi feels an affinity to one suite of emotions, like the Dawn Fae feel affinity to places of rampant growth, or the Dusk have a kinship with cold, stone, and the dark. Each type of creature, save the Sanguinarians, has their own particular affinity.” I nodded, since he seemed to be mostly looking at me to see if I understood. “This does not mean that two different creatures cannot share an affinity or at least have one that overlaps.”

He leaned forward, steaming hot sandwich momentarily disregarded. “So, Ashley, the question is: What did you feel when you gazed upon the sigil?”

Tamara leaned over, offering to share her shake while I mulled it over. I took one sip and waved it away. I needed delicious sugar and carbs less than I needed answers right now, and my own feelings were a wild new frontier since becoming Strigoi. 

“Cool? Calm and kind of peaceful, I guess?” I offered finally, knowing full well how weird it was to say that about a random wall squiggle.

Charles nodded though, as if it had been my expected reply. He leaned in, seeming satisfied, maybe even smug. “Like death?” He asked.

The question punched me in the gut. “Like death,” I finally responded.

The wizard smirked, his lips hinting at a suppressed grin, as he settled back and scooped up his sandwich. “I expected as much, because that symbol represents death, among other things,” he explained around a mouthful of food. “You’re feeling that connection to the energy that sigil draws on and represents. But you’re not the only one who can feel it.”

“Like you said, someone’s leaving those marks to attract something’s attention,” Corey said, nodding in sudden comprehension. “Like building a bridge!”

Charles nodded. “More or less. Next Door isn’t laid out in any mappable manner. So if you want to navigate from here to there or the reverse, you need something to guide you.”

“So,” my rough voice wavered, “if the mark feels of death, does that mean that Lori is—” 

“Not that.” Charles waved his hand dismissively. “Something with a similar affinity to you reached across and took these women, breaking into their homes, or even snatching them right off the streets. I aim to find out what did this. And why.”

His eyes grew suddenly distant, thoughtful. Maybe disturbed. “I saw it, you know. Flashes of imagery, when I did my ritual. I saw the girl, dragged screaming and struggling through to Next Door.” His face was sober and hard. “The thing is, whatever did this can’t be working alone. Someone on this side is leaving it breadcrumbs, leading it to its prey. A creature powerful enough to locate its victims so easily on its own would also be able to remove them without leaving such gruesome marks of its passage.”

“You’re thinking of stepping Next Door.” Tamara said, considering Charles.

“Actually, I’m thinking of chasing whatever this asshole is back to its home, finding out what’s going on, and putting them down.” He said firmly. “Then I can rescue its captives. If any are still alive.”

“I like the sound of that,” I said, leaning forward. “How can I help?”

“Wizards, powerful ones like Charles,” Tamara gestured indicatively at the tall, ornery magician, “can open Windows that they and others can step through. We can go Next Door with him and lend a hand against whatever he’s hunting.”

He grunted. “You make it sound easy. It’s not.” He looked between us. “It’s a serious effort of magic, and normally, we’d have no way to know where we’d end up. But my apprentice can lend a hand in the heavy lifting department, and as for where to go…” He stared at me. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to feel that out for us.”

I nodded as Charles’ plan became clear. “Use my similar affinity to track the mark and the thing that came across. In reverse.”

“Got it in one.” The magician nodded. “As a bonus, if we’re going to a place teeming with sympathetic energy, you’ll be even stronger there.” Charles gave a half sigh. “Because we need that.” He chewed into his food with a vengeance. “I still wonder why that guy tried to shoot me,” he mumbled.

“Maybe he knows you,” I replied. Tamara covered her laughter with a napkin.

Charles just gave me a flat stare. “Just tell me everything that happened with the other one you encountered.” He looked between Tamara and me. “And tell me anything you noticed from the one back in Jennifer’s apartment.” He blinked at me. “I was kind of busy rolling on the ground at the time.”

Tamara and I took turns explaining everything we’d noticed, then I told him about my encounter with Knife-Happy Military Zombie Number One, or KHMZNO for short. He didn’t seem to like the name, though, and it wasn’t until I mentioned the hollow look in their eyes that I saw a flash of realization in his.

I tilted my head. “Does that mean something to you?” I asked, my voice hoarse from the extended story. Tamara offered me some more milkshake, and this time I accepted.

The wizard nodded slowly. “I think so. But I’ll still need access to my home library to know for certain if what I’m thinking is right.”

Tamara sighed, leaning back in the booth. “Can’t you just tell us your assumptions, Charles? The events are pretty obviously connected, right?” She glanced around the table. “I mean, how could they not be connected, somehow? It just doesn't seem likely.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Assumptions will get you killed. We can figure that part out later, anyway. We have other priorities right now.”

“Like?” Corey asked around a prodigious yawn.

Charles dumped all of his food trash onto his apprentice’s tray, and Corey got up with a sigh to empty it. “Priority one is to go to another site and find another of these dark marks where something shredded reality on its way through. And the bigger, the better.”

“Dark marks? That’s what we’re calling them?” I tilted my head, trying to ignore the stiffness there, while noting how inhuman it made the motion. “You mean like in Harry Potter?”

Tamara snorted, amused. So did Corey. I cracked an unintentionally toothy grin, at least until Charles responded. 

“In what?” He looked over at me, an eyebrow raised. I couldn’t for the unlife of me tell if he was joking or not.

I blinked. “Oh, come on! Please tell me you know Harry Potter. I mean, I’m dead and I know about Harry Potter.” Tamara didn’t bother hiding it as her chuckle grew into full fledged laughter.
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Once out in the dark of the mostly abandoned Randy’s parking lot, we gathered around the hood of Charles’ Silverado. “Phone.” He held out his hand in Tamara’s direction.

“So you can make it explode? No thanks.” She took it out of her hip pack anyway, setting on the black hood out of Charles’ easy grasp. “You want a map of the other probable sites it came across, right?”

He grunted an affirmation. “Yeah. We’ll go to the last places where some of the women were seen and see if Ashley can find anything that pulls at her.”

I nodded. I honestly didn’t care where we went or how it happened, I just wanted Lori back and the other girls safe. Bonus points if we could make certain that whoever did this in the first place never got the chance to do it again. “So, the breadcrumb trail leading us to the kidnapper. Will it also lead us to whoever left those markings for it to navigate our world?”

Charles nodded, smiling a grim smile. “Yes. Yes it will.” He knitted his fingers together, popping his knuckles. “And when we find them, we’re going to stop them. Permanently.”

And here I thought we had nothing in common. I met Charles’ dark cinnamon eyes for a moment, and we both nodded firmly.
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Through the looking glass

 

“You do realize this isn’t the best place and time to be doing this, right?” I shoved my hands into the shallow pockets of my borrowed hiphuggers, trying to look nonchalant and confident. We’d checked three other places from Tamara’s map before this one, and I’d found the deathly-feeling scar at each one. But, of course, the one Charles decided to stage his ritual at was smack on the edge of one of the worst parts of town. “It’s not exactly happy safe time out here, you know?”

“I’m not sure there is a safe place to be doing something like this.” Charles shrugged. “If you want to go, just go. I’ll manage somehow.”

I glared at him, slowly raising my middle finger.

Charles turned back to his preparations.

It wasn’t myself I was worried about, though. In the last forty eight hours, I’d been shot, stabbed, beaten, eaten, and nearly incinerated by sunlight; I’d even deflected a pair of bullets with my left boob and sternum, respectively. After surviving all of that, I was feeling pretty confident about taking on anything mundane these mean city streets could hurl my way. No, my concern was for my strictly mortal companions. This was one of those places where it just wasn’t safe to walk at night, even in groups.

It didn’t help much that the location the wizard had picked for the ritual was an alley, another damn alley. This one was set back a bit from what in the daytime would be a busy intersection, but still within a monstrous arm’s reach of the flow of unsuspecting pedestrians. It was dark, dirty, dingy, and ambiently smoggy. Birmingham’s heart stank like only the rotting, slowly degrading core of an inner city can stink.

Home sweet home, I thought sardonically.

Corey was already hard at work, laboriously clearing a spot for Charles to do his next ritual. Above his head, the massive melted slash I'd found loomed, big and bold and plain as day, a vulgar slap in the face of the natural order. I gave him a hand by shoving a rusted dumpster out of the way with a loud, cringe-worthy grating of metal on concrete. We kicked aside some trash and debris, making room beneath the supernatural graffiti for Corey to toss down the heavy black duffle with a huff of exertion.

“There,” the boy straightened and stretched his back, avoiding my eyes. “You happy now, Charles?”

“I’m never happy,” he replied with a grunt. “But it’ll do.” Then he caught me off guard. “Ashley. Walk with me.”

I exchanged surprised looks with Tamara, and she shrugged. “I’ll keep a lookout here and an eye on Corey,” she offered. “I can make sure no one gets too interested in what we’re doing.”

Despite being hesitant to leave them alone, I trusted Tamara could take care of herself. I followed Charles further down the alley, dodging piles of rusty metal, toppled trash cans, and clumsy stacks of cracked cinder blocks. But he didn’t say anything.

“So?” I prompted helpfully.

He cleared his throat. “These marks. They’re a sign that whatever made them isn’t supposed to be in this world, so much so that the very act of crossing over damages our Home.”

“Okay…” I raised an eyebrow.

He paused again. “And this ritual won’t be as simple as the last one.” I hadn’t realized the last one was simple. “Everyone will have to be on point, because I'm going to have to go deeper into an altered state than before, to create a physical Window that leads back to—”

Charles cut off sharply as we passed a corner, and he almost ran point-first into the naked edge of a razor-sharp knife.

A man, his face masked by the same nighttime camouflage cloth as the rest of his outfit, peeled away from the shadows of the wall as we passed, broad combat knife lunging for Charles’ heart with lethal intent.

My conventional wisdom on wizards having been drawn from things like D&D and Dragon Age instead of reality, told me that a spell-caster was screwed if the combat-guy got this close to him. Charles turned that convention on its head instantly, snapping off a last-second parry with his staff that knocked the blade wide of its mark, if only barely. His free hand conjured a flare of brilliant white light that didn’t bother me in the slightest but left his attacker reeling and blinking away tears from his dull, expressionless eyes.

Charles stepped away, crooking his hand as if gesturing for more magic as he put some distance between them, but my instincts told me it was best not to leave anything to chance. Before the dark-garbed man could recover, I grabbed him firmly by the wrist and shoulder, spun him around, and threw him face-first into the alley wall.

I regretted it immediately as I heard the gruesome crunch of bones from where his face contacted unyielding brick. My nose told me he was bleeding well before he turned around, staggering, with fresh red blood streaming from a ruined nose and deformed cheek. One eye, slightly more hazy and blank than the other, wasn’t tracking his surroundings, but he still forced himself upright and readied the knife, swapping it to his other hand.

I stepped between him and Charles, and his blade lanced out at me before I was ready to dodge. Caught flat footed and unprepared, I couldn’t avoid the weapon, and it slammed full force into the front of my chest. 

Or it tried to. The blade refused to penetrate my skin as surely as if I were wearing gleaming plate armor. Instead of driving into my flesh, it twisted in his hand from the force of the thrust, the combat knife snapping in two at the hilt and its lethal edge tumbling away into the the trash of the alley.

He overbalanced from the attempt, and I bent just enough to pick up a cracked cinder block.

Before he could recover, I lashed out with it, clumsy but powerful with all of my newfound might behind it. He probably could have dodged it if only he ranked higher on the self-preservation scale, but as it was, my blow hammered him squarely in the chest, right below the collarbone, blasting the air from his lungs in an audible burst.

I felt the resistance of something rigid beneath his camo, body armor bulkier than anything my father or uncle had ever worn. But it didn’t matter; I heard bones give way with an obscene crack. The cinder block fractured on one end, and the force of the impact flung him backward like an extra from an over-the-top kung fu flick. I stood my ground, clutching the block, and expecting him to get up again at any moment.

Instead, he slumped slowly to the ground and stayed there. I heard the rhythm of his heart flutter and wane like a dying candle flame.

I felt like I should be sick. But I wasn’t.

Out of absolutely nowhere, Charles clapped a large hand onto my shoulder, my attention drawn to him in a snap. “It’s all too opportune.” He quickly removed the hand. “They may be tracking us. We need to get this done before whoever is hunting us finds a way to stop us.”

I nodded, thoughts still distant.

“And… Thanks.”

I furrowed my brow, momentarily confused. “What?”

He sighed. “Thanks. That’s what I brought you over here to tell you.” I blinked at him, stunned, and he started talking slower, as if I were mentally impaired. “Back in the apartment? I think I would have been able to deal with the next couple of shots, but… Thanks for saving me. The attempt, anyway.” He glanced back at the fallen figure; I averted my eyes. “And now it’s twice.”

Charles’ heart rate was gradually slowing. I couldn’t hear the other one any more as it faded away, permanently lost in the background noise of nighttime Birmingham. But the smell of blood remained, saturating our surroundings impossibly. I didn’t know what to say, so I just shook my head, and my eyes landed on a narrow rent in Charles’ undershirt. “Shit, are you okay?”

The wizard’s face flickered with surprise, and he looked down as if he hadn’t known he’d been hit. “Oh, this? This is nothing.” With an indifferent shrug, Charles folded up the bottom edge of his shirt just enough to reveal a thin layer of modern body armor. “You’re never too prepared when it comes to survival.” He tapped the armor, which appeared mostly unharmed. “Personally enchanted, and layered with threads of silver and cold iron.” He eyed me. “And if I’d known, I’d have had the silver ones blessed for good measure.”

“Eeeew.”

He barely smirked as he turned away and started back toward the others. “Come on. We’re wasting time.”

I paused to look back over the alley, scouring my surroundings, wondering if any other ninja assassins lurked nearby in wait, but nothing revealed itself to my vampire vision. My gaze settled on the crumpled form against the wall for a moment, the smell of his blood turning from rich and inviting to disgustingly stale. Finally satisfied, I dropped my cement block, turned my back, and rejoined the others.  I didn’t know whether I should be more surprised by the sudden ambush or the sudden appreciation.
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While we waited for Corey and Charles to do their wizarding stuff, I checked where the knife had slammed into me. There was a thin line in my hoodie, but my skin was barely marred, like a cat scratch. I probably wouldn’t have noticed it at all if my skin wasn’t so freakishly pale. I’m just fortunate it didn’t pack the same mojo as Sergeant Frankenstein’s. Maybe it’s a good thing I accidentally threw it into space.

Belatedly, I realized Tamara was speaking to me. “Earth to Ashley? You okay?”

I nodded, producing a grin. “Yeah. Sorry. Only the second time I’ve been stabbed. I’m still adjusting to the experience.” I’d have been lying if I’d said that the ability to shrug off coordinated knifing attempts didn’t make me feel a little fucking awesome.

I caught Charles studying me sidewardly. “That’s how it starts,” he commented.

 Shut up, Charles.

Tamara frowned and opened her mouth to say something, but the wizard had already turned back to his work.

Once ritual preparations were complete, Charles faced us to speak, framed by the two short metal staves I’d noticed earlier. This time, instead of candles and sand, he held a big, dark feather.

“This place has a much stronger resonance than the last one.” He looked at each of us in turn. “My only thought is that this has been the location of several attempts to reach across into our world. But in the end, it doesn't matter.” I nodded my agreement. “And since we’re pressed for time, that’s where you come in.”

He gestured me over to stand between the chrome and ebony rods, pushing at me uselessly until I figured out where he wanted me and moved there on my own. I ended up with the scorched mark to my back, framed by a rod to either side, as well as the half-circle the two magicians had drawn on the concrete. “I’m going to use you as a focus.” He glanced at Tamara as she opened her mouth. “No, it won’t hurt her, but at least her...condition can be put to good use here.” Behind him, the Moroi closed her mouth again and rolled her eyes. 

He looked back at me. “All you have to do is stand there and stay as still as possible.” I thought I heard him chuckle quietly. “Should be easy for you.”

Ha ha ha. Funny wizard make vampire joke. I smiled, making certain to show my fangs.

He held up a little glass vial with a cork in it. “This,” he wiggled the glass, “is a custom tincture of mine. Extract of morning glory, salvia divinorum, datura innoxia, and silene undulata, among other things. It will put me into a deeply altered state.” He eyed me. “Those are drugs, just so you know.”

I sighed. “Yes, I got that. Thanks.” I frowned at him. “So does this mean you’ll be tripping balls or whatever for this leg of our journey?” I wasn’t looking forward to that, but on the other hand, he couldn’t possibly become harder to get along with.

Tamara laughed openly. “It doesn't work like that, hun. No worries.”

“It won’t affect me while I’m Next Door,” Charles continued. “What people see while in altered states is always some version of Next Door, though they don’t know it. The more altered their experience, the further from Home their minds travel. You can have some very bad experiences that way.” 

Shaking the bottle with one hand, he fished around in a pocket of his heavy coat with the other, pulling out his keys and tossing them to Corey, who had been looking away and nearly dropped them. “However, if the ‘trip’ from this compound isn’t consumed by the trip we’re about to take, then yes, I’ll still be affected by it when we return.”

I glanced around. “So, if it's the drugs that lets you separate your mind for rituals, why do you need all the candles and sticks and shit?”

I almost thought he wasn’t going to answer. “It helps to shift the mind into a state that says magic instead of the mundane, moving you into a magical mindset instead of your everyday thoughts.” Charles shrugged. “In short, it helps the magician to overcome the innate barrier to belief in their own magic. That’s all a focus is really for. Tricking yourself.” He paused. “Well, except for the staff. That’s real power, not just slight of mind.”

“I understood about half of that.”

Charles nodded. “Better than expected.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Ready?” 

I nodded.

“Then let’s get started.” He shook the glass vial until satisfied, then pulled out a stick of black sidewalk chalk. 

“You’re not going to draw on me with that, are you?” I’d never been the centerpiece of a ritual designed to draw back the curtain to another dimension before. I was a little nervous.

“Only if it shuts you up,” he replied, reaching past me to draw on the wall.

The setup didn’t take long, less than five minutes, and I blamed my ability to actually keep still entirely on being a vampire. I didn’t know what he’d drawn behind me, since I couldn’t turn to see without possibly disturbing the whole process, but I felt it was safe to assume they were more magical symbols and totemic figures and not penises or “for a good time call” jokes.

While Charles worked, I worried. Not just about being the material component for a ritual that I knew little about and whose caster I didn’t completely trust, but I was also increasingly paranoid that some paramilitary bastard would suddenly round the corner with a shotgun and wipe out everyone but myself. Not only would something like that be horrifying in and of itself, it’d leave Lori stranded with no hope of salvation.

Which was another issue. When this magic was all said and done, we were going Next Door to confront some creature that had abducted my girlfriend. This wasn’t a game or a movie or a story; her life might well hang in the balance. What I and these other people did in the next couple of hours might decide whether the love of my life lived or died. Along with a bunch of strangers that no doubt deserved better than to have their fates hinging on Ashley Currigan. I wasn’t the savior they deserved or needed, but I had to try.

Charles seated himself in front of me and with closed eyes, began his ritual trance and deep rhythmic hum. A few words escaped his mouth, but they were quiet, breathy, and in some language I couldn’t place. To either side of me, each metallic rod gleamed with reflected light that I was increasingly certain did not come from any surroundings I could perceive. The wizard had already downed his mind-altering concoction; I couldn’t tell if it had set in yet. I had no way to know whether that was because of something to do with Charles’ self control, the set-in time of his tincture, or the ritual itself. 

I stayed still as a statue and counted my own heartbeats. I got to three and was just getting the rhythm down when Charles suddenly stood. His dark brown eyes flew open, unfocused, staring past me at something distant. He flung out his hands like he was parting the Red Sea, then slammed his staff down on the concrete so hard the world seemed to shake with the force.

Something shifted behind me, and I fought the urge to look back, torn between curiosity and sudden trepidation. A gale whipped in from out of nowhere and rushed past me, trying to carry me with it. I caught sight of Tamara standing off to the side, her dyed hair whipping frantically around her pale face, her eyes a mix of excitement and encouragement as she met my gaze with her own. She gave me a thumbs up.

My footing slipped as the pull doubled and redoubled, boots grating across the concrete. Closing my own eyes, I made the conscious choice to relax and stop resisting—if this was the only way to Lori, I wasn’t about to fuck it up now. 

The alien wind pulled hungrily at me, and my feet left the ground. I tensed reflexively in preparation for hitting the wall behind me, but I never did. I dimly heard Tamara shouting, and Charles’ bellowed reply, but the howl of the wind was greater than everything else.

Since I was the closest, I fell through first, tumbling head over heels into the unknown.
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Never underestimate diplomacy

 

I couldn’t tell if I was moving, or if the world had been yanked out from under me.

Maybe both.

There was barely enough time for me to register the idea that one world was becoming another before I hit soft earth and rocks, bouncing and rolling. A few dizzying feet later I caught myself, digging dead nails into turf and stopping my momentum cold. 

I’d scarcely pushed myself to my feet before a milky, wavering distortion, like the full moon’s reflection on cloudy water, sundered the air in front of me, and out came Tamara. I darted jerkily forward, trying to catch her, but it was a pointless gesture. The alabaster skinned Moroi dodged me, rolling once on the ground before throwing herself back upright, both legs outstretched to simply strike the ground squarely, platform heels driving into the alien earth and stopping her dead.

 Corey was the next to be vomited forth, thumping ignominiously into the earth, his arrival punctuated by a string of indirect curses followed by a halfhearted “Ow.” Tamara moved to offer him a hand up, but he ignored it, slowly rising and dusting himself off while rubbing at one shoulder. He dodged to the side, eyes wide, as a heavy duffle bag appeared out of nowhere, thumping down right where he’d been standing an instant before. He sighed, somewhere between long-suffering and teenage-brand irritation, and bent to drag it aside.

Charles was the last to arrive, by a couple of heartbeats. One final flare before the shimmering manifestation snapped shut and out he flew, trench coat flapping lightly behind him like a cheap superhero’s cloak. He hit the ground with the ease of expectation, all three staves clutched close to his gut as he tucked into a professional-looking forward roll. He came back to his feet a short distance away, tossing both of the shorter rods at Corey, who fumbled one in his surprise. Charles turned slowly in a circle, looking warily at our new surroundings with his tall staff brandished at the ready, almost like holding a shotgun.

“Charles—” I rasped, but he gestured sharply to silence me, his eyes flickering with irritation as he turned in place, scrutinizing every detail of our new location. At Tamara’s slightly wide-eyed nod, I fell silent, soaking up our new environment like everyone else.

It was dark here, just like back in Birmingham, but a much cleaner, clearer, quieter dark than had ever existed back on the city streets. Since the darkness no longer hid anything from my eyes, I could see how beautiful it was here, especially in comparison to where we’d just been. We’d landed near the crest of a gentle, softly rolling hill covered in strange, puffy, dark grass, making this calm, peaceful strip of Next Door idyllic in the extreme. A couple hundred feet away, silhouetted against the incredibly clear night sky, a dark treeline beckoned, whose even darker roots sent an excited tingle down my spine. Its shadow was a promise of wild things, of dangers and adventures that lay hidden under its interwoven boughs.

Behind us, the hills dead-ended in a sloping, rocky wall, the base of what seemed to be either a natural formation like a low cliff or perhaps some massive set of unknowable, forgotten ruins. Directly to our back lay a yawning black mouth of a cave entrance, one that started out at least a dozen feet across, but narrowed sharply further in.

It was the tombstones that broke the idyllic feel: big ones, small ones, oddly shaped ones, ones formed into figures similar to the sigils on Charles’ staff and the Bookbinders sign. They littered the grassland outside of our immediate area, trailing off into the distance as far as my eyes could penetrate. Not a one took the form of a cross, that most iconic of ancient tombstone shapes. Though that might just have been for the best, considering my vampiric condition. A solemn, scattered few of the markers were shaped like humanoid figures, cast in creepy-ass relief by the ambiance and environment. 

At least, I hoped they were statues. The alternative was that they were alive, and very, very patient.

After what was probably the fifth or sixth solid revolution of watchful turning, Charles finally seemed to relax. As much as he ever seemed to relax, anyway. “Okay. We seem to be safe for the moment.” He looked at me. “Do you see anything?”

I shook my head. When had he caught on that I could see through the darkness? “Two weirdos on a hillside? And a couple of vampires?” I shrugged. “Shit, Charles, if you’re asking me if anything here seems out of the ordinary, I wouldn’t know where to begin.” That faraway jitter of nervousness I felt probably had less to do with where we were, as much as it did with what we were about to undertake.

He eyed me seriously. “Be wary. We may have come Next Door and found a place that seems peaceful, but nowhere here is ever really safe. Drop your guard here, and you probably won’t live to regret it.” He breathed out quietly, relaxing the white-knuckled death grip on his staff. “If you don’t see anything coming our way, let’s move. Which way?”

“You’re asking me?” I blinked.

“Why else did I bring you?” He frowned. “I was able to open a Window near the proper place, but not on top of it. I’m not about to drop us into the middle of the lair of god-only-knows what kind of unholy creature unless there’s no other choice. So follow your damn nose like you did before and get us moving.” He glanced around paranoidly once more, leaning on his staff. “Now.”

“Okay, okay.” I turned in a circle of my own, trying to open myself up to the feel of the energies, like I had before. It was harder this time; those energies seemed to flow all around me, something I could feel with my mind but not touch with my senses. “Can’t you just, you know, magic out which way to go?” I wiggled my fingers stiffly at him.

“Of course,” he snorted. “I could also light a flare, in case anything happened to be watching. I think I’ve got some in my bag.”

I twitched with the effort of not hitting him with his own stick. The ability to take deep, calming breaths to relax would have been downright lovely, but it just wasn’t in the cards, not anymore. “Right. Creepy forest, creepy cave, or creepy statue graveyard? How do I know?” I muttered to myself. Closing my eyes for a moment, I tried to find my center, tried to feel myself out, but to no avail. We were too close to answers, to resolution, to Lori, for me to calm down. 

Instead, I tried to examine the energy that tugged me in different directions. The area around us was strangely soothing. There was a peace to it; the peace of the grave, familiar now that it had caressed my soul and left its mark on my psyche. I could rest here, if I wanted. And in some ways, I did, just not as much as I wanted other things. But it couldn’t be the place I was looking for. There was none of that raw, bloody feel that the sigils and scars had reeked of.

The forest was intriguing. Inviting. It inspired a longing to go and lose myself in whatever it offered, perhaps never to return. It caught at me like the cover for every fantasy novel I’d ever fallen in love with, a siren song I didn’t dare answer. Another time, another place, another me. Maybe one day. I shook off the temporary longing; I didn’t have the luxury. Besides, it couldn’t be the place I needed, either. It just couldn’t.

That left the creepy cave, the only region of the three that unnerved me, with its ominous maw and hidden depths, standing ready to consume us whole. Something deep within its recesses both called to my core, and repelled me with its repugnance. 

“That way.” I pointed directly at the dark opening. In my mind, I snarled away the little voice that said, What if you’re wrong? What if you’re letting her down? You always let everyone down, eventually. There was no time to play second-guessing games. Not this time.

“Then what are we waiting for?” Charles grumbled. His heart had never settled back into its natural, slower rhythm. Neither had Corey’s. I wondered what the pair of wizards knew or could see that the rest of us couldn’t. Or maybe the environment was simply more disturbing to the two humans, its hills echoing with the silent sound of mortality.

We made our way quickly across the rolling hills that stood between us and our destination. “Charles,” I lowered my gravelly voice a few notches, for safety’s sake. Here, any sound seemed to carry unnaturally far. “Did your vision tell you what we’re up against?”

He chuckled darkly, quietly. “It doesn't work that way. Given time to decipher the symbolism, it might have. Maybe.” He kept low as we crested the hill, minimizing his profile even though no one else thought to do the same. “And I would have equipped myself with the specialist tools to destroy it. But we’ll simply have to make do. Too many lives are depending on us.” His face twisted into a frown. “Really, it could be anything: a monster, a vampire, a fae. Even a powerful wizard, long gone mad and trapped in this realm.”

“That happen often?”

“Sometimes.” He kept his voice low as well as we stepped into the cave mouth. Crossing that threshold changed the way the very air felt on my skin, charging it with pregnant menace. No one else seemed to notice. “A few of my kind have lost themselves here entirely. Mostly powerful, old wizards. Like Merlin, lost in the mists of Avalon.”

That gave me something to think about as he fell silent, and we traveled deeper and deeper into danger. Without asking, I took point as the walls narrowed toward us. No one objected, and it seemed like the best idea: I was strong, tough, and could see in the dark. If nothing else, maybe whatever lurked within would take long enough eating me that the others could run away.

Behind my back, the unzipping of a bag heralded Corey producing a flashlight, a solid, metallic, sturdy one that hopefully wouldn’t just die the first time someone muttered a spell. Likewise, Charles produced light, an old-fashioned, flame-powered lantern that made me instinctively shy away, despite the sphere of glass between me and the fire. It was probably my imagination, but I thought the flame swayed a little toward me each time I happened to get too close. I quickened my pace and walked a few feet further in front, just in case.

The tunnel wound and sloped down as we went, the walls closing in on us until there was barely enough room for any two of us to walk abreast. It stayed tall enough, though, that Charles would have had to tip-toe to brush it with a hand. What lives down here? I wondered for the hundredth time. I stayed to the middle of the path, blocking it, just in case. 

The cave floor and walls transitioned away from plain, hard-packed dirt and dark rock as we went, turning into a rectangular-cut passageway framed in tightly packed, jumbled stones of greatly variant appearance. Each one was rough to the touch, as if worked with by hand with tools from some distant past. The floor was the same, like cobblestone, coarse but relatively even with dark, gritty mortar. 

When the floor turned to bone instead, it caught us all by surprise.

Stepping down, I heard the first crunch, echoing grotesquely down the tunnel, louder in the near-silence than it had any right to be. Everyone paused, and I turned to look back. The walls were now tightly pressed, irregular rubble. The floor, layer upon layer of bone, was stacked and packed impossibly tightly, all the way forward and back, as far as my dead eyes could see.

All of us froze. I looked down. It wasn’t just bones. 

It was human bones.

Enough of them to carpet the floor; in fact, I had no way to tell if there even was a floor, or if it was just layer upon untold layer of human detritus, running endlessly deep. 

We all exchanged a long look. Tamara shivered. Corey’s heartbeat picked up, shuddering anxiously from the walls. Even Charles’ impassive poker face wavered for a moment before returning in full force. He gestured me onward, and onward I went. Lori was that way.

Our steps slowed, the bones grating on bones with each forward stride, stealing any sense of stealth we desired. Bone and more bone confronted us as we went further, peeking between the wall stones and jutting sharply from the ceiling like wayward fangs. The morbid surroundings seemed to put my companions increasingly on edge; everyone started walking with more hesitance, even me, as if all too aware we were trespassing. Which, of course, we were. But for myself, it wasn’t all bad. The further we went, the more energetic I felt; the more death surrounded, peering from every crevice in the wall and touching every footstep, the more not-quite-alive I felt, just as Charles had predicted.

It felt like the journey went on too long and too far. It reminded me of the time I’d died, those unending moments between moments.

Then suddenly, something changed.

We heard it before we saw anything, the low, slow rumble that gradually deepened, paused, and began again. The closer we came to a curve in the bone-dense tunnel, the louder it became, the air moving hot and humid, back and forth across our exposed skin. 

Without warning, the passage opened up and emptied us into a subterranean cavity, chambered like a heart and several times the size of my apartment. Corey’s flashlight scanned rapidly back and forth, its beam cutting through the dark of the underground, but I didn’t need it to see bits of the adjoining rooms, partially separated by contoured barriers of rock that bristled with protruding bones.

The floor here wasn’t simply covered with the debris and remnants of long dead humans. The decay of past and present civilizations also littered the floor, bits and pieces of ruined and dead human settlements, everything from a car bumper and a pile of sundered cinder blocks, to rusted farming equipment and a nest made from decaying mattresses, blankets, and cast-off clothing accumulated from the last couple of centuries. It looked like a post-apocalyptic garage sale had come and gone, leaving behind all the bits no one wanted to take home.

Indiscernible piles lay here and there, some hidden amongst the bones and shadows, while others sat near the center of the chamber like garish decorations or trophies. More shadowy areas harbored other channels that led who knew where, large and small tunnels branching off of the main chamber like blood vessels attached to a solitary, cavernous heart of stone.

“Something’s coming,” Charles hissed, setting his lantern aside. He gestured as if scooping something up, and the chamber flooded with steady firelight that poured from the amorphous orb in his upraised hand. And he wasn’t wrong.

Into the slowly shifting light strode a horror, ten feet of monstrous predator on six furry legs. Its coat was a dull, mottled, rusted gray, stained with blood and matted with chunks of gore. The thick pelt hanging shaggily from its figure did nothing to conceal massive paws, each with six toes tipped with a sharp, curved claw like a great cat’s. Its dirty fur covered everything but a broad, scaled tail—half feline and half reptile—and its massive head, larger than my torso.

The head of the great beast wasn’t covered by anything: not fur and not skin. My eyes and Charles’ light revealed it to be nothing but raw flesh and wetly glistening muscle, as if someone or something had stripped its head down to the warm, steaming meat that flexed and shone in the light, shining and damp with blood. Its eyes shone too, watching us unblinkingly with a lambent yellow-green stare like one of those radiation warning signs. Topping the exposed flesh and muscle at the crown of its head were two twisting, forward-pointing horns like that of a bull’s, enormous and sharp and obviously deadly, as the ancient blood stains on them attested.

It looked savage, sickly, and voracious, all at once.

Muscle rippled and flexed, a not-so-subtle threat, as it strode into the room as silent, predatory, and dismissive of our presences as it could be. We stalled at the sight of it, just inside the entrance to its lair. It grinned a Cheshire Cat’s grin at us, revealing two full rows of uneven, pitted teeth, bits of bone and rotting flesh still lodged here and there. Behind me, everyone’s heart rates spiked, climbing and clamoring over one another until their cadences were indistinguishable from one another.

 “Son of a bitch,” Charles spat through gritted teeth. “It’s the Rawhead.” I didn’t dare glance back at him, didn’t dare take my eyes off of the huge supernatural predator before us.

“I feel pain. Sadness. Tears and sorrow,” Tamara whispered, her hushed voice barely making it to my ears. I finally risked a glance over my shoulder to see her nod minutely toward the chamber from which the creature had emerged.

Red crept in at the edges of my vision. My fists curled into tight balls of their own accord. I took a deep, useless breath.

“Hail mortals, immortal.” Its voice shifted across an alien range, settling into a cross between the harsh grating of metal on stone and that of crumbling marrow. Yet it spoke politely, choosing its words like a professor enunciating proper, if slightly out of date, English. “What has brought you to my lair?” I really wished it would stop grinning, but it didn’t, not for an instant.

I tensed as I watched it settle casually onto its haunches. Didn’t it already know? Why didn’t it attack? From its greeting, it surely knew I was Strigoi, and its lack of surprise felt like bad news by itself. It didn’t seem impressed by the sight of us at all, and I felt unprepared, outmatched. If its intent was to intimidate me, it was doing a hell of a fine job.

Charles stepped up to right behind my shoulder, leaving me still between himself and the beast. “Greetings, demon.”

Well, now I knew what it was, at least. Now if only I knew what that meant.

“I see you bring your kind’s weapons of war to my private sanctum,” the creature admonished, sickly lantern eyes focused on Charles. The polite tone barely covered a blood-chilling threat as it flickered a glance over Charles’ staff.

Charles stretched a fabricated, pleasant expression over his face. “Indeed, you have my apology,” he replied deferentially. My mouth almost fell open. “We did not intend to trespass upon the home of one such as yourself.” 

The monstrosity preened a little, puffing out its chest ever so slightly. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“We came here following a trail, seeking the location of a large number of young human women that have been taken from their rightful Home,” the tall wizard continued, inclining his head in a slight, apologetic bow.

The thing, the Rawhead, the demon, it just grinned and grinned. “Of course. You have come to the right place, wizard, though I do not believe I can assist you this day.” I did not like the way it smiled at Charles’ mention of our goal; that smile made my flesh want to crawl and my blood want to boil. “At least, not without a price.”

At my shoulder, Charles stiffened, but I couldn’t tell what his real feelings were beneath that strained mask of a smile. “Might I ask why, most indulgent host? We have traveled a long way in the seeking and would be loathe to return Home empty handed.”

I’ll burn in hell first. I ground my teeth so hard they creaked audibly.

It chuckled, the sound of bones being milled down to powder. “Because they are mine.” It rose to standing, its body language still casual, but tinted with an air of menacing superiority. “A gift. A tribute, in return for services rendered.” It licked its teeth, that hideous scar of a mouth unzipping even further than it had before. From the corner of my eye, I saw Corey cover his mouth, as if he might retch at any moment. It smiled. “A feast.”

I went from zero to seething with righteous anger in a second flat. Charles finally stepped in front of me, gesturing frantically behind his back for me to calm down.

“I have seen your markings upon our world, mighty demon,” the wizard said, shifting in front of me as if to block the line of sight between me and the creature. His hand gestured insistently, the other gripping his staff with pale white knuckles. “It must be some great service indeed to draw you so often to our Home.”

“Not so great a task for one such as I.” It nodded proudly, tongue still edging along its lengthy, serrated maw. “Though it has been far too long since I tasted such divine fare.”

I glanced around and spotted a pile of heavy, decaying cement blocks, like cornerstones. I shifted that way, edging out from behind Charles.

“But,” Charles protested, “it seems unfair to ask you to hunt and retrieve your own prey, your own reward. Where is the decadence in that befitting one such as yourself? Surely I can offer a more worthy tribute in exchange. Perhaps for information?” He was so intent on his conversation with the gross abomination he didn’t seem to notice me sidling away.

The creature paused, hideous face cruel and considering. “A worthy offer, good wizard—” It rumbled on thoughtfully, viscerally, the air trembling around it, but I’d already stopped listening.

I wrapped my hand around the rebar jutting from the largest block I could see, and threw a few hundred of pounds of stone at the Rawhead like a baseball. 

No fucking demon was going to eat my girlfriend.

My aim was true, and I had a big, ugly target that was easy to hit. The cracked block collided with its gross face so hard the cement exploded, shattered remnants and bits of concrete shrapnel lodging in the behemoth’s juicy, meaty face.

It recoiled, front paws thrown clear off the ground by the impact, barely catching itself before slamming into the bone-studded wall at its back. Then it dropped back onto its paws, lowering its head, shaking it back and forth as if to clear it. 

When it looked back up, its eyes blazed, and it glared balefully at the lot of us. Specifically, me. “As I was saying,” it continued, seeming barely fazed by the blow. “Those I work with want a place of safety, of security in this harsh, cruel world.” The demon flexed its massive muscles and stretched. “But now that there are those hounding their trail, their plans have changed, and those girls will serve a much different purpose, a much more…transitory purpose.” It grinned again with relish, thick saliva steaming and warm where it dripped from its jagged maw.

“Dammit, Ashley!” Charles snapped. “Back off!” He glared at me, the anger in his intelligent cinnamon eyes blended with blatant fear. He turned back toward the Rawhead as it took a stride forward, settling low onto its half-dozen legs and pawing the ground. “Perhaps, perhaps we may yet deal for—” 

The logical, reasonable part of my mind said that Charles probably knew how to handle this better than I did, that I should just let him do his thing and back him up. But my vision was white-hot with outrage at this abomination’s insinuations, at its actions, at its very existence. So the rest of me told that rational part of my mind to fuck right off. I grabbed Charles by the back of his long coat and hauled him out of the way as the Rawhead lowered its horns, lining them up with the lot of us. 

My face twisted involuntarily into a snarl of challenge.

Only one of us was walking out of here in one piece.

The Rawhead grinned its unholy, ravenous grin and lowered its great, horned head. The bone-encrusted chamber rattled, burdened with the violent weight of its charge.
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Regardless of cost

 

The Rawhead’s roar hung heavy in the air, reverberating invasively inside my skull like the sound of an industrial saw cutting flesh. At the edge of my vision, I saw Charles start to dive out of the way, but the sound caught him and staggered him like a physical blow, forcing him to brace himself with his staff and clutch at his head.

Meanwhile, the pounding of its six legs on bone was like muted thunder in the confines of the stone chamber, crushing the human residue littering its lair without effort, smashing aside its own entropic decor with inhuman, destructive abandon. It crossed the chamber in seconds with our entire group lined up perfectly for its devastating rush, everyone but me staggering and reeling from its horrible bellow. 

I might have been able to dive out of the way if I’d tried, but instead of dodging, I braced for impact. I’d noticed my startling lack of common sense before, but never was it so readily apparent as when staring down the horns of a charging demon larger than Charles’ truck. But if I tried to save myself, I abandoned everyone else to the Next Door equivalent of being run over by a big, hairy bus that smelt like raw meat.

My self-preservation and fear were dead, and I didn’t care.

Come get some, you furry asshole.

I set my feet a moment before impact, the force of our contact shuddering through my unfeeling body and shaking our bony surroundings. Lethal horns longer and thicker than my arms slapped into my pale, dead palms. I gripped them hard, forcing them away from my face and torso. My boots scraped hard on the bone-covered floor, grinding heavily as layers of human remains dislodged and scattered everywhere. I felt myself bump solidly into someone else as I slid, felt their weight thrown aside by the momentum of our struggle, and hoped they were alright. 

But I didn’t glance aside, didn’t give way.

I slid backward five feet, ten feet, a dozen...and no more. We ground to a halt and I roared my defiance directly into its ugly, surprised face. Behind me, more bones clattered as everyone else scattered, putting distance between themselves and the massive demon. But not me.

The Rawhead growled, surprise melting into wrath, and set its feet. I felt my own feet start to leave the ground as it raised its bloody head and I nearly panicked. I’d never really wrestled an angry, disgusting monster the size of my father’s living room before, but I’d watched enough wrestling to know that if it broke my footing and ruined my leverage, I was done for. I flexed, dead muscles and tendons straining as I wrenched the massive head down by the horns. My feet settled solidly back down as it roared again, this time in anger and pain.

Its response only encouraged me further. Grinning like a madwoman, I twisted its horns, forcing  its head down and to the side, then suddenly yanked it forward and off balance despite its braced weight. The creature snarled and struggled, but I had the demon by the horns.

Six clawed paws, each bigger than my head, dug in, raking stubborn furrows in the bony floor. It  dragged me across the chamber, but I kept twisting its neck and jerking its horns every time, destroying its balance, staggering it again and again. Our struggles brought us to the wall, and over its tensed, straining haunches, I caught a glimpse into the next room. Specifically, I saw the rows and rows of iron cages set into the walls beyond, and I saw the movement of forms inside. 

 My raw, damaged throat rumbling with a growl of my own, I pivoted suddenly, slamming it face-first into the cavern’s side with terrific force, shaking the walls and sending a rain of ribs and bleached, gnawed bones raining down from the arched ceiling. It recoiled, stunned, and I risked my footing long enough to kick it squarely in one plate-sized, lambent green eye.

To one side, I could hear Charles and Corey yelling, but I couldn’t keep track of where they were or what they were saying. A flash of movement startled me until I realized it was Tamara darting past me, an alabaster bolt of lightning. A coil of what looked like wire unfurled from her hands, and she wasted no time in lashing the Rawhead around the face and throat, where it lacked any protective fur. Where the wire whip fell, bleeding lacerations blossomed, successively cutting deeper and deeper.

My body went rigid as instinctive fear suddenly made an appearance. Flares of light stained the chamber orange as a thick, fiery lance and a twisting serpent of flame smashed into the Rawhead’s side. I hauled at the huge head, forcing the bulk of the monstrosity’s body between me and the consuming flames. It bellowed in savage fury and agony, my unyielding grip seemingly the only thing keeping it from flopping and writhing on the floor.

The Rawhead tried dislodge me and twist and face the three mortals pummeling it with everything they had; murderous intent in its eyes directed at each of them in turn. But I wasn’t going to let it hurt them, and I wasn’t going to let it run. I wrenched its head erratically in any direction I could, forcing it to plant all six feet and concentrate on me lest I snap its neck. Meanwhile, Tamara and the two wizards mercilessly pounded the living shit out of it.

I grinned more and more viciously, swept away by the thrill of the fight. This powerful demon had hurt people, eaten people, even taken away my lover. And I was not only fighting it but winning.

“That all you got?” I bellowed in its face. With a hoarse roar of my own and a Herculean show of force, I wrenched backward suddenly as hard as I possibly could, lifting the front end of the monster clear off of the ground. I could feel the distant and strange sensation of unnecessary ligaments tearing— but I didn’t care. With an audible snap that resounded through the chamber and down the tight tunnel, one of the creature’s thick, twisting horns broke free, the appendage tearing away a chunk of raw flesh before snapping raggedly off near the base. I grinned triumphantly, baring my fangs in its dreadful face.

As the horn ripped bloodily free, its colossal roar of agony and fury probably deafened everyone else in the tight confines except for me. I was just as angry as it was, so if it didn’t hurt, it didn’t matter. So I matched its roar with another ragged one of my own, my deceased lungs pumping air for that sole purpose.

But for all my sense of impending triumph, all of my righteous anger and determination, my inexperience had already handed it the keys to defeating me. The Rawhead threw its full weight away from me, nearly dragging me to the floor. I held on, but barely, and without the leverage of both horns to control its head, I stumbled, giving it the upper hand.  

I spotted Corey, down on the ground and dazed; I could clearly smell the scent of human blood as he pulled his hands away from his ears, stained with drops of red. Tamara leapt free of the monster’s path, dragging Charles with her to safety as it thrashed and dragged me across the room.

Suddenly, it reversed its momentum, catching me completely off guard as it launched its significant weight into me instead of away. I slapped wetly into its sticky, skinless forehead and down I went, the Rawhead towering over me with that awful, voracious smile, my death grip on its remaining horn the only conceivable reason I wasn’t already in its mouth. 

I snarled and smashed the beast in the mouth with its own heavy horn, erasing that smile and sending a collection of those sharp, rot-coated teeth spinning down the dark hole of its cavernous throat. My impromptu club came away stained in crimson, and I smiled right in its burning eyes as I reared back for another blow.

The monster tossed its head, sending me effortlessly into the air, and spun its long, powerful body in a tight circle. The world became a blur of abrupt acceleration as I lost my bearings. Despite my strength, my grip slipped due to the blood dripping down its lone remaining horn and I went flying. I had just enough time to register what had happened before a wall plowed into my spine from out of nowhere like a runaway locomotive. I seriously hoped the liberal crunch of shattering bones had come from the walls and floor, and not my own skeleton. I still needed that.

Stones fractured, bone chips flew, and I dropped to the churned debris of the floor, disoriented. I tried desperately to push myself to my feet, helplessly awaiting the impact of its next charge, knowing full well how stupidly vulnerable I was.

My muscles froze up as fear suddenly seized control of them. I curled into a ball instinctively as a massive sword of flame clove the air overhead, a blast of dangerously hot air hitting my face as the conjured inferno struck something and exploded. I fought back against the sudden, unreasoning fear, uncurling and raising my head just in time to see the Rawhead, on fire and in full flight, taking off down one of the larger tunnels and disappearing before I could even get off of my knees.

And just like that, the demon was gone.

I didn’t need to push my strained, stiff muscles to rise to my feet. Charles took three quick strides over to me and lifted me to the tips of my toes by the front of my ichor-stained hoodie.

“What the fuck did you do that for?” he snarled in my face, staff trembling in his other hand. “I had this under control!”

“If by in control you mean you were making fucking deals with it!” I snapped right back. “Five more fucking minutes and you would have had a dinner date and its fucking phone number!” My fists curled into tight balls, trembling like his staff.

“I was going to trick it into letting us go, then come back with whatever I researched would kill it!” His breath hit me in the face, hot, fearful and angry as he bellowed the words. “You stupidly endangered all of our lives! Mine, Tamara’s, Corey’s!”

 That took me aback for a moment, sapping some of the rage, but it flooded right back. “You said we were going to walk in here and kick its ass, and that’s exactly what I did! You wanted to go back and prep and research while it ate more innocent people!” My heart pounded once, thunder inside my head. “How many lives would that have cost? Or what if it hid? What if we couldn’t get back here? Or if it set a fucking trap for us! You really think that was a better idea?”

I rocked back on my heels as Charles dropped me. “It was all I had.” His face fell, the anger bleeding out of him.

I blinked, remembering where I was. The floor of bone lay disturbed, pits and troughs and piles of human remains everywhere, the mounds of detritus decor obliterated by our struggle. The cavern’s motley stone walls were cracked and scorched, and a dusting of crushed bone and dry mortar floated on the air. Corey stood, apprehensive and tired, on one side of us, Tamara close at hand on the other.

“Guys?” Tamara put a hand on her hip, watching us with concern. “If you’ve both got that out of your systems, there are people that need us.” Her sapphire eyes gleamed with unnatural light. “Really need us.” She nodded toward the room I’d peeked into during the fight.

I nodded as I finally heard it, too. With no roaring, yelling, or hitting going on, the only sounds echoing in the chambered cavern were a multitude of heartbeats and a chorus of plaintive, desperate sobs.
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What the heart wants

 

“I’ll be there in a minute.” Charles turned aside, checking Corey over quietly while the boy tried to wave him away. The scent of blood abruptly cut off as the wizard started stuffing wads of gauze in the young magician’s ears.

I glanced at Tamara. “You okay?”

She flashed me a dazzling smile, though her eyes were still bigger than natural, touched with a hint of that vibrant, liquid energy. “Not a scratch. It was mostly focused on you, anyway.” The Moroi shifted, stopping just shy of hugging herself. “There’s a lot of emotion here. So much it’s hard to focus. Hard to shut it out.” She tapped her head and frowned, the liquid blue of her eyes shimmering with empathy, with sadness. “Pain, despair, anguish and agony echoes from the walls, soaks into the bones…” She trailed off and swallowed thickly, closed her eyes for a beat, then opened them again, forcing a hopeful smile. “Let’s go see what we can do about that.” I nodded, and we headed toward the opening to the other chamber, side by side. “You were great, by the way. What you did back there was amazing.”

My smile drained away, stolen as the smell of blood hit me anew, slapping me in the face like it had been lurking in ambush, just inside the next room. This room reeked of blood and other, worse things, some new, most age-old. A few ensconced torches kept the room dimly lit with a cold, blue light, letting us clearly see the cages that lined the walls. There must have been dozens, most with a moving body inside, some few with just a body. Another scattered handful stood empty, some of those gaping and open. I decided that the empty ones were empty because the Rawhead hadn’t gotten around to filling them yet. Not because they used to be full.

“We shouldn’t tell them it got away,” Tamara’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Not yet. We don't want them to panic.”

“Not to mention, it said it had work buddies,” I grumbled.

She nodded. “We’ll piece all of that together later. Let’s focus on the rescue for now. Just… Keep your guard up, just in case.” 

I was already focused on it. Lori was here, somewhere. I knew it. The volume in the bleak grotto spiked as someone spotted us, a muddled cacophony of women's voices, some crying out for help, many simply crying. Some of them grabbed the bars, having obviously heard the fight and now shouting, pleading for us to let them go.

I didn’t know where to start. The chorus of voices only grew, indecipherable and dizzying. “Lori!” I shouted, cutting across the din. The voices quieted but only a little and only for a moment. “Lori!” My voice raked across my wrecked vocal cords, rough and harsh and not my own. Was she even— 

“Ashley!” 

I could barely hear the reply, but hear it I did. Turning, I somehow pinpointed the direction in the confusion and rushed heedlessly toward it, a cell in the very back corner, squeezed in next to the wall and some object covered in a faded, moldering tapestry. I stumbled as I smacked face first into a mess of rusty chains and hooks dangling from a hole in the ceiling, stained with old blood, but thankfully, nothing fresh hung from those sharp barbs. They plucked harmlessly, hungrily at my clothes, unable to find purchase in Strigoi flesh. I growled, tearing them free from their anchor high above, a chunk of the ceiling coming down as I tossed them aside in disgust. The falling stone bounced off of me harmlessly, too.

Nothing else stood in my way as I rushed to Lori’s cage. 

“Ashley!” Clear, sky-blue, shimmering eyes stared up at me from within the cage.

Lori. The tears wouldn’t come. Couldn’t.

She looked just like I remembered: pale—though not as pale as myself or Tamara—and beautiful, with her heart-shaped face and long lashes, perfect soft lips and long, platinum hair. But not everything was as I remembered it; her flawless complexion and skin was marred by scrapes and streaked with blood and dirt. Her slender waist was even thinner than normal, and I could see hints of her ribs shift under her skin when she breathed. Trails where tears had washed her beautiful face clean again and again stood out like emotional war paint. 

I twitched, fighting a sudden burst of rage. If I ever saw that… abomination again—

“Ashley.” My whole world focused to that one point when she spoke, and I smiled through everything, the rage fleeing into the shadows as she cautiously crept forward into the light, closer to the bars. “Ashley! Oh my God! What are you doing here? Are you okay? What about that...thing…” Her voice shuddered and failed, torn apart by tremors of fear, of memory. 

“It’s okay, Lor. I’m here.” My voice cracked, too and only partly because of the damage to my throat. “You’re safe now. I promise.”

She crawled closer, the ambient blue light tinting her soft skin like a bruise. Lori wrapped one slender, delicate hand around the thick, corroded bars, then raised the other, stretching it out toward me. I lifted my own bloodied, weathered hand, softly placing it palm to palm with hers, meeting gently in the center of the bars locking her away.

“It really is you…” Her voice was cast in tones of wonder, but her eyes shone wetly with exhausted relief. 

As one, we pressed as close as we could to one another, the bars be damned. I thumped my forehead against hers, so very careful to keep my strength to a minimum. 

“Ow,” she chuckled, eyes shimmering with unfallen tears. “Ashley… The whole time… You were all I could think of. I couldn’t...with what that…what it did to us…” My other arm went through the bars, wrapped around her shoulders as I leaned my weight against the iron. “You were all I had to keep me going.” The bright blue of her eyes asked the questions her voice didn’t, their depths haunted by shadows that hadn’t been there a couple of days ago.

“I know what you mean,” I croaked, wrestling my voice with pathetic success. “Been looking for you ever since… Ever since I came home and realized you were gone.”

“Ashley…” Worry flickered across her features; I wanted nothing more than to wipe it away. “Why didn’t you come home? I couldn’t call you, your work didn’t know, you were just gone…” She shuddered, glancing away. And when she looked back, it was with a frown. “Are you okay? Something… Something doesn't feel right.”

I shook my head. “Later,” I rasped with a smile. “Let’s get you out first, okay?”

Her eyes went wide, pleading. “Oh, God, please.” Her eyes darted around, frantic. “But how? Only...Only he, only that thing could—” 

“Wanna see something cool?” I grinned, the best closed-mouthed grin I could manage. No fangs, I reminded myself.

Knitting her brow together, she smiled a familiar, fond smile, and nodded. 

Somewhere behind me, I could hear Tamara talking to the girls, loudly addressing them all before moving from cage to cage, checking each one and leaving them far calmer in her wake. But Lori and I only had eyes for each other.

The cages were simple squares carved into the very walls, several feet deep, but not even tall enough for Lori to sit without ducking her head awkwardly. Dark little holes. The thick, iron bars were set directly into the stone itself, with nothing that resembled locks, hinges, or doors. 

Not nearly enough to stop me.

I ripped the rusted metal from the stone that gripped it with a shower of stony bits and so much violence that one of the strips of iron flew out of my hand, shooting across the chamber to bounce and clang across the stone and bone, narrowly missing Charles’ foot. He glared at me, then went back to peeling a heavy, moth-eaten tapestry off of a huge, polished mirror, seven feet tall and heavily gilt with a broad frame of tarnished steel and fluid, ambiguously sculpted shapes.

I spared him a brief, sheepish grin before turning back to Lori and forgetting him completely. Her moment of astonished shock faded as she realized she was truly free, and she surged from the stone and iron cage faster than I would have thought possible, tucking her head against my chest and throwing her arms around me. Hugging me tightly, as if I might slip away at any moment. 

I returned it in kind, once again worrying that I might accidentally injure her. A frown crawled across my features as I fully realized that she, like many of the other girls, was in a state of partial exposure, with her shirt gone and one leg of her favorite pair of fuzzy pink lounge pants torn completely away. “Hold on.” I gently pried her free and stripped off my hoodie, hesitating when I saw how wet and pukingly gross it was. When I looked back up, the garment dangling and dripping in my hands, she was staring at me.

“Ash...what’s happened?” She wrapped her arms around herself, as if fighting cold I couldn’t feel. “Something’s wrong.” Her eyes clouded as she shifted, suddenly anxious. 

Fearful.

“Hey, no, it’s okay—” My voice was a rasp. I reached out, stopping cold, still as a statue as she recoiled ever so slightly.

“You feel…” She hesitated.

A voice cut through the moment. Tamara. “I need everyone’s attention, please!” Lori glanced past me, blinking warily at the Moroi for an instant before returning to my face. For myself, it was only a matter of sheer will and Lori’s presence that kept my eyes from being drawn to my vampire friend as well.

Lori frowned, peeking cautiously past me. To my heartbreak, she didn’t move any closer. “Ashley.” She wrapped her slender, perfect arms tighter around herself to cover her small breasts, her voice cold and trembling. “What happened to you?” 

“I…” I stammered uselessly to a stop. What does anyone say in a situation like this? “Lor, I—”

“Ashley.” Charles’ gruff voice cut across my concerns from behind me, tapping me on the shoulder with the crown of his staff. I twisted in sudden irritation to snap at him, only to see him nodding significantly at the plethora of unopened cages. While I’d been absorbed in my personal dilemma, a dozen girls sobbed and begged for release. At least, the ones still able to do so.

Dammit. “Lor, just…hold on, okay? I’m fine. I’ll explain everything…soon. Okay?” I tried as hard as I could to make my voice like it used to be. And failed. I couldn’t bear to watch her eyes shimmering with wetness any longer, and turned away. Sorry, Lori. I got murdered while you were away, but I’m alright now. Really. My heart sat there, cold, silent and heavy in my chest. 

I tore free metal bars and cage fronts one after the other, ripping away the front of each cell with a reckless abandon and muscles that could no longer know fatigue or pain. Not every girl was frightened of me and my freakish strength; a few were just relieved to be free, and two or three even threw their arms around me as if I was their hero. Several were simply despondent, intact but in poor condition. 

I pulled them out of their holes in the wall one by one and carried the ones who couldn’t walk to Charles, who took them and got them on their feet. He encouraged them to stand on their own if they could and explained to them that they were safe in soft, deep, soothing tones. He even threw his heavy coat around the shoulders of one young girl whose lack of clothing and ragged strips of missing flesh left her desperate and vulnerable.

At some point, I realized that about a dozen of them were missing. Where are the rest of the girls? There was one easy answer: that we’d been stepping on what was left of them since the moment we’d entered the cavern, but I refused to accept it.

Corey kept watch for incoming trouble as Charles gathered the girls up, speaking to them quietly and reassuringly in his own restrained, confident manner. 

With nothing more I could do to help, I had to turn and face my Lori once more. I found her not far away, talking quietly to Tamara. I supposed if anyone could calm her down and help me explain, it was a Moroi, though Lori didn’t seem as soothed as I would have expected.

“You can’t expect me to believe that! You’re saying that she—” Lori cut off as I approached, looking up to me almost reluctantly. “Ash…”

“Lor, it’s still me.” I tried to look in her eyes, but she evaded me. “Look at me, Lor. Please. It’s just me.”

Her heartbeat quickened as I reached out to her, but not in the way I remembered from holding her close.

Trembling with anxiety, she finally met my eyes, the pale blue shimmering wetly with...fear. “Ash, there’s something wrong. You think I can’t tell? Can’t you tell? Something’s changed, like you’re different, like you’re not all there anymore.”

That time, it was I who looked away.

“Miss Harper,” Tamara stepped into the conversation gently, helpfully. “It’s not her fault. Maybe if you just—”

 “Stay out of this, Tamara,” She snapped. “You don’t know what I’m—” Lori looked back at me, tears flowing freely now. “What we’re going through!”

“Lori, I…” I would have given so much to cry along with her. “Lor, I’ve had some bad shit happen to me over the last few days.” I pried a halfhearted smile free and displayed it. “You got taken by this thing, and… And I... I’m still me, okay? I still love you.” My voice nearly broke before I could finish the words. I reached out to her again, my eyes pleading.

“Ash, you don’t understand—you don’t know what I’ve been through, what I’ve had to do, what that thing did to me, I can’t…” I trembled as she shied away from my embrace and stepped back, shaking her head. “Ash, I love you, but I just...can’t.” She shivered.

I suddenly remembered what pain felt like. “So… What does that mean?” I stared deep into her beautiful eyes. The sting of rejection was like a dagger in my heart. “We can work this out, right, Lor? Try to make things okay?” Timidly, I extended a hand without approaching closer. After a long, long moment, she took it, and I held it as tightly as I dared. 

“So cold…” she whispered finally. “So strange.” She never answered me. But, eventually, she embraced me, two bloodstained, dirty women making the best of a tragedy. But regardless of what either of us might have wanted, things had irrevocably changed, and our embrace wasn’t the same as it had been, just a few short days ago.

Charles wandered into my field of view, staff slung over his shoulder, his posture weary. “We don’t have time,” he said simply, his face reserved.

It took me a moment to nod, trying not to chew at my lip with my fangs.

“What happened to us?” A tall girl called out, young, but with an obviously strong, athletic build and dark tanned skin. “What was that thing, and where are we? Are we safe? Is it coming back?” She shook as she asked the questions, fearful, but also angry. Several of the other girls looked up as she spoke, rallying behind her for answers.

“A demon.” Charles’ tone didn’t pull any punches. “But it’s gone now, and none of you will ever see it again. I promise you that.” He said it like he meant it. “Right now, it’s too busy running from us to do anything else. We’ll get you home, get you all safe...and then we’re coming back for it.” 

“I know it’s hard to believe,” Tamara gave Lori and I some space as she spoke. “But it’s true. You survived this.” Her sad, triumphant smile warmed the room. “Come with us, and we’ll get you to safety. I know some people who’ll help you.” Lowering her voice, she gestured Charles over, where only the three of us and my lover could hear. “We’ve got to get them out of here, Charles. Before anything else happens. Can you do it?”

The wizard’s eyes flashed. “You should all go back. I should stay and hunt that monstrosity down.” Corey wandered over, and Charles snapped at him without looking, “Stay with the girls.” He shook his head, gripping his staff tight, speaking quietly but vehemently. “If I leave now, I risk letting the trail get cold, and—”

“No.” Everyone in our small group stopped and looked at me as I spoke. “You can’t go chasing shadows. These girls need our help, your help, now. ” I looked up into Charles’ dark eyes firmly. “I have to know Lori’s going to be okay. But after that? I’ll come back here with you, and make damn certain that thing gets what it deserves.”

He only paused a moment, sharp brown eyes studying me. “I’ll hold you to it.” Charles squared his shoulders. “Let’s get them to safety. And quickly. The sooner they get medical and psychiatric care, the better.” His expression as he glanced back at the main group was sympathetic, mixed with ire. “I just…” He trailed off, still clenching his staff, running his other hand through his short, dark hair, now singed and splattered with blood.

“It’ll be okay, Charles.” Tamara’s presence seemed to soothe everyone, except Lori, who tensed and looked away. “This isn’t over. We just need to rearrange our priorities.” She tugged her phone from a hidden pocket. “In fact, we don’t have long. It’s getting late.” She glanced significantly at me.

He gave her a blank look as she powered the phone back down. “What?”

I mirrored the look, and Tamara sighed, rolling her eyes at us both. “Dawn, guys. Dawn.”

I flinched reflexively, a few memories of the previous morning forcefully returning. It hadn’t been fun, and I couldn’t say I was looking forward to it. I guess I’ll have a lot of time to get used to it. Lori looked up at me uneasily with her shimmering blue eyes.

Then, she finally pulled away from me. I was reluctant to let her go, but didn’t dare hold onto her. It would only make matters worse. “I just want to go home,” she whispered.

Tamara managed to take my lover’s hands easier than I had. “Lori. Please. You can’t go home right now. Not with that thing still at large. None of you can.” I could feel Lori’s heartbeat jump as she shuddered. “Please, let me help you.”

It took her a moment, but Lori nodded, looking down, still holding Tamara’s hands. “You’re right.” She looked back up, giving me the saddest, most sorrowful look I’d ever seen. “There’s no home to go back to right now.”

My heart was a hollow, dead space in my chest. I tried to ignore it. 
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Tamara's wild ride

 

I couldn’t go home, either. There was just enough time to get there before sunrise, but what Lori had said went double for me. It wasn’t home without her there. Besides, I knew of at least two monsters who knew where I slept, so to speak.

“I can give you a ride,” Tamara offered. “I’ve got a place to stay with an extra room and bed. Should be sun-proofable. Or I can grab you a hotel room, if that’s not cool.” I was pretty certain she could sense my internal conflict. In fact, I was pretty certain it didn’t take a psychic vampire to sense my internal conflict right now.

“Either one sounds fine.” Beggars can’t be choosers. My other options were to go home anyway or sleep in a storm drain. I figured I could trust Tamara not to not to cut out my kidneys during the daylight hours, what with all we’d been through tonight. And past that, I just plain liked her. If I had to trust one relative stranger tonight, it was going to be her. Besides, if she turned out to have some sinister hidden motives, I supposed I simply wouldn’t wake up again tomorrow night.

And right now, that sounded okay, too.

Ambulances and a couple of sharp-looking SUVs had already come and gone, taking the poor girls with them. Tamara had assured us—and them—that they wouldn’t simply be dropped off at the nearest hospital and left to fend for themselves but that she instead knew some people who would help them recover from the aftermath of the Rawhead’s supernatural assault and kidnapping. 

Lacking any better options, the girls simply took her word for it. The battered group we’d rescued were weary to the bone, exhausted both physically and mentally, and their collective relief that someone was willing to take over and take care of them was palpable. 

Lori had gone with them. The last I’d seen of her was the shadow of a wave goodbye through the back window of one of the SUVs, and her haunted blue eyes getting further and further away. I could only hope she’d be alright.

Charles and Corey had left almost immediately after the girls were safely away; the dynamic duo almost as weary as the rest of the humans. Opening a huge, stable Window back Home seemed to have taken its toll on Charles. Not to mention that fact that his drugs had promptly kicked back in as soon as he stepped across. With Corey functioning as designated driver, the big black Chevy had roared off into the night to find refuge and rest at the wizard’s home.

I settled myself stiffly into Tamara’s white Supra once more, and the engine rumbled to life. It took me a moment to find my voice. “That…” I trailed off, but Tamara gave me an encouraging look and smile. “That wasn’t exactly how I thought things would go.” I hung my head. “I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t...this.”

“I’m sorry, Ashley.” Tamara frowned sympathetically, and I wondered if she could feel how sad I was. Probably. I wondered if it made her sad too. “Did talking to her not help?” She asked after a moment.

There’d been a good fifteen minutes between Tamara’s phone call and the swift pickup. Lori and I had spent it holding hands and talking, but none of it was about our relationship, what happened next, or even how she’d come to be in the Rawhead’s lair. I knew better than to press her on the latter with the incident so fresh. “No,” I responded finally. “It didn’t.”

She’d trembled every time she’d almost spoken of the events she’d endured, and I was glad Tamara was able to get her somewhere safe where people could help her. It was clear Lori was too messed up to handle things on her own right now. 

“So, I told Charles we’d meet soon after dusk tomorrow, as soon as you were able.” Tamara changed the subject with a smile. “Didn’t figure you’d mind. Then I told Corey, too, to make sure he actually got the message tomorrow.”

I snorted. “I didn’t know he was that bad off.”

She grinned. “Bad off enough to let me eavesdrop on them talking. Want to hear it? It’s pretty funny.”

I nodded, tried to smile. “Sure.”

Tamara chuckled, light and melodic. “Corey suggested that the two of them go after the Rawhead and the other girls tomorrow, instead of being out the whole day because of you. But Charles shot him down.” Tamara straightened, squared her shoulders, and deepened her voice, putting on her best, hilariously inaccurate Charles impression. “Did you see the size of that Rawhead? Did you see what she did to it? She might be a monster, but holy shit. And it’s not dead, yet. What if it comes back? Besides, I need to study.” She degenerated into chuckles, while I wished I could join her. “A shame about your horn, though.”

I snorted.

I’d taken the sundered horn along for the ride when we’d left, with the full intention of using it as a club on its previous owner at my earliest opportunity. But as soon as I’d returned Home, it had disintegrated in a burst of static and jumping, arcing sparks, dissipating like so much dust in the wind. 

“But it doesn't work like that,” Tamara explained with a smile. “You can’t bring material over from Next Door without some kind of spell or something’s willpower keeping it intact. Otherwise, it just disperses like any other energy.”

“I figured that out,” I replied. “Shame, though. I’d already become attached to it. Like a souvenir. In case we crossed ways again.” I swung my hand back and forth a couple of times, careful not to actually harm Tamara’s car.

She glanced at me, light laughter lingering on the air. “You were going to beat it to death with it own horn? Now that’s funny.”

“Was damn sure gonna try.” 

Her laughter didn’t last long before its echoes died out, subsumed by the muffled rumble of the engine and road. “Do you want to talk about it?” she offered.

“Just thought it’d be a good weapon, you know?” I pretended to misunderstand her, and the Moroi let it drop. I looked out the window. In the distance, I saw the airport, rundown buildings and the corpses of old factories stretching outward from it in all directions. We passed a broken and deserted cathedral, too old to even have a sign left telling us which sin we should repent today. Like most of the buildings on this street, the church looked like a giant with a temper had taken a sledgehammer to it.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place? This isn’t the most hospitable part of town for a girl like you or me or, you know, anyone. I mean, calling this area unsafe is kinda like calling lava ‘a bit warm.’” A series of apartment complexes started streaming by on either side of the battered roadway, so dirty and rundown that even I, the ichor-splattered living corpse, didn’t want to touch them.

“Just a shortcut,” Tamara said defensively. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. ”

I frowned. “Don’t say that. Never say that.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a paranoid Charles. I’ve gone this way a hundred times. It’s perfectly safe for people like us.”

“There’s no way you or your family live around here.” I repeated my thoughts aloud.

“You wouldn’t want to meet my family, anyway.” She shook her head, and I stared at her. Tamara finally huffed, leaning back in the driver’s seat and removing a hand from the wheel to run through her brightly dyed hair. “It’s complicated. You see—”

I didn’t get to see, because she was cut off by an explosive blam from the car. The Moroi’s pale hand darted back to the steering wheel like a striking cobra, and we swerved wildly, fortunate that the road was barren of other cars. At first I wondered if her carefree driving style had suddenly come back to haunt us, but I quickly recognized the whump thump screeeeech of a blown-out tire and metal on asphalt.

Tamara fought with the wheel for a moment, but to my relief, it was no match for the vampire. We pulled over onto the side of the road, slowing down to the uncomfortable, rhythmic rumbling of a fuckered car tire. 

“Great. Because tonight just hadn’t been rough enough, had it?.” Tamara sounded frustrated despite a forced, cheery tone. With a sigh, she got out of the car to check out the damage, and I followed suit anxiously. Urban instincts were telling me to get the hell out of this part of town, ASAP.

We found ourselves alone on a narrow street, tucked in between several taller buildings, three to six stories each, while the wind funneled impressively down the street and tugged at anything it could, sending trash dancing down the dark road. A few other cars were parked on the sides of the road, none of them in decent condition. Just behind us loomed the shadows of the rundown apartment buildings, bars on darkened windows with the occasional lit one straining futilely against the night. 

I rounded the Supra and came to Tamara’s side. Sure enough, one tire had exploded into a shredded, rubbery mess, the kind you have to replace completely. The kind that leaves more rubber on the road behind you than was still attached to the car.

The kind that doesn't make sense on an expensive, well-maintained tire.

“Dammit to hell.” After a quick look over, she leaned back against the white car with a sigh, combing her black and purple hair away from her sapphire eyes. Tamara glanced over, her perfect face featuring an apologetic frown as she pulled out her phone. “Don’t worry; I will get you to a safe place by dawn. I promise.”

I leaned down to get a closer look at the exploded tire. “Tamara, I don’t think—”

BLAM.

The sound of an actual gunshot is different from a detonating car tire, especially when it echoes menacingly from the walls of the tall buildings around you. Something slammed into my side an instant before my mind registered the noise, throwing me forcibly against the Supra and denting the door. Like the last two times, the bullet didn’t feel like it penetrated, but I couldn’t be completely certain. 

Gripping the sports car’s body for stability, I looked up at Tamara, whose jaw dropped in shock. “Ash—” she began. 

I slammed into her hard; Tamara squeaked, startled, when I shoved her, moving too quick to be careful. The Moroi hit one of her side mirrors hard enough to rip it completely off the car as I took her place under the little red dot of a laser light.

The next high-caliber shot rifled into my throat immediately, a few days too late to damage it but hitting hard enough to force the air out of my throat in a choked cough. My head hit the driver’s side window, and it shattered in a concussive burst of sound and glass.

Tamara bounded to her feet, phone still in hand, sapphire eyes flickering with an instant of confusion. Then she caught up to the truth of what was going on. Her irises widened, unnaturally blue and shimmering. She darted forward, shouting, “Run!”

The command itself made me want to get up and move, but I stumbled, trying to get my strained, stiff muscles to do what I wanted. Tamara slowed for an instant, long enough to rip the shiny white hood from her Supra, wielding it like a oversized shield. She held it between us and the angle of fire as she paused to pull me to my feet.

A car’s hood won’t stop bullets, but it will at least confuse a shooter as to exactly where your head is. Or so I figured, as a bullet dove between our faces and burrowed into the Supra’s metal skin, the wind from its wake jerking at our hair. “Come on!” Tamara shouted, her eyes wide with alarm and adrenaline, giving me a powerful shove to get me moving.

I didn’t need the encouragement, arthritic vampire lurching after faster vampire, peeling a flattened piece of lead from the hollow of my throat as I went and tossing it far off into the depths of the city night. No sooner had we moved than another thunderclap rolled along the tired and worn building fronts and an expensive car window shattered just behind me, showering the inside of Tamara’s Supra with more fragmented glass.

I ducked and cringed reflexively, the lingering remnant of mortal survival instinct. So far, I had no evidence that guns could really hurt me, but I wasn’t going to abandon Tamara, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to just stand around until they proved me wrong. That sounded like an excellent and dumb way to die. So I flung myself forward into my best approximation of a run, somewhere in the back of my mind hoping that I wouldn’t have to deal with this damned stiffness for the rest of my unnatural life.

We sprinted several dozen feet down the dark, cracked asphalt street. Tamara ducked into the first side alley we passed without slowing down, tossing the car-hood shield aside as she went. My boots thudded heavily on the solid pavement as I did my best to keep up, but the Moroi was much quicker and more graceful than I. At a dead run, she was nearly a whole alley ahead of me before she even realized she’d left me behind.

I gave her my best “go on, don’t worry about me” wave, not daring to yell because I didn’t want to give away our position, but she either didn’t get the memo or didn’t care. Tamara stopped and waited a moment for me to catch up, beckoning encouragingly even as a dark shadow dropped down right behind her, taking a two-story-plus drop with slightly bent knees like it wasn’t shit. Uh-oh.

My bulging, surprised eyes did a better job of warning her than my random flailing. Tamara twisted in place in the nick of time, setting her feet into a fighting stance as the larger, shadowy figure swung a weapon down at her head.

She winced sharply in pain as she caught the blow with her forearm instead of deflecting it, then leaned in and cracked her assailant audibly under the chin with the pale, open palm of her other hand. By the time I got close, she’d already wrapped a slender hand around the weapon, yanked it out of the man’s hands, and spun neatly, hitting him squarely in the chest with it.

As the attacker staggered back, I closed the distance quickly, expecting another of the Mystery Military Brothers, but I couldn’t have been farther off of the mark. Instead, the assailant was a fair-skinned, clean-cut man of indeterminate age in a light jacket, dark shirt, and slacks. He didn’t look like anything out of the ordinary at all—until he lunged and snarled at Tamara, revealing a dripping pair of slender, curved fangs over an inch long. Uh-oh.

The Moroi recoiled in fear, then smashed him in the face with a two-handed blow from her captured weapon, a three-foot octagonal rod of black matte steel. With Tamara’s full inhuman strength behind the blow, it did an excellent job of destroying his momentum, literally crushing his face in as he leapt at her. I cringed at the sight, catching a whiff of bland, unappetizing blood. The impact threw him across the alley, cracking the back of his skull on the far wall.

But, to my shock, he didn’t go down.

I watched as fair skin faded rapidly to pale, then to starkly ashen as he supported himself with one arm clutching the brick behind him, the other hand holding his disturbingly damaged face. His heart drummed out a distorted rhythm, and between his fingers, I watched as dark green eyes ran to bloody red, the veins in the sclera darkening and standing out sharply like the roots of a crimson tree. 

Because I was staring, transfixed, I noticed him glance up, focusing on the chunk of skyline visible above us.

“Come on!” Tamara yelled, melodic voice wild, overlaid with a supernatural echo that rebounded off of the tight alley walls and the inside of my skull. She grabbed my arm, desperately pulling me along in her wake, trying to rush past him and escape.

Instead of letting her, I clamped my grip around her slender forearm, stopping her dead with a surprised squeak and yanking her backward. Just in time, too: three others dropped down, cutting off the way forward, all dressed stylishly for a night of clubbing—people, that is—on the town. One hit the ground right where Tamara would have been standing if she’d continued forward, landing with uncanny grace and brandishing an honest-to-goodness iron-bound tetsubo, its striking length studded with sharp, hooked spikes. 

She nodded to me once, appreciatively, as footfalls from behind signaled that the other path was just as closed to us. A brief, comforting touch trailed along my shoulder as Tamara turned, standing back to back with me. I felt her heart rate shift and her body tense as she braced herself for the inevitable assault, trusting me to hold off those on my side.

The problem was, I had no idea what I was doing. 

Years of occasionally watching WWE, MMA, and Jackie Chan flicks with my dad hadn’t really prepared me for a real fight, not one like this. Neither had the string of glorified shoving matches I’d gotten into since becoming a Strigoi. The man in front of me, a lean, fit specimen in a crimson dress shirt and ebony slacks, spun the tetsubo in a rapid flourish and brought it down toward my skull, curved fangs bared in a merciless, predatory grin. In that moment, caught woefully off guard, I realized I truly lacked the skill or experience to deal with this scenario.

But, like with the Rawhead Next Door, maybe I didn’t need either.

With no time for clever planning, I simply raised my forearm. The weapon had the leverage of someone trained and supernaturally strong behind it, and he didn’t even try to avoid the block. Probably because on a normal person, it would have bit right through my skinny arm and kept on going. But for the new and improved Ashley Currigan, it needed much bigger teeth. The tetsubo’s impact shredded the sleeve off of my hoodie, but the sharp spines broke off on Strigoi flesh. The heavy weapon rebounded and shuddered in his grip like he’d hit a steel beam with it. He glanced at the club like it had betrayed his trust, but before he could recover, I grabbed his outstretched arm. 

Stepping away from Tamara, I spun him in a full circle, his body light and helpless as a ragdoll in my hands. I slung him full force toward the other two attackers; one went down, clobbered squarely under the weight of his friend. The pair tumbled away in a tangle. 

The other, a short, tanned woman in a pantsuit, dodged around them and came at me with an authentic-looking katana, the diffused moonlight glinting sharply off its deadly edge. I forced down my survival instincts and took the blade to my ribs, only sustaining a narrow slash to my already ruined clothes. I dropped my arm, trapping the blade against my side. Seeming unwilling to let go of the sword, she braced herself and gave it a vicious yank.

She might as well have tried pulling the Sword from the Stone.

I shrugged at her and kicked her in the chest. Her breath whooshed out audibly, banished from her lungs, and she flew ten quick feet to enjoy an abrupt encounter with unyielding masonry. I verbalized my exhilaration with a “Hah!”of triumph, broke the sword in two with a snap of my wrist, and threw it after her.

“Tamara!” I bellowed. Way’s clear, I started to add, but the words died in my ravaged throat as several more well-dressed assailants appeared at the end of the alley directly ahead of me, closing it off as surely as if they’d raised a barricade.

I glanced behind me to spot Tamara standing tall, now wielding two of the strange rods, two of her three opponents grovelling on the ground and presumably looking for their teeth. But her breathing and heart rate were already elevated, and the number of reinforcements flooding into that end of the alley made it clear we weren’t leaving that way, either. Not in one piece, anyway.

Uh-oh. I ground my teeth as Crushed Face rose and rejoined the group, his skin deathly pale and his handsome features now sharp and feral. The chasm Tamara had made in the front of his head was simply gone. In the background, the three I’d sent flying rose to their feet as well. 

“Shit,” I breathed. “What now?”
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You wanted a monster

 

The noose tightened rapidly around us. Our original six attackers had more than doubled, leaving us surrounded and woefully outnumbered. They were all armed with some sort of deadly melee weapon, similar to what we’d already faced. The black, octagonal bars were the most prevalent—a weapon I’d never quite seen the like of before. It almost looked like a crowbar, minus the hook on the end; a tool more balanced for bashing, bludgeoning, and breaking people rather than prying boards loose. 

The reinforcements weren’t our only concern, either. All the enemies Tamara and I had put down were on their feet again, even Crushed Face, who was lucky to be alive, much less conscious and ready to rejoin the fight. His handsome appearance might have shifted to monstrous and inhuman, but his face was once again fully formed, and his bloody red eyes were hella angry. Katana Lady discarded the sundered blade of her broken weapon, giving me a stare that promised death. Her tan faded away as her shoulder reset itself into socket and healed before my eyes. 

Tamara and I pressed back to back once more as the air grew hungry for violence and blood, surrounded by a mob that was half Jekyll, half Hyde, and half masquerade. And completely uninjured.

“Goddammit,” I growled, scanning the growing crowd. “Why is everyone trying to fucking kill me?”

Tamara shifted against my back. “They're Sanguinarians,” she said quietly, her breath coming quickly. “And they’re not trying to kill you, Ash. They’re trying to capture me.”

“Which would be a lot easier if you’d just give up, Princess.” I swiveled to find the speaker, a young man sporting a stylish, dark blazer, stepping out of the pack to stand just out of Tamara’s reach. “Why give us such a runaround when you know you’re gonna like it in the end anyway?” Metal bar cocked over one shoulder, he gave Tamara a crude grin, baring fangs that dripped viscous fluid, almost as if salivating. 

She spat at his feet.

Red crept in at the edges of my vision, and I leaned around Tamara and locked eyes with the Sanguinarian, a low, inhuman growl working its way unbidden from my throat. Grasping his weapon with both hands, he took a step back, and his confident, eager expression wavered with doubt.

“We gotta get out of here,” Tamara whispered, mouth near my ear. “Or they’ll hold us up, and more will just keep coming.” I didn’t look away from the encroaching vampires, but I could feel Tamara squeeze my arm subtly. “Ash, I know you’re new to this, but do you think you can fight your way out of here? I can’t do it alone.” The slight tremor in her voice betrayed her fear. 

I straightened, popping my back, then my neck. I squared my shoulders. “Just watch me.”

I shoved Tamara behind me as Blazer Asshole lunged forward, weapon raised. I blocked it with my face as eighteen inches of blood-rusted iron burst from my fingers, shredding blazer and vampire with equal ease. He cried out in shock, and I punched him in the throat as hard as I could, crushing it with a gruesome crunch and sending him flying through the ring of hungry Sanguinarians. 

That shut him up.

My heart thumped a single, elated high-pressure pulse. My blood boiled. I was angry, mad, livid. From the moment I’d woken up, I’d struggled against this strange, almost overwhelming rage, even as my other emotions varied wildly in intensity. I’d fought it while my world fell apart around me and while an assortment of asshats tried to kill me and the three whole people trying to help me do the right thing. Now they were coming after Tamara, the only person who had tried to help me, no matter what I might have become, the one person who had single-handedly saved my life.

I was tired of holding back. So I stopped.

A tall woman blindsided me with another of those black steel rods, and I caught it on the rebound. Yanking it out of her grasp, I hit her with it in the ribs so hard that it bent the metal. She paled and her pretty face turned hideous as she gasped for air. I grabbed her by the jacket and threw her at someone else, not watching long enough to see if I hit or missed. For the first time, I simply let go, and it felt incredible. Someone else slammed into me bodily, and I kicked their legs out from under them, sending them smashing face-first into the alley cement. I kicked them into the nearest wall, headfirst, my nostrils flaring at the scent of unappetizing blood as it sprayed in a crimson fan across the brick. 

“Whatever you do, don’t let them bite you!” Tamara shouted from behind me, but I was too distracted to fully register what the words meant, much less respond. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and slung the bent rod in my hand at it, knocking my target down to a chorus of splitting bones. Someone didn’t get the memo; Katana Lady tried to kick my legs out from under me. I spun blindly, claws bared, and was rewarded with a splash of rich, red blood as the lengths of metal sank into her gut. 

I slung the vampire free of my claws and into the wall, then strode over before she could recover and seized her by the throat, slamming the back of her head into the brick, over and over. I watched her skin go from fair to pale to sallow, unhealthy gray. Her eyes turned nearly solid red and her features sharpened, becoming less human and more feral, almost alien. Her wounds were healing as fast as I inflicted them, until they suddenly stopped healing at all, and her bleeding eyes rolled back in her head, ash-colored skin stretched tight over bone. 

Given my lingering anger over the atrocities One-Horn had visited on my girlfriend, the endless parade of psycho army guys trying to murder me for days, and my heart-wrenching reunion with Lori… I didn’t feel bad about slamming this blood-sucking monster into the wall until she stopped moving. I roared wordlessly as I threw her all the way down the alley in disgust, and righteous wrath. 

If anyone had hit me while I’d been focused on pummeling her, I hadn’t even noticed.

Suddenly recalling the larger fight, I turned to look for Tamara and got a faceful of vampire instead. Blazer Asshole came bounding in out of nowhere, intact but deathly pale, fangs dripping and face twisted into an animalistic snarl. He landed on my chest and latched on, dripping red claws like razor-edged slivers of blood ripping into my clothes and scraping along my dead skin. I recognized numbly that those claws were slowly but surely sinking into my flesh, my dead Strigoi skin finally parting beneath their crimson edge. He reared back and hissed in my face, splattering me with venom and frothing spittle.

I reached for him to yank him free, but something caught my arm and I stumbled as a Sanguinarian wrapped her arms around one of mine and set her feet. I grinned, unimpressed, until another one latched on as well. Then another. Sanguinarians piled on me, one after the other, each of them inhumanly strong, dragging me down until I stumbled. Belatedly, my mind registered their coordinated battle cries of “Let him get her!” “Hold her back!” and the ever-popular “Capture her!”

Uh-oh.

I jerked away from Blazer Guy, accidentally exposing my neck. He bit down, stabbing fangs into the flesh between my collarbone and throat.

“Ashley!” Tamara shrieked, her voice echoing unnaturally, eerily down the alley. “Duck!”

I caught sight of an alabaster blur and ducked my head as best I could, bringing the face of the vampire riding me directly in line with Tamara’s dual rods. One shattered his nose, teeth, and jaw, removing the threat of fangs, and the other bent his neck at an unnatural, boneless angle. Bloody claws scraped along my torso as they melted away. He fell at my feet, and without thinking, I stomped down as hard as I could.

Something deep inside me recoiled as his ribcage went flat, the vampire’s foreign heartbeat punctuated by an explosive finale. I could almost feel it as he died, the supernatural life slowly draining out of bloodshot eyes.

And, in its wake, I noticed something.

I felt stronger.

Tamara reeled into view. One arm dangled, seemingly useless, while she backed away from a tall Sanguinarian with a thick metal staff, trying to fend off the longer weapon with her remaining rod. Gritting my teeth, I flexed and strained, and the vampires holding my arms started giving ground. One panicked and let go, and it was all over. I threw several down the alley, then turned my freed claws on the slowest one to release my other arm, sticking a handful of rusty iron blades through his back, then tossing him headlong into an open dumpster. 

I scooped up Tamara’s dropped octagonal rod, and rushed up behind the vampire chasing her, bringing an overhead swing down into the middle of his spine. Vertebrae snapped and shattered, and his body flopped to the ground, half-useless, skin already going taut and bloodlessly gray-white. Horrifyingly, he was still alive, reaching out toward Tamara with ragged, bloody claws.

The Moroi stepped up and drove her rod through his throat, pinning him to the concrete like an ugly butterfly.

As the life left him, I felt a rush of energy, of even more strength.

I wiped some of the blood off of my face, grinning and flexing claws as I started towards a pair of surviving Sanguinarians, two pale and battered girls at the far end of the alley, back the way we’d come. One screamed and bolted, leaving her friend behind when she couldn’t drag her along quickly enough.

I started after them.

A sudden, strong grip on my shoulder stalled me, sending me spinning to see what it was, claws and fangs bared and ready.

Tamara stared back at me, her irises huge liquid disks of sapphire. I leaned forward, almost falling into them. “Ashley.” She spoke, and the words cut like a diamond edge through the red haze clogging my rational mind. “Calm down. Please.” I blinked and shook my head, slinging drips of red free from my hair as my mind tried to catch up to what I was doing. “We have to go.” She put an alabaster hand, also flecked and streaked with vivid red, on my arm, looking fearfully past me at the far end of the alley, at the rooftops, everywhere. “More always come. Please, we have to go now.”

The Moroi pulled at me, and I let myself be pulled, staring in semi-shock at the gory destruction I’d wrought while enraged. What am I doing?

Deliberation was for later, as my innate night vision noted shapes moving quickly across a nearby roof. Behind us, another figure moved cautiously into the alley, and this one had the distinctive silhouette of an assault rifle in his hands. Nor was he alone.

We sprinted to the end of the alley and turned the corner just in time, as a three-round burst of gunfire split the air like man-made thunder. I stumbled, but didn’t bother to tell Tamara that one of the rounds had bounced off my shoulder. We dove into the maze of alleyways and came out running alongside the main street, while somewhere behind us, a Sanguinarian hunting party dogged our trail with shouts, cries, and occasional bullets.

A couple of blocks whipped past in the dark night, buildings full of dark windows uncaring of our plight. As before, I held the faster Moroi back, though not to the extent I previously had. All of the “exercise” seemed to have warmed up my stiff muscles. But past that, while I wasn't tired at all, Tamara seemed winded. Not a good sign. I racked my brain, trying to think of something to help maintain our diminishing lead over the Sanguinarians howling for our blood.

“We could split up,” Tamara puffed between breaths. “They’re not after you.” Her voice still reverberated with that supernatural overlay that instantly drew my attention.

“Fuck that,” I grunted. I could talk and run no problem; the two were no longer mutually at odds. “You could run off and leave me, though. You’re fast enough,” I counter-offered with a sharp rasp, knowing neither of us were going to take the other up on their offer. At least, I knew I wasn’t. “They might not even be able to kill me, you know.”

Tamara shook her head stubbornly. “Not… Gonna take the chance,” she panted. I could her heartbeat racing faster and faster as she pushed herself. After all, she was still a “mortal” vampire. I wondered how long she could go before her body couldn’t keep up anymore. I didn’t want to find out. Together, we glanced back at the ravening bloodpack; there were more than we’d already fought just counting the ones we could spot at a glance, plus the survivors from the first group that we knew were still out there. Plus who knew how many more we couldn't see.

Hoping to even the odds, I slid to a stop at the mouth of the next street, grabbed a half empty dumpster and slung it, banging deafeningly and vomiting garbage as it tumbled end over end toward our pursuers. The vampires immediately behind us scattered in lieu of being crushed, but it barely slowed them down. They leapt off the nearby walls, jumped up and caught the fire escape to avoid it or simply darted quickly around it.

“Shit,” I hissed, turning around as a pretty blond Sanguinarian in a T-shirt and faded jeans dropped off a roof and into our path, blocking Tamara’s escape. The Moroi stumbled, trying not to crash into her, and the Sanguinarian smoothly reached out a hand and caught Tamara by her purple-and-black hair. Growling, I darted toward them.

“Nuh-uh,” the Sanguinarian scolded, wrenching Tamara’s head back hard, exposing her throat, bending the Moroi’s spine in a painful arc and dragging her to her knees. My friend’s eyes shone like liquid gemstones, wide in obvious, gripping fear so strong I could feel it myself. 

T-shirt Girl just grinned, as if savoring the moment, flourishing her empty hand and the six-inch, bloody crescents adorning each finger, the claws shifting and shimmering like liquid. Deadly, razor-sharp liquid. Tamara’s gleaming eyes went wide as the Sanguinarian bared her fangs, making certain we both saw the venom dripping from their dangerous curves like a promise. 

Four more enemy vampires arrived at a full sprint, slowing and approaching more cautiously as they got close, weapons at the ready. They hesitated to approach me, giving each other nervous glances.

T-shirt Girl huffed at them in disgust, then looked back at me. “Friend of yours?” She grinned broadly with an altogether unhealthy level of cruel mischief. “Or were you the runaway princess’ bodyguard?” She snickered. “Either way, I guess you failed.” As if to accentuate her point, she slammed the palm of her hand down into Tamara’s face.

The Moroi’s eyes unfocused for a moment, the tight grip on her hair not allowing her to recoil from the blow. I smelt the blood before I saw it dribbling from her perfect ivory nose. Tamara twitched, then sucked in a deep breath as if to speak.

But I’d had enough. Wrath rushed to the surface again, and I roared like I had back in the Rawhead’s lair. I could feel the force of my unnatural shout roll outward from me, a dual lungful of dead air given voice. The Sanguinarians closest to me recoiled in fear, and T-shirt Girl winced away. But more importantly, the lights around us flickered and went out as a rolling blackout enveloped the area. In the distance, the distinctive, electric pop of a blown transformer resounded in the night, signifying that the lights were going to stay out for a while.

Everyone blinked, straining to see in the sudden, deeper darkness—everyone but me. I grabbed the nearest Sanguinarian and slung him at T-shirt Girl. Tamara lost a few locks of hair as the two Sanguinarians collided and went flying. 

Twin beams cut through the dark, a car’s halogen headlights set as bright as they come. Their sudden presence left Tamara and the Sanguinarians reeling from the light; as for me, it bleached all the detail from my surroundings, leaving nothing but two bright balls of light and deformed streaks of shadow. 

I briefly wondered what some poor mortal was going to think, running across a bunch of vampires in the middle of the night, busily beating each other up. Did that happen often? Did someone like the Magisterium step in to help, or were they left to deal with the unexplained insanity on their own? What if they got caught up in the crossfire? The bright beams shifted angle, and the shadows danced as the car careened toward us.

“Ash! Look out!” 

The car plowed through the crowd at a breakneck pace, sending Sanguinarians flying. I caught sight of Tamara, leaping over the car with a graceful backflip, just like a badass heroine in an action movie. As for me, I froze up: an Ashley in the headlights.

I braced myself at the last instant, and the car crunched into my legs, bumper, grill and hood denting inward from the impact with unyielding Strigoi. It didn’t stop when it hit me either, and my legs were plowed out from under me, flipping me onto the hood and sending me rolling the length of the car in a series of ungainly thumps. 

I landed on my feet easily enough, uninjured if a bit disoriented, and I spotted T-shirt Girl advancing on Tamara. I rushed her, fist reared back to strike. 

Of course, she saw it coming and raised her arms appropriately to block, but it didn’t help. My punch went right through her guard, impacted her face, broke her jaw, and sent her staggering several feet backward.

Her skin paled a degree as she caught herself, and I watched her jaw set itself right back into place. She grinned at me, sneering, and advanced.

I tore a street sign from the sidewalk and swatted her aside like a baseball, her crumpled body disappearing deep into a nearby alley.

“Come on!” Tamara shouted, her eyes blazing and desperate, and I wasn’t certain I could have disobeyed if I’d wanted to. 

I glanced back, concerned about the people in the car, hoping I hadn’t killed them when they’d hit me. But my eyes went wide when instead all five occupants spilled out, the driver’s skin paling as his busted head sealed shut. 

This wasn’t going to work. We could run all night and never get away from them. And between the two of us, I was the only one who could run all night.

“I’ve got an idea!” I shouted, grinning hopefully at Tamara. Well, it’s more like a gamble. “That way! Go!” I pointed, and she nodded once before dashing in the direction I indicated, with me close on her stylish platform heels. Now let’s hope it works.

We beat feet and any Sanguinarians who ventured too close got the sign treatment as well. Tamara was right; it was like fighting a flood with a bucket—there were always more Sanguinarians. As we crossed the road, I spotted a handful of other too-nice-for-the-area cars parked here and there, some with their doors still standing wide open.

Lead punched into the pavement near our feet, throwing up asphalt rocks to the distant sound of gunfire. I stumbled and cursed as another plowed into me, but I kept my footing, keeping myself between what I figured was the shooter’s line of fire and my vulnerable friend. One more bruise, assholes. Better me than her.

Tamara slowed, hesitating, and I pointed straight ahead. “That way!” I didn’t bother to lower my voice. We couldn’t lose our pursuers, and now I didn’t even want to. Better to beat them, if we could. 

My plan was based on a couple of hopeful assumptions which in turn were based off of my interpretations of Charles’ explanations earlier tonight. If my idea didn’t work, I figured we were screwed, but it’s not like we had options. Any fool could see how the game was going to end, if we didn’t break the rules. 

Street flowed into cracked sidewalk, which morphed into an ancient, grass-fractured parking lot. Tamara missed another step as she looked up at the shadow of the timeworn church that loomed far above us: ominous, shadowy, and vast. Dark remnants of stained glass windows peered blindly down at us, robust stone walls, steps, and steeple all strong and dignified despite the cracks and lack of maintenance or care. Huge chunks of once-formidable pillars lay scattered about the parking lot, pieces of former building material bigger than a person and heavier than a motorcycle.

Nothing struck me down as I crossed the boundary that marked the church’s abandoned parking lot, and I didn’t burst into flame or anything either. I was on church property, which was more than I’d counted on, but that wasn’t necessarily good news. 

As we raced for the doors, a quick glance over my shoulder showed that the Sanguinarians were likewise able to trespass. They paused, backed up on the sidewalk, and then one pushed his friend across the invisible boundary and into the parking lot. When nothing happened, the whole pack was hot in pursuit once more. I chucked my street sign at the lot of them; I really hoped Charles knew as much about vampires as he thought he did. 

Tamara and I sprinted up the stairs, solid chunks of masonry fractured and worn down by time and the passage of supplicant feet. We took the stone blocks in a single leap, our way onward only barred by the church’s impressive double doors. And they really were impressive, each one huge piece of carved stone, about twice my height and gratuitously thick—just what I’d wanted. They were also securely shut, their overlarge handles wrapped in heavy chain that would handily dissuade most trespassers. 

That was okay, though. If there was ever a god that cared for me, he’d let me get the damn things open wide enough for my friend to get inside.

Tamara beat me to the door, stalling there and turning to show wide, fearful eyes. She was probably wondering if I’d dead-ended us here to die; I was wondering that too. I lunged past her, braced a boot on a happy cherub’s face, and snapped the logging chain, sending it slithering noisily to the ground.

Then, with only a moment of hesitation, I grabbed the door handles.

I didn’t know what I’d expected; to be struck down, or suddenly made re-dead; maybe to be hit by lightning from a clear sky or turned to salt. Instead, nothing happened. Nothing at all. 

That made me nervous as all hell. 

Stone grated loudly against stone, as if complaining at length against being opened again, or maybe just complaining about who was doing the opening. It was heavy, even for me; was it supposed to be that heavy? Presumably, mortal people had once opened it with mortal hands for mortal reasons. But what did I know? I dug in my heels and hauled with all my might, grinding the portal open enough to grab Tamara and stuff her inside.

“Ash!” Her too-large irises flickered like sapphire lightning. “What are you doing?” She struggled a little, wiggling in protest from where she was stuck between the doors, and I put a boot into her backside and squished her through the crack. She stumbled to a stop, holding a shoulder that had scraped too hard against the coarse stone, and stood on tiptoes to peer past me at the vampires breathing down our necks. I knew they had to be getting close, because they were getting more accurate at shooting me.

I braced myself to close the door.

“Get in here,” Tamara demanded, her eyes bottomless pools of blue. I hesitated an instant before yanking the door open an inch or so more, wedging myself into the crack and pushing through. I hadn’t expected it to be so simple, but my too-thin frame and lackluster bust enabled me to easily go where Tamara had barely squeezed through. I tensed every inch of the way, waiting for plagues, locusts, something, or maybe just more of that searing pain I’d felt when the anointed knife had slid between my ribs. And, once fully inside the church’s foyer, I froze, because none of it happened.

Which meant this wasn’t holy ground. Fuck me sideways. Thoughts racing, I flung my back against the stone and slammed two-ton bas-relief doors in snarling Sanguinarian faces. Not that they seemed over-eager to try the threshold, but I knew it wouldn't last. I leaned against the heavy portal, scanning the church’s vast, empty, debris-littered interior for something to use, because any moment now they’d figure out that— 

Something slammed into the door behind me, an impact muffled by a thick bulwark of stone. 

Someone screamed, wailing as if on fire. And kept on screaming. Shouts of anger and alarm echoed dully through the broken windows and gaps in the collapsed ceiling.

What. The. Fuck.

Another impact, more screaming. Confusion held back the grin from my face as I traded perplexed expressions with a panting Tamara. I heard gunshots, then cursing. A heavy impact struck the doors, but I barely felt it through the stone.

She stared at me, eyes ever so slowly resolving into normality. “Can they…not get in?” She looked almost as baffled as I felt. “How did you know that they couldn’t come into the church? Especially when you could?”

“I didn’t.” I shrugged, hoping I couldn’t blush. “My plan was just to get you safely inside, then hit them with some of these rocks until they gave up.” 
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About time we found religion

 

The aged church had no real foyer or vestibule or whatever it was called—I wasn’t very familiar with churchy terminology. It felt odd, though, because as soon as you made it through the monolithic doors, you walked right into the massive gallery containing the old cathedral’s seating. Sanctuary? Nave? I didn’t trust myself to know what either of those words actually meant. 

Either way, there were a couple of aisles to either side of the main room, underneath weary stone arches, but the whole area was really just one vast, empty room that had seen better decades. Stone pews marched in once-strict lines down the center aisle, blocky, strong, and lovingly carved in what seemed like an obvious throwback to a much earlier age. Now they were merely casualties of the casual violence of the modern age, no doubt demolished by hammer, gun, and boredom. 

The floor had mostly been spared such attention, but probably only because it was really solid and far less interesting to destroy. What we could see of it, anyway; it was littered with substantial chunks of cracked stone debris, much like the parking lot outside. A fractured topography textured the floor where disgraced remnants of thick support pillars, once strong and proud in their own right, had finally fallen to time, their death throes damaging the very building they were designed to keep standing.

“There’s an awful lot of holes up there,” I mused aloud, pointing upward. Fading starlight glimmered through missing sections in the high, vaulted ceiling. “They could still get in if they wanted.” Some windows were technically intact, but they were by far in the minority, and any that had managed to survive were still spray-painted over with enough graffiti and gang signs to disfigure whatever the stained glass had originally depicted.

“I don’t think they can,” Tamara followed me as I cautiously ventured away from the imposing double doors, but she made her way slowly, obviously nearing exhaustion as her adrenaline burned out. Her eyes were steadily contracting once more to human-like proportions, their too-brilliant liquid gleam fading. “Not from the sound of what happened earlier. Sanguinarians are just as susceptible to the pain of trying to trespass on holy ground as, well, as you’re supposed to be.” She stared at me in the dim, as if she were trying to figure me out anew. Then she grinned, suddenly and triumphantly. “Roof, windows, basement; it won’t matter. They can’t get in. We did it!”

I frowned. “Won’t they just loiter outside until someone brings a battering ram, or a bulldozer or something?” I would.

She shook her head, still grinning like a madwoman. “Nope! Hallowed ground doesn't care how you try to harm it. There are always consequences.” She took a deep breath. “And they’ll have to scatter before dawn, anyway. A Sanguinarian caught by the breaking dawn loses the ability to pass as human. Maybe forever. I don’t know.”

I whistled. Or I tried to. “One hell of a price.” I looked around at the cold, forgotten stone that lay fallen all around us. “Speaking of which, I guess I’ll have to find someplace here to lair. There’s no time to do anything else, especially if they’re going to be watching for a while.” I shuddered. The old church, while a lifesaver, didn’t look too secure from the light of dawn, making the prospect of daytime even less appealing than it had been.

She nodded. “Don’t worry, Ash. I’ll be right here with you.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she held up a hand to halt me. “No argument! You saved my life back there. And more.” Now it was Tamara’s turn to shudder visibly. “It’s the least I can do. I’m probably safer in here for the time being, too.” She puffed out a tired breath and plopped down on the arm of one of the intact pews. “Besides, I’m so tired even the floor is calling my name. The long night and all of the fighting really took it out of me.” A flicker of a hungry gleam passed through her sapphire eyes and was gone. Or did I imagine it?

“Not to mention all the punches you took,” I teased, thumping down numbly next to her.

She snorted, rubbing at her nose. “Thanks for reminding me. Like you’re one to talk; I saw you take everything from those sacrifice rods, to a freaking car, to—” Her eyes shot wide again with alarm. “Holy shit. Did one of them bite you?” 

I could feel her tensing beside me, suddenly wary. I thought back, confused, trying to remember accurately through the rage and adrenaline. “Uhhh…maybe?” I rolled a shoulder, trying to feel it out. “You’re worried about their poison, right? I don’t feel anything.”

Her eyebrows went up, but she relaxed a little. But only a little. “I was pretty sure that feral one got you.” She slipped around behind me, and I pulled aside my nasty, battered skull hoodie to let her see the area in question. “You realize it’s not just the toxin part that worries me, right?” She slid her cool hands along the dead flesh of my shoulder: cooling, comforting, calming. Reflexively, I sighed as I relaxed into it. “Their venom addicts you. One bite and that’s it, forever.”

I blinked. “Holy shit.” That’s fucking horrifying.

“No kidding. And the more they bite you, the more addicted you become. With enough venom, they can make even the hardiest supernaturals their slaves. There’s no cure. Once you’re bit, that’s it. Holy shit is right.” I could almost feel her frown. “It feels weird saying that in here.”

I snorted. “I feel fine though. Really,” I insisted. I felt along my own shoulder, above the collarbone, where I remembered the Sanguinarian trying to bite down. There were a lot of scrapes and indentations there that hadn’t been before. How messed up had I gotten, without pain driving me to avoid it? My hand grazed hers and lingered for a moment before I put it back in my lap.

“I think you’re looking for this,” Tamara commented, leaning forward, holding a tissue in the palm of her hand. And in the tissue was a curved, inch and a half long Sanguinarian fang. 

I barked out a laugh as I realized what had happened. “It came out when he tried to bite me.”

I could feel her chuckle, a spot of warmth in the cold, forlorn chapel. “Serves him right. I think he broke your skin, but…” She wadded the fang up in the tissue and threw it out one of the shattered windows. “Ash, you’re dead. I don’t think the toxin affects you.” Her voice held a hint of wonder. “No wonder they wanted your kind gone.”

Working it over in my head, I grunted. “Yeah. Makes sense.” My train of thought took a darker turn. “But won’t they just figure out what I am and tell the others? And the whole genocide thing starts all over again?” I might not like the only other two Strigoi I’d met, but that didn’t mean our whole kind deserved to die. Again. Especially me. I couldn’t say I was fond of the idea.

“Actually, I’m not sure how many of them survived.” She shrugged. “Besides, those were young Sang-bangers, just Sanguinarian fodder. Everyone will just think they're freaked out, terrified, and exaggerating.” A little uncertainty crept into her fine, flawless features. “Hopefully.”

Well, it’s better than nothing. “So that’s why they tried to bite me, then? Instead of just going for a kill?”

Tamara nodded, sliding off the pew and slipping past me. “It’s a tactic they use. Capture and convert.” She made a face. “Let’s talk about something else, though. Like how to keep you safe from the sun.” She beckoned, and I followed her down the aisle, my joints creaking, both of us looking for anything I could use to properly shield myself. I knew the dawn was approaching; my anxiety was rising, and I could feel it in my bones like an ache. Tamara glanced back and reached over, giving my hand a brief squeeze. “Don’t worry, Ash. There’s probably a room somewhere at the back we can use.”

I hesitated, falling a step behind. “Actually...I’m sorry. I feel like an ass, but can we not do the Ash thing, please? There’s only one person who really calls me that anymore, and…”

Tamara tilted her head. “Huh? Oh! No, sure. I understand.” I forced a smile as she pondered. “So...how about Ashes?” She smiled prettily.

I thought it over for a second, then nodded. “As long as it’s not prophetic,” I rasped.

“Hopefully not,” She laughed as we continued. “At this point I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You saved me first.” I snorted. “Remember that when I get on your nerves.”

At the back of the church, we found what we were looking for. We hoped. Stone stairs wrapped around to either side of a raised platform, from which sprouted a grand, half-shattered podium originally shaped like wings in flight. Now those wings were broken, their carved feathers scattered and crushed or simply gone. But beneath it, set into the platform, was a set of stairs leading downward..

But they were covered in a metric fuckton of rubble.

“You know…The more I look at it...” Tamara put her hands on her hips and glanced back at me. “I’m not so sure this is a normal church layout. But what do I know?”

“As much as the next Ashes.” I stepped past her and down onto the first step, seizing a huge block and hauling it upward. “But, you know. Gift, horse, mouth, and all that.” There wasn’t going to be a safer place for me to refuge from sunlight than freaking underground, after all.

Together, we put our backs into clearing the passageway. Tamara wasn’t as strong as I was, not by a long shot, and obviously nearing exhaustion. But the Moroi was still impressively powerful. We hadn't gotten very far before I noted her irises starting to swell once more, brilliant and impossibly blue. I hesitated, but she just waved for me to keep going. The foreboding tension building along my spine told me I didn’t have time to argue.

It took me way too long to realize my claws were long gone. They’d disappeared sometime a while back, either during or right after the mad dash to the church, gone away when I wasn’t paying attention. I hadn’t figured out the trick to what made them come and go yet, but I would. 

“Do Moroi have claws?” I asked absently as we heaved and dug. After all, I had them, and I clearly remembered that the Sanguinarians did, too.

Tamara paused, catching her breath. “Claws? No.” She smiled a cool, slightly sad smile. “Hun, they’d just get in the way.” The Moroi mopped sweat from her forehead, one more thing I didn’t need to do any more. “You know,” she pulled out her phone, glanced at it thoughtfully, and put it back away. “I could have called some people for help. Would have made all of this a lot easier.”

“But you didn’t want to call them into a trap.”

She nodded. “That too.”

We went back to clearing the passageway. My clock, after all, was ticking. Fortunately, a few tons of stone were only so much of a barrier to me, especially with assistance. It’s not like the earlier fight had worn me out, or anything. I hesitated to admit it, but the perks of being a dead girl were starting to mount up, while the downsides weren’t so bad, I supposed. Except for one. 

I tore my mind away from the memory of Lori’s earlier reaction, made easier by the fact that we finally breached the wall of debris locking us out of the church’s mysterious lower level. All was dark and quiet down there, and the only sounds were Tamara’s heart and breath. The only thing moving was the flurry of dust disturbed by our rock-moving, a million little specks of gray dancing in my monochrome vision.

It was serene. Peaceful.

It was a start.
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Just a talk in the dark

 

I wasted no time in stepping into the deep, inviting shadows.

“Hold up,” Tamara called, fishing in her little hip pouch and pulling out one of the most compact LED flashlights I’d ever seen. She turned it on with a flick of her wrist, sending a focused beam tearing away the darkness before us. I’d already forgotten Tamara couldn’t see in the pitch black like I could. “Awesome. Let’s go.”

We didn’t make it far before the path ended, choked into useless obscurity by rubble and a tunnel collapse. From what we could see, it looked like the underground passage might have once run the length of the whole nave, probably even further. But whatever the lower level had once been, all that was left now was a mangled congestion of broken stone and tile, apparently forgotten by God himself. The passage ran straight ahead as far as I could see, branching off to rooms on either side at regular intervals until the way forward dead-ended with caved-in debris. I hadn’t been in many churches, especially not long enough to discover their underground secret passages, but this passageway was only adding to my suspicions that this was not a normal church.

We investigated the side rooms for my sake; right now, I couldn’t think of a better or safer place to spend my daytime hours than in a square stone box twenty feet under the ground. Unfortunately, they were mostly a no-go, clogged with more crap we didn’t have time or energy to move. It looked like  someone had gone out of their way to preserve some of the crumbled statuary and extra pews down here in better days, and the rooms were stuffed full of such things, mixed in with other decaying churchy fixtures like furniture and tapestries. Eventually, it seemed, they’d run out of either room, time, or care. 

I could have cleared one, of course, given the time, but I didn’t have any to spare. Instead, in mutually agreed silence, Tamara and I hollowed out a bit of rubble just inside one of the rooms, just enough to squeeze out of the main hallway. Then I ventured into the brightening upstairs just long enough to drag—with difficulty—a huge section of fallen pillar onto the mouth of the stairway, wedging it firmly and blocking the path to us with tons of man-made boulder.

“Well, it could be better,” I announced, my voice gravel, “but it’d take a fucking backhoe to get down here now. And I’d like to think we’d hear it coming.” But, even then, would I be able to wake up?

“I still don’t think they’ll come back,” Tamara replied, nodding. “And even if the Sanguinarians wanted to, they still can’t come in. They’d have to send normal people—probably people with machines or blasting equipment. And guns. But normal people I can deal with.” She shrugged, the outer edge of her irises gleaming. “But they won’t do that. That’s not how we operate. They won’t throw humans at something supernatural when there could be that kind of confrontation. It’s an escalation that risks their own secrecy as much as anyone else’s.”

“Mutually assured destruction,” I rasped. “This is why we can’t have nice things.”

She snorted, amused. “Pretty much.”

We started settling in, Tamara because she was tired, myself because somewhere far above, the sun was crawling steadily above the horizon, and my strength fled, forcing me to sit down or fall down. What’s the chances a ray of light makes it through the roof, past the pillar, and slants into this room? And if it does, do I even wake up? Fear coiled, trying to rise, and I stubbornly pushed it back down. I took what was supposed to be a deep breath but only managed to make a loud, entertaining wheezing sound. Was that a punctured lung? The world would never know. 

Into the ensuing silence and pre-dawn dread, I looked over at my Moroi companion and voiced the question that had been nagging at me for what felt like hours. “So.” I cleared my throat, a sound like gargling rocks. “Princess, huh? What’s that all about?”

Tamara froze, then let out a long sigh. “You caught that, huh?” I grinned at her. “Let’s just say the Sangs wanted me alive for a reason, and—” She cut off and shook her head. “You know what? No. I’m done with hiding it.” She looked up at me, catching my tired eyes with hers. “I’m a pureblood Moroi, and a member of the most influential Moroi family that still exists today.” She straightened her shoulders, but it wasn’t pride I heard in her voice. “My real name is Tamara Moroaică of what amounts to the Moroi royal family.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Moro… Moro…” I stopped before I hurt myself. “Royal family?”

“Mo-rai-ka,” she enunciated slowly. I wasn’t sure I could roll an ‘r’ that prettily if I tried. A smile quirked the corners of her perfect mouth upwards. “And yes, more or less. That is, my mother’s been in power so long, that we might as well be royalty, assuming we weren’t originally.” I quirked a curious eyebrow, a simple gesture that took way too much energy. “My mother is the Succubus Queen of the Moroi, Lillith.” She elaborated dryly. “I’ll leave her particular talents up to your imagination.”

I squeezed out a wheezy whistle. “Wait, Lillith? You mean the Lillith?”

“No one’s ever had the courage to ask,” Tamara said, seeming stone-cold serious. “Not that lived to talk about it, anyway.” She thumped her head back against the dusty pew we’d picked to rest against. “I’m going to be in so much trouble.”

I frowned, concerned. “Why?”

“For not calling my family about the attack. Or letting them know where I am or what I’ve been up to… You know. For being me.” She let out a breath.

“Well, you were kinda busy.” I said.

“There are no excuses for Liandra.” Tamara shook her head.

“Who?”

“My sister. She’s an asshole.” The Moroi made a face. “She’s also kind of responsible for me right now.”

I pursed my lips thoughtfully. “Well, you still could. They don’t know when things went down. Tell them it’s the first chance you had after shit calmed down.”

Tamara shook her head more emphatically. “No way. Things get complicated when they get involved. First off, Liandra will tell me to let the whole rescue thing drop, because it's ‘not our business’. And I’m not willing to do that.” Tamara glowered. “Second, it won’t take them too long to figure out I found what might be the world's last surviving Strigoi once they see you and start digging.” She gave me a severe look. “And you don’t want that. Especially not with Liandra.” She sighed.

“Oh.” I grimaced. That did sound like a bad idea. “Thanks.”

Tamara gave me a tired smile, waving away my thanks. “So if I have to call right now, I’ll have to lie to Liandra. And I don’t want to lie to Liandra. I learned long ago it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

I snorted, amused, and waited for her to elaborate further. She didn’t. “Okay, so why were the Sanguinarians out hunting princesses?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. Then they went cold, like sapphire ice. “Because they can. Even us. All they need is a little plausible deniability, and no one dares press the point.”

“Are they that powerful?”

“They own Clarion Industries, if that helps bring it into perspective any.” 

That put the mortal side of their power into perspective for me real quick. No one lived in the Southeast US for six months without knowing Clarion Coal, Oil, and Steel. CCOS wasn’t the powerhouse energy producer they used to be. Far from it. But they made up for it these days by owning a chunk of every major business in the area. Everyone knew, if you wanted to make it big, you needed Clarion’s approval, and once you got in with Clarion, you were in for life. Like it or not. 

Everyone I’d heard talk about it had always seemed to assume the powerful, aging business had Mafia ties. But now, all of that made even more sense. Especially all of the politicians they seemed to own. 

“We typically try to form a power base wherever the Sanguinarians have one,” Tamara continued, “but over the years, it’s stretched us too thin. They have more power than we do now, and they get ‘recruits’ faster and easier. We’ve always failed to get a strong foothold against Clarion, and, as a result, now they own most of the Southeast.” She looked down, as if more than physically tired. “And Birmingham is one of their powerful strongholds. That’s why you don’t see many wizards or anything in the area. It’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

My eyes lit up with realization. “So that’s why you’re here!” I exclaimed. “Your family sent you here to watch them.”

Tamara grunted with amusement that turned into an extended bout of dry laughter. “No, that’s why they sent my older sister Liandra here. They sent me here as punishment.”

“Oh.” I tried to extract my foot from my mouth. “Why punishment? Were you a bad Tamara?” That didn’t help.

She smirked; at least I’d brightened her dour mood a little. “You could say that.” She shrugged, trying to play it off like it wasn’t any big deal. “It’s mostly to do with my sisters,” she finally continued. “Mother doesn't really…engage with any of us except the eldest and most powerful, not really. Not unless we royally fuck up.” 

She seemed sad, and I didn’t know what I could possibly say. I just wished I did. 

Tamara stretched, settling back against the rough stone—no bed for a princess, that’s for certain. “There’s a lot of demands, a lot of expectations, a lot of power games, and we…let’s just say we don’t see eye to eye, and leave it at that.” I nodded, stifling my curiosity as best I could. The last thing I wanted was to press her for answers she didn’t want to give. “Okay, Ashes. Your turn. Who is Ashley Currigan and how did she come to be a vampire squatting in a church, fighting the good fight?” 

I snorted. “Your guess is as good as mine.” I paused, sorting thoughts, the time of day draining away at my strength and focus. How did one best sum themselves up into a few sentences? Especially when they didn’t have a few sentences worth of interesting life? I ended up falling back on the same spiel I’d given Lori years ago. 

“I grew up with just me and my dad and sometimes my uncle. My mom had complications from my birth, and she… She didn’t live too long past it. Not long enough for me to remember her.” Tamara frowned, and I joined her. It had always felt strange to miss, to grieve for someone I never consciously knew. “So Dad had to raise me by himself. He did really well, I think, at least as well as he could. But he couldn’t cope… He started drinking. And it got worse.”

I saw the face Tamara was making and headed off her train of thought. “Nothing like that. He didn’t hurt me or anything. Never that. But he lost job after job, each one getting shittier and shittier. It became a downward spiral.” I shrugged sluggishly. They weren’t bad memories, per se. 

Just sad ones.

“As we both got older, he got worse,” I continued, and Tamara nodded. “And we started getting in a lot of arguments. Finally, I convinced him to go to rehab, but things didn’t get much better.” I puffed out a breath. “I ended up living with my Uncle Jeremiah full-time, and for a while it was great. But he was older than my dad: an old, injured war vet. And taking care of a kid wasn’t easy, not twenty-four seven like that.”

Memories washed over me; I didn’t think about this stuff much these days. Somehow, it seemed fitting to reflect on my life now, after it was kinda over. Kinda like giving myself a wake, I supposed. Tamara said nothing, just listened to me talk in dark, comfortable silence. “He always said he ‘couldn’t do kids justice.’ I disagreed, but it was pretty clear how uncomfortable it was, how difficult I was making things by being around. I was a burden. So one weekend after a big blowout with my Dad...I just left. I raided my college fund and just started going cross country. I was seventeen and stupid.” I grinned. “At least I’m not seventeen any more.”

Tamara burst out laughing.

“Anyway, I traveled around, and the money dwindled quick. I don’t know why I decided to go South, but I did. A couple of other unfortunate, unlucky incidents later and here I was, stranded. No money, no prospects, and no plans to turn it around.” I shrugged again as the will seemed to drain out of me, memories dragging me down like anchors. They shouldn't have been so heavy, not these, but they were. “Then I met Lori while working some dead-end bullshit job, and none of it seemed to matter anymore. My life started getting better, bit by bit…” I looked up, helplessly. “We had such plans, you know? We were gonna get out of here. Things were going to be great. We just needed more time.”

Somewhere up above, the sun crowned the horizon in its full glory. I knew, because I was suddenly heavy and stiff, like a corpse. Unconsciousness unfurled like a void and beckoned to me, inviting. And still I couldn’t get my mind off of my Lori. But there was nothing to be done about it, not now. I wanted nothing more than to wake up tomorrow, find her, and find a way to make things right. But I couldn’t do that. The rest of the kidnap victims needed me; Tamara needed me. Hell, even Charles needed me. What would I be if I turned my back on the rest of this now, even to try and go reconcile things with my lover? A monster, that’s what.

“It’s okay, you know. You haven’t lost her yet.” Tamara’s hand, cool, comforting, and light, came to rest on my arm, cutting off my train of thought and pulling me from the beginnings of panic. “If she loves you half as much as you love her, you guys will be just fine.” She smiled at me, her sapphire eyes dazzling and deep. As I fell into them, I could hear her speaking, lulling, consoling, reassuring. “It’ll be okay, Ashes. I’m here with you. Rest now.”

And then it was dark, the silent oblivion of death, and there was no one talking to me at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23

Vampires one, Charles zero

 

I came back to life where I’d died: on Lori’s shoulder.

No, on Tamara’s. That’s where I was now.

My bones creaked as I stirred, pushing myself back to awareness, remembering the church basement, the Sanguinarians, the wild ride, and the fight against the demon. 

It had been one hell of a night.

“Morning, Ashes. Have a good rest? You slept like the dead.” The amusement and fondness in Tamara’s tone further blended the past and present, and I stretched and rose in an attempt to escape it. I was as stiff as ever upon waking, and for a moment I had to depend on the walls and the debris to keep me upright.

The pale Moroi regarded me with a smile from her seat in the floor, tapping busily away at her phone, her face lit ghoulishly by its blue-white light. It didn’t look like she’d moved all night, but there was no way for me to know. She probably could have hit me with a brick while I was out and I still wouldn’t have known.

“I’m surprised you’ve still got battery on that thing,” I rasped. Even my vocal cords were stiff and tight, successfully imitating sandpaper. 

She smirked, wiggling a compact, high-tech, portable charger. “That’s what money will do for you.”

“I wouldn’t know.” I gave up easily on trying to stretch; the cause of my evening discomfort wasn’t anything mundane enough for it to fix.

“So, I made a few calls while you were out,” Tamara looked up at me, yawning and stretching. “As well as beating my high score in Age of Aegis, and having a series of naps. I also read a little.”

I chuckled past the gravel in my throat. “At least you weren’t bored.”

She shrugged. “I wasn’t about to leave you here alone.” She smiled. “Besides, I couldn’t have moved that rock if I’d wanted to.”

“Oh.” Oops.

She waved away the start of my apology. “No big deal. But Charles has info for us as soon as we can head over to his place. I asked him what it was, but he said he’d just tell us both at once instead of having to repeat himself.” She rolled her eyes, little pools of blue in the monochrome dark. “I checked on the girls we rescued; they’re all doing fine.” That implied Lori as well, and my dead heart skipped a beat. “I called some friends about helping cover up yesterday’s rampage, but it seems the Sanguinarians had already taken care of it.” She shrugged. “Whatever, less work for me. I also had my Supra towed to a repair place.” She made a sour face that was too cute on her perfect alabaster features. “There should be someone dropping off a new car for me in…” she tapped her phone, “about twenty minutes.”

“And here I thought Charles was the wizard.”

She stuck her tongue out at me. 

Mentioning yesterday’s “adventures” brought the details of those adventures rushing back to mind. The very, very bloody details. Had I really done all of those things I remembered doing? Yesterday seemed so far away.

“It’s not your fault,” Tamara said, even as I turned away and headed toward our impromptu saferoom door.

Is she in everyone’s head like this or just mine? I sighed, wrapping my arms as far around the chunk of support pillar as I could, and slowly forcing it back up the stairs with the rumbling grind of stone on stone. “Then whose fault is it?” I hadn’t meant it to sound as bitter as it came out. “I did kill a whole lot of people yesterday.” At least one military guy. I lost count of how many Sanguinarians. Perhaps worse than the acts themselves were how I’d felt while I was committing them. Maybe what Charles said yesterday was more legitimate than— 

“You’ve got to stop comparing yourself to what one single-minded wizard says,” Tamara called from behind me. “I’m serious! If you keep comparing yourself to his standard, you’ll just find more reasons that he’s right.”

“If the shoe fits…” I clenched the stone and pushed it off of the stairs, back up into the main church.

“I thought we went over this.” I heard her rising from her part of the rubble nest, just as I heard notes of sympathy and exasperation in her tone. “But let me try again. Being a monster is a choice, not some inevitable destination.” Suddenly, her hand was on my shoulder, turning me to face her, leaving me staring into those liquid sapphire eyes at point blank range, close enough to touch. “Ashes, if you’re doomed, so am I. And I refuse to accept that my destiny’s set in stone.”

I frowned, but it was hard to hold onto my doubts with that passion in her voice, in her eyes. 

“Remember,” she continued, still staring me down, “those guys were kinda trying to kill me. And you, for no other reason than because you were there with me. Just like they would have ended anyone else that got in their way. Trust me—I’ve seen it happen.” Tamara glanced aside for an instant, her sapphire eyes going hard, only returning to liquid as they met mine again. “So I want you to think about that, long and hard, and you tell me who the monsters there were.”
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Riding along at a probably-unwise speed in Tamara’s new glistening, chrome-purple Dodge Charger Hellcat, I considered how her words had altered the doubt and self-loathing I’d awoken with. But what if the question wasn’t whether or not I was a monster; what if the question was whether or not becoming Strigoi had changed me into something I wasn’t before?

Of course, that answer was a resounding yes. Before, I wouldn’t have had the strength, fortitude, and perhaps even the courage to stand up and try to stop something like the Rawhead. I’d just have swallowed that particular ball of helpless anger and hoped someone else would and could deal with the problem. I’d have gone home, found Lori missing, and had no choice but to sit on my hands and stew in my terror, waiting for somebody to come along and fix everything and deliver her back to me.

But, given the power to change things, I’d taken events into my own hands. I’d made a difference, a very tangible—if frighteningly brutal—difference. So yes, things had changed, but not all of it was bad. 

So maybe, just maybe, the question was if I’d been capable of stopping those Sanguinarians when I was human, would I have? Even at a similar cost in lives?

I didn’t have to think hard to divine the answer to that question, either.

Yes. Yes I would.

“Do you want to borrow my phone again?” Tamara startled me out of my introspection, which was probably for the best. “Call and check on Lori? I made sure to get a number so you could contact her.”

“That’s… Thanks, but…” The question caught me off guard. “Honestly? I don’t know. Maybe I should give her some space for right now.” Would it even do any good? I fell back in the soft leather seats and turned my attention to the passing city. We were making good time, what with my new late sleeping habits keeping us in past rush hour.

“Don’t give up on anything,” Tamara advised. “Remember that she’s been through a lot.”

I shook my head. “I know. And I’m not giving up on anything.” I’d be damned if I gave up on us. “I just think it might be better to talk to her in person when this is all over. I just…”

“Mmmm-hmmm?”

I stretched and breathed, trying to find some way to let out my frustration but coming up empty-handed. “I just don’t get it, why she reacted like that. I expected something, yeah, but not such an emotional one eighty.” I looked over at Tamara. “She’s always been so empathetic, so in tune with what I was feeling. So why can’t she tell that it’s still me in here?”

“If you want my opinion? She’s scared. Afraid that it’s not you.” The Moroi looked over, her smile sad. “Afraid of what all of this means. And that’s on top of being put through some genuine PTSD-level trauma for the past few days.” She turned back to the road, sighing sympathetically. “It’s not easy for anybody. This...incident changed her too. You know?”

I nodded, mulling it over. Leave it to the emotional vampire to give me some food for thought. By the time Bookbinder’s towered into view on the hill, Charles’ house crouching toad-like and wary beside it, I was ready to change the subject. “So, you and Charles seem to have some kind of history. What was that about, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Tamara chuckled as the car slowed. “That’s easy. Drugs.”

I blinked. “Huh.”

The Moroi rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ashes. It’s not like I’m helping him move heroin or anything. Mostly, I find him suppliers and buyers that can handle themselves. That and help him cover up the fact that he’s growing dozens of illegal plants in his basement.” She shrugged, like it was no big deal. “There are far worse things out there than weed, peyote, morning glory seeds, or any of the other stuff Charles uses. Like alcohol, for instance. Hell, weed is closer to medicine than a harmful drug, if handled correctly. And besides, something of the sort is outright necessary for magicians to do ritual magic.”

I nodded, and she parked. The Hellcat’s wheels ground shallow ruts in the dirt as Tamara swept us smoothly into Charles’ yard. We didn’t bother to try the front door. Instead, we just showed ourselves around to the patio area. Sure enough, by the time we got ourselves seated, Charles was on his way out to greet us, only pausing a moment to hold the door open for a struggling Corey, whose young arms strained under the weight of a familiar black duffle, two backpacks, and a stack of books and notebooks.

“About damn time you two showed up,” the wizard announced, striding over. “Ready for the bad news?”

Tamara and I both cringed, looking at each other. “Is there any good news to go with it?” I asked.

“Depends on your definition of good,” Charles replied reluctantly, taking a seat. “Corey and I took a ride out to check on the intersection we used last night to step Next Door and invade the Rawhead’s domain.” He held up a hand to halt Tamara’s objections. “Don’t worry, we were careful, and nothing happened.”

“You got that right,” Corey grumbled in passing. 

“By which he means there was nothing to find,” Charles clarified. “Nothing at all.”

Tamara frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean someone came along behind us and scrubbed the scene. Either with magic or some serious know-how but probably both. The link to the Rawhead’s lair is broken, the death marks gone, the world-wound closed—not healed by any means, but the next best thing.” 

“Yeah,” Corey interrupted with what I felt was undue youthful enthusiasm. “Hidden sigil? Gone. Burnt spot? Gone. “Dead body? Boom! Gone.” I winced a little inside at the mention of the body. 

“Shit.” Tamara leaned back, a shadow of defeat veiling her brilliant blue eyes. “Then there’s no way to follow up. The trail’s dead. What do we do now?”

Charles grinned a mirthless grin. “We fall back on good, old fashioned research and know-how.” The magician gestured at all of the books and random objects Corey was piling up between us. “You might have slept the day away, but we were able to put the time to good use. So it all works out. I’ve got research, tools, weapons, and information.” He gestured at the table.

Tamara whistled. “Hope you got some rest in there, too.”

The wizard nodded. “I’m not stupid. I made sure we both did. Now we’re good to go burn some bastards down.” 

I cringed slightly at his choice of words. “So what’d you dig up? Don’t keep us in the dark,” I glanced around at the darkness blanketing the Iron Mountain. “Figuratively speaking.”

“Well, for starters, I know what those military men are. And they’re not human—not anymore.” Charles flipped a book open, turning swiftly to a dog-eared page.

“They’re zombies!” Corey cut in excitedly.

“I told you, they’re not really zombies.” Charles rolled his eyes, sounding resigned, waving at Corey to go back to work. “They’re what is referred to as ‘Hollow Men’. Though a part of popular zombie lore is, in fact, loosely based on their existence,” he admitted grudgingly.

“Hollow Men… That’s…” Tamara paused to give me a look; I was pretty certain I was catching on to where this was going. “That’s from Strigoi lore.”

Charles nodded toward me. “As a Strigoi, human blood fuels your incredible strength, beyond that of even other vampires, and your unnatural resilience as well. But older Strigoi could also supposedly shapechange, disappear into the shadows, even dominate the minds of mortal men.”

Tamara’s eyes lit up with recognition. “That’s right! Hollow Men.”

“Mortal men or women, part of their minds hollowed out and replaced with whatever the Strigoi desires, which is typically fanatical loyalty and a penchant for violence.” The magician elaborated. “They’re single-minded in their pursuits, and generally speaking, not the strongest independent thinkers, though it can vary. Some of them can pass loose scrutiny and function fine in public.” He settled back, looking at me as well. “Perfect for getting tasks done in the daytime.”

“Or while you pretend your entire race was wiped out,” Tamara added thoughtfully, and Charles grunted his agreement.

“So, like Knock in the old Nosferatu movie,” I replied. Charles raised an eyebrow. “What? It’s a classic.”

The tall wizard cleared his throat. “My point is that they’re thralls. And they’ve been sent against us—and you,” he indicated me, “since the very beginning.”

“So…” Tamara leaned forward intently, “They’ve been aware of our movements all along? And sending their ‘Hollow Men’ to stop us? But how and why?”

I thumped my fist on the table, lightly but still hard enough to make the glass jump. “Because it’s all tied together.” Charles gave me a considering look and gestured for me to continue. “The Rawhead said it’s working with someone that sought secrecy and safety. And it also suggested that their plans had changed recently.”

Tamara was nodding slowly, eyes wide. “So you’re saying that all of the groups we’ve been fighting—?”

“Are in it together,” I finished for her. “That’s why Death Marks were being left to communicate, because both groups can use them to navigate without being seen. That’s why the Rawhead wasn’t surprised to see a Strigoi in its lair; I wasn’t the first to set foot there. And that’s why the Hollow Men kept showing up to stop Charles’ rituals; the Strigoi didn’t want us interfering.” I growled, low and raw in my throat. “It’s got to be the same two that turned me. That means they were the ones abducting women, even weeks before they turned me and we got on their trail.”

Charles inclined his head to me ever so slightly. “I was hoping someone other than me would put those same thoughts together.” He rubbed a hand over his mounting facial stubble, exactly one day more stubbly than yesterday’s. “Confirmation bias is a hell of a thing.”

“But why the kidnappings in the first place?” Tamara interjected. “And how do they always know where we are and the worst possible time to interrupt?”

I glanced at the wizard. “Could you track someone by their blood?” 

He blinked. “That and more.” He narrowed his cinnamon eyes, catching on. “And one of those vampires also seems to use some kind of magic. So they probably could as well.”

I looked back to Tamara. “My bloody clothes, the ones I discarded at my apartment. They weren’t there when I came back after the fight. After I had to run.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Shit! They must have taken them when you escaped from the apartment.” She made a face. “But how did they expect you to go there? And why are they even trying to kill you? With a blessed knife, no less. That was no accident.”

“Uh, what if they just want to keep their numbers down?” Corey blurted out, dumping a pair of sturdy hiking backpacks near Charles’ chair. “They’ve got to have some way of dealing with that.”

Charles shook his head. “You’re close.” He stared at me, his clear, intelligent eyes meeting mine. “But I think they didn’t mean to turn you at all.” I tilted my head, perplexed. “From what I know, each and every Strigoi kill turns the victim. So they must have found some way of heading that off before their food actually revives. Except,” he turned to eye Corey, “you stepped in before the monster was finished.”

I winced. “Enough fire and surprise to ruin any Strigoi’s day, I’d bet.”

“Which means,” Charles leaned in, “they took Lori to bait you in, to get you to come to them so they could cover their tracks. And it worked.”

My world went as still as my dead heart, and I grasped at the arms of my chair. It’s all my fault. I tried to shake my sudden feelings off. It wasn’t the best time for crippling guilt. Besides, I hadn’t made the other Strigoi do what they did. It was their choice, their actions—and all the more reason for me to settle my mounting score with them. 

  “Shit…but if that’s the case, what was their ritual for before Ashes got involved?” Tamara asked. “The Rawhead said the purpose of the abductions had changed, so...changed to what and from what? You’re the magic expert here, Charles.”

He shook his head. “Too many options. No way to know for certain without more clues.”

“Well, whatever the ritual is for, it’s nothing good,” I growled. “One-Horn described the girls’  involvement as ‘transitory’.”

We all went silent for a moment. “Well, it would be beneficial to know what kind of magic they’re cooking up,” Charles broke the brief silence. “But it’s more important to simply stop them from enkindling it.”

“I’ll show them who’s transitory,” I mumbled. Tamara grinned fiercely and to my surprise, Charles nodded his approval.

“That’s not all,” Charles heaved a sigh. “I spoke to one of the girls, Jennifer. The one whose apartment we were attacked in.” Tamara and I nodded. "She told me that the Rawhead spoke a lot. It would go from cage to cage, whispering to them, tormenting them, clawing at them, telling them what it would do once it was ‘finished’ with them.” I grimaced, anger simmering. “None of them would speak of what it said to them, but she and some of the other girls heard it speaking to someone else, too. Through a big mirror at the back of the room.”

“That big, covered thing we saw,” I said.

He nodded. “Someone or something talked back through it. Giving orders or maybe asking for favors. But she never saw who was on the other end. Which fits perfectly with what we know.”

I frowned. “So, did you actually find out what a Rawhead is?”

Charles chuckled, a morbid sound of amusement. “Not a Rawhead. The Rawhead. It’s a specific demon.”

“Which is why we have these!” Out of nowhere, Corey thumped a pair of heavy duty, grade A Super Soakers down onto the table, careful to avoid the books and papers. They were the fully automatic assault rifles of squirt guns, the type that I’d wished my dad had a spare forty bucks for when I was a kid.

They also got my hackles up, stirring instinctive unease in my gut and all down my spine. I almost backed away from the table. “Uhhh… We going to a pool party I don’t know about?”

“Hardly,” the older wizard commented dryly. “I went by High Hill Church out at the Summit. Met up with a real priest there, someone I know. Got him to sanctify some water.” He nodded toward the plastic guns. I slid my chair a few feet further from the table. “Real guns make noise, get attention,” Charles elaborated. “Magic just makes a different kind of noise, and gets no less attention if you know how to look for it. These are quiet.”

“Rawhead won’t know what hit him,” Corey boasted, picking up one of the guns and pumping it, then tucking it in against his shoulder and aiming it around as if it were the real thing. “Vampires, too. They’ll get the same.” The barrel passed over me and hesitated, causing me to tense reflexively. Water droplets squirmed slowly from the tip as he ever so gently and slowly squeezed the trigger. My muscles snapped taut, my nails digging into the arms of Charles’ patio chair as my instincts screamed. 

“Corey!” Charles roared the name with reproach. “That’s enough!” Corey and I both flinched, but Tamara was already there, one pale hand gently and firmly guiding the plastic gun barrel down toward the ground.  

The boy glanced around from face to face, his own face turning slowly red. “I didn’t… I wasn’t really going to—”

Charles leaned forward and snatched the gun from him, grabbing the other off of the table and dropping both of them onto the ground on the opposite side of his chair. “I said that’s enough.” He didn’t sound angry but firm as steel. I slowly began to relax. “You have your problems with vampires, but these two aren’t those vampires. For now, they’re my guests, and that’s not how you treat guests. Nor is what you were doing even a good idea.” His eyes settled on the tiny canals my regular nails had gouged in the hard plastic of his chair. “Everyone just remember that we’re all in this together, at least for now.”

Corey hung his head, and everyone fell quiet. In the meantime, I managed to fully calm my…survival instincts, which had mostly consisted of the wild urge to backhand the boy across the yard.

Tamara finally spoke, her tone overplayed and sugary-sweet. “Sooooo…. Charles.”

He eyed her warily, slouching in his chair and looking grumpy. “What?”

“If we’re your guests… Can I use your shower?”

He started to nod offhandedly, but then seemed to suddenly catch up to what the Moroi had said. “What? Hell no. I’m not inviting you in, Tamara.”

She sighed, getting up from her chair and going over to the wizard. “C’mon, Charles smell me. I stink. I just need a few minutes; I won't be a problem, I swear. Please?” 

He eyed her.

Tamara put her hands on her hips. “You do remember I’ve been in your house before, and nothing bad happened? You know, that time you needed me to come over and help hide the plants in your—” 

“Fine, dammit,” Charles cut her off. “You can enter my home, this one time. Ten minutes, or I’m coming to get you.”

Tamara sauntered toward his back door, bundle of extra clothes dangling from one hand. “Why Charles, is that a promise?” She grinned wickedly.

I blinked in utter surprise as Charles’ face actually turned red. He worked his jaw, but no words emerged.

Tamara winked at me before disappearing through the wizard’s back door.

Charles straightened his face, glancing between me and the house. “You…” He pointed a finger at me.

“I’ll keep your chair warm. Don’t worry.”

He glowered and looked at Corey. “Put those damn guns in the truck, then come inside. I’m going to go watch her.”

I gave him a toothy grin. “You’re going to go watch her?”

He turned even redder; I wouldn’t have thought it was possible. “Not—not like that,” he snapped, getting up and storming inside, staff in hand, glaring at me over his shoulder. 

I snorted with amusement. Score one for team vampire.
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A wizard's work is never done

 

I only realized after the fact that they’d left me alone with the kid who had, just a couple of minutes ago, almost given me a really harsh baptism. 

Corey went for the water guns like he’d been told, not even glancing my way. He picked one up, and examined it thoughtfully. 

Left alone with my thoughts, I leaned over and grabbed Charles’ yellow notebook. I might as well look over some of the facts I didn’t know yet. Maybe I could figure something else out.

“I’m sorry,”  His words, spoken softly, caught me off guard, and I didn’t immediately respond. I was busy fumbling the notebook into the dirt with stiff fingers, then retrieving it. “Ashley? It’s Ashley, right?”

A dozen smart-ass responses came to mind, all of them either offensive or lame. Instead I smiled. “Yeah. That’s me.”

He kept his head down, glancing at me through the protective curtain of his shaggy hair.  “I’m not trying to be an asshole, okay?” He sounded frustrated but apologetic. His heartbeat thumped along, still working on calming from the earlier embarrassment. “I just—” He stumbled and hesitated, trying to explain himself. “I hate vampires, okay? It’s not personal. They—”

He swallowed hard, and I didn’t have to be Moroi to see the grief he struggled with. After a moment, he finally won that battle and gulped it down. I imagined it was bitter as hell. “All the ones I’ve seen, they’re trouble. And Charles says not to trust you, either.”

I nodded. I could agree in general; most of the vampires I’d met so far weren’t exactly lovable. So I let him talk. 

He stuffed his hands into his pockets and gave it a moment before continuing. “I mean, I realize you’ve had it hard, too. I heard your story earlier, you know? I guess I get you. Kinda.” He shrugged like it didn’t matter, but I could see where his fists balled up inside his pockets. “It just sucks you had to be a vampire.”

“Oh?” I kept my crappy sucks to be a vampire joke inside, where it couldn’t hurt anybody. 

He shifted uneasily. “Yeah…” He shook his head. “Nevermind. Doesn't matter. Charles is the only person to ever take care of me, and if he says you’re okay… Like he said. You’re not one of those vampires.”

Silence tried to fall, but I didn’t let it stick. “Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s cool.”

He finally looked up, actually meeting my eyes for a moment. “Kid? I’m only a couple of years younger than you.”

I eyed him with overt skepticism. “Yeah, we both wish,” I rasped.

He snorted, the sudden amusement reflected in the hint of a smile that cracked his features. The young magician bent to pick up the other big water blaster, this time keeping the danger end pointed away from me. “And… Thanks. For keeping Charles from getting shot, and stuff.”

I shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m starting to like being a bullet sponge.”

He raised an eyebrow and shook his head, proving I wasn’t nearly as funny out loud as I sounded inside my own head. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Sure, kid.”

“What’s it like? Dying? Being dead?”

I was honestly surprised everyone hadn’t asked me this yet. I knew it would’ve been the top question on my list. But something told me his query wasn’t rhetorical or philosophical. I thought about it, in the end coming back to the same answer I’d had before. “It’s calm. A little cold. But it’s peaceful. Like the best sleep of your life. Nothing’s uncomfortable. Nothing hurts. You’re there, but you’re not at the same time.” I smiled, careful with the fangs. “It’s not so bad, really.” I tilted my head. “Now, my death, on the other hand…” A series of images flashed in my mind’s eye, trying to steal my connection to the here and now with their vividness. “Let’s just say I hope I’m the exception, rather than the rule.”

He nodded slowly. “Thanks.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but he was gone before I could put the words together, heading off at a trot toward the front yard. I pondered the exchange for a minute, listening to truck doors open and close, then the front door slam. 

Obviously abandoned once more to my own devices, I turned my attention to the scattered writings on the table, books and notebooks, papers and parchments. One dusty black tome had Secrets of the Ur-demons stenciled on its spine in weathered gold leaf. There was even a yellowed scroll with brass metal caps. Some of them were about demons, some about vampires, and some about subjects beyond my comprehension. But few of them were in English, so I wasn’t going to get much out of perusing them. A momentary breeze tugged at one sheet of hand-inked scrawl, as if to steal it from its brethren, and I pinned it flat with a heavy, leather-bound tome. 

I went back to the little yellow pad in my hand. It contained a total of twenty-seven names, several of which were familiar, since they belonged to the women we’d rescued. With two recovered already dead, that meant we’d found thirteen and saved eleven. Not good enough. Fourteen were still missing, presumably taken by the two Strigoi for ritual use, assuming the Rawhead hadn’t simply devoured them whole and added their bones to its gruesome floor plan.

I took a closer look. Behind the list of names, ages, and basic information, some of the girls had full write-ups in Charles’ careful hand, complete with pictures inserted via paper clips and tape. I recognized some, like Lori, obviously, and Jennifer from the Rawhead’s cavern, but I flipped through them, going backward in time until I laid eyes on the very first. 

And I went stone cold still, because I knew her.

Her face was burned into my mind, a traumatic first-person photo of my own murder scene.

Dana Warren, 18, Oak Crown High School, Charles’ notation told me. Petite, medium length blond hair, blue eyes, five foot three. That sounded about right. Student, varsity cheerleader. Parents separated, father investigated for abuse, few friends. Possible drug user.

And fledgling vampire, I added mentally. Great. My vampiric lineage traces back to a high school cheerleader. 

Dana Warren. Now I had a name to go with the face and loathing. Wait. Oak Crown High. The name rang a bell, and not just because it was the biggest, richest school in the greater Birmingham area. I flipped back a few pages. 

Dana Warren, 18, Oak Crown High School

Lisse Jameson, 18, Oak Crown High School

Natalia Fredricks, 17, Oak Crown High School

Theresa Harris, 21, Birmingham Community College

Emma Jones, 18, Oak Crown High School

Abigail Williams, 19, Oak Crown High School

Melina Holt, 23, unemployed 

Amanda Perez, 18, Oak Crown High School

Dianne Hall, 19, works at The Sandwich Shop 

Cassie Trevor, 26, server at Saxton’s…

That was a whole lot of high school kids. As if high school itself wasn’t bad enough, they had to get kidnapped by vampires, too. What if— 

“—we managed to get away from them, though,” Tamara said, stepping out of the house with Charles in tow, chatting casually, her black-and-purple hair still damp and mussed. “The church managed to hold them off. A lucky break to handle a pretty unlucky coincidence.” She smiled warmly at me. “And some quick thinking on someone’s part.”

Charles grunted. “I don’t believe in coincidence,” he replied automatically. “You should know that by now. And that old church isn’t even hallowed ground that I know of. What you did,” he stepped up to the table, looming over me. “It shouldn’t have been possible.” He gave a pointed glance at the notebook in my hand, gesturing for me to hand it over. “Looking over my notes?”

I complied with a toothy grin. “Not only that, but I figured out where we need to go and why.”
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Oak Crown High wasn’t what most people expected to find in the core of Birmingham, an enormous school mostly contained within one expansive brick and cobblestone building on top of a small green hill, something that looked like it’d have been more at home somewhere in Europe, or as a location for shooting a Harry Potter scene. Funny how you can live in a place for years and still find things you’d never known existed. 

But we weren’t here for the school itself. Luckily, as late in the day as it was, we had free rein to prowl around outside the immediate school grounds without attracting attention. “You’d think someone would have made a big fuss about so many kids going missing from one school.” I commented. Then again, maybe they had, and I just didn’t know about it. It’s not like I followed the news or anything. It was full of too much stuff exactly like this.

“It all depends,” Tamara replied, “on how rich the parents are, how panicked the school district is, and whether the police think that it being public information would mess up their investigation.”

“Which it would,” Charles chimed in from the backseat. “Not that a mundane investigation would turn up anything useful or accurate, anyway.”

We all rode together now, the potent engine of Tamara’s Hellcat roaring with an appropriately savage intensity as we sped quickly through the night. In the back, Corey and Charles both held onto the “oh shit” handles the whole way. Charles had reluctantly ceded that it made more sense for us to travel together, and now his wizarding gear filled Tamra’s trunk to the brim, while behind me he hunched his shoulders in a backseat about one size too small.

“That way,” I commented, pointing. Tamara took the turn I indicated; once again, I was the bloodhound whose supernatural nose we were following. The working theory was that far too many people had disappeared in close proximity here to cover up the feel of death or to easily shut tight the bloody, raw Window the Rawhead had made into our world. If nothing else, it was the best chance we had. I was still proud of myself for figuring it out. 

“Hey, Charles.” I caught his eyes in the rearview mirror, causing the wizard to make a face and look away. “I was wondering… Is there any way to cure the Hollow Men? If it’s like a spell or an enchantment or something, can you break it?”

He sighed heavily. “I wondered how long it would be until you asked that.” Charles shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. It’s less like a spell and more like a combination of brainwashing and a lobotomy. Sure, a sort of magic was involved, but the damage is long done.”

I shuddered, making a disgusted face of my own. The answer fit my suspicions and cleared my conscience: I hadn’t been killing men who could be cured and go back to their own lives or families. But it still wasn’t the answer I’d hoped to hear. 

It didn’t take long to home in on the place we needed to be. Once close to school grounds, the feeling of death Next Door stood out like a sore thumb, like a bloody beacon. We parked a block or so  away and made ready to sneak onto campus. 

As soon as we parked, Charles grabbed my seat release, folding me over the dash and clambering out, staff in hand. “I’m going to go ahead and scout. The energies are so strong here I’m already starting to feel the vibrations in my staff.” He ignored my glower and looked to Corey. “Get my things. I’ll be right back.”

“If you’re going, I’m going with you,” I protested, clambering out and folding the leather seat down for Corey to escape. 

“No way,” he replied flatly.

I raised an eyebrow. “Why not? I can find it easier and help watch your back.”

“Seriously?” He looked me over pointedly. “You’re covered in blood and stink of death. You look like a serial killer.” He gestured at my clothes, shaking his head. “We have better places to be than in jail tonight.” He turned and walked away, muttering something about spraying me off with a hose.

He had a good point.

“Just let him go do his thing,” Tamara sighed. “We’ll just lay low until he’s satisfied that it’s not a trap.”

I had a better idea than just waiting around for Charles. Tamara trailed behind as I trotted to the nearby street corner and quickly spotted what I was looking for. “Ashes, what are you doing?”

“I figured I should do some preparation of my own, you know?” I glanced at the signpost marking the corner of East Prospector Ave and Heart Street. “This’ll do.” I glanced back and forth at the still, empty streets, reached down, and wrenched the tubular steel right out of the ground.

Tamara winced; it had been louder than I’d expected. I shrugged and beckoned her to follow as I trotted back to the car, shaking concrete off of my new weapon as I went. By the time we got back, Charles was already returning.

“What the hell is that?” he asked, pointing at the metal signpost.

“And here I thought I might finally impress you with a staff of of my own,” I grinned, reaching up and pruning the street names off of the top of the sturdy metal pole as if they were leaves. “Or do I look like I’m compensating for something?”

“That’s fucking scary,” Corey commented, watching me effortlessly prune the sign.

“Let’s hope they feel the same,” I replied, giving him a vicious grin. He nodded. “Just in case we do run into One-Horn again, I’m going to put this through his ugly, meaty face.”

“Sounds good,” Charles said. “I can’t pinpoint it, but I know the energy’s coming from inside the school. So let’s get in there and do work before something shows up to stop us.”

Between Charles’ magic, my strength, and Corey’s lock picking skills, getting into the school was a breeze. Charles’ apprentice seemed a little too gleeful as he shorted out the security cameras I didn’t think about, grinning widely and arcing a spark between his fingers. 

It was the easiest supernatural trail I’d followed yet, leading us down the stairs to the basement. “Why would the girls have come down here in the first place? Especially when people started disappearing?” Corey asked.

“My guess is that they were lured,” I replied, forcing a maintenance door. “By someone they knew.”

“That Dana girl?” Tamara asked.

I nodded.

I felt the energy roll past as soon as we breached the door and crossed the threshold into an old boiler room, a big rectangle of a basement full of old machinery, tangled pipes, tools, and rust. While the large boiler itself was unused, a worn reflection of its former usefulness, the room was obviously still used and maintained for other purposes and not scary-creepy at all.

That feeling derived from the reek of death that pervaded the air and tendrils of cold that I could almost see snaking and twisting through the air. It wasn’t that peaceful calm I’d felt from the graveyard Next Door or the wild, secret danger of the forest’s dark underboughs. This was dread and impending demise, plain and simple. Sheer terror so strong I was surprised the iron pipes themselves weren’t sweating in fear.

“They fucked up.” Charles grinned fiercely, almost gleefully as he popped his knuckles. “They were pretty thorough. They came along and purged all of the sigils, the stains… everything they could.” He gestured around at the dark basement. “But you can’t make tears in the fabric of reality just go away. Too much magic was done here. The Rawhead brought its realm too close too many times by taking so many from one place.” He beckoned Corey to open his duffle. “And I’m going to make them pay for it.”

“Then that begs the question why,” I began hoarsely, “no one’s popping out of the pipes to stop us.”

Charles paused, leaning against the wall. “I’m assuming it’s because this is a trap.” He took two bottles from his apprentice: a metal one that probably contained alcohol and a small, thin one with a medicine dropper cap. He took a long swig from the first one before continuing. “Always expect that they’re expecting you. Better that way. Safer.” He unscrewed the cap to the second bottle and checked it, sliding further down the wall. 

“If this is a trap, then what’s the battle plan?” Tamara asked, going over and locking the basement door behind us. We wouldn’t be leaving that way, anyway.

Tilting his head back slightly, Charles bled a few drips from the medicine dropper, landing them expertly under his tongue, then closing his eyes and handing both bottles back to Corey. After holding his mouth closed for a few seconds, he swallowed, then gestured dismissively. “Show them the bags,” he told his apprentice.

“These?” Corey dragged over one of the two sturdy hiking backpacks. He unzipped it and tilted its open mouth toward us. One of the Super Soakers was wedged inside, handle jutting out, along with several aerosol cans.

“Those…are spray paint cans.” I announced, looking at the wizard for an explanation.

“Maybe for those who lack imagination,” he replied easily, glancing at me. “But for us, with just the right touch of heat and flame…” He smiled a tight, thin smile, a vicious sort of humor. “Then they become cheap, effective Wizard Grenades.”

I blinked my dry eyes; explosions meant even more heat and flame, which made me more than a little uncomfortable. “And why do we need ‘wizard grenades?’”

Tamara took out one of the pressurized cans, looked it over, then returned it to the bag. Corey promptly zipped it shut and began setting up Charles’ ritual space without further prompting from his teacher.

“For the same reason we need holy water guns,” he replied. “You bring the right tool for the job. And in this case, the job is killing monsters.” He opened his eyes, which were already starting to dilate. “The plan is to build on what worked before.” He nodded at me. “You can’t be killed easily. While the Moroi are mortal vampires and the Sanguinarians and Jiangshi are created vampires with their own rules and flaws, the Strigoi are immortal vampires. Only specific things can kill you for good, like fire and sunlight. You’re our only chance to stand up to the Rawhead’s raw physical strength.” He considered me. “Assuming you’re willing.”

“Hell yes I’m willing,” I’d been hoping for another meeting with the Rawhead, one it wouldn’t walk away from. And it seemed Charles and I were on the same page in that regard. “But can I ask you a favor?”

 “You can ask,” he grunted.

“Next time,” I rasped, “Can we do with less fire slinging?” I glanced pointedly at the small, naked flame of the lantern Corey was setting out, its protective glass globe shattered during last night's tense battle against the Rawhead.

“Fire is our most instinctive offensive element and a powerful tool against most things supernatural. You do want that thing dead, right?” 

I eyed the dancing, wavering flame; I could swear it wobbled my way more than it should have. “That thing, yes; myself, not so much. Once was enough.”

“Well,” Charles said, “if and when we run into your ‘One-Horn’ again, get out of the damn way and let us roast it. It’s head is vulnerable to flame, and the whole body is vulnerable to consecrated tools.” He shrugged. “The makeshift explosives are for use as low magic crowd control, mostly for the Hollow Men. They won’t affect the Rawhead much, though the blast of flame might work against any Strigoi we can catch flat footed.”

 I shuddered. “If you want to use any of that stuff, just give me a little warning and, believe me, I’ll get out of the way.” I found myself wishing that the easiest way to take care of our collective foes wasn’t also the easiest way to take care of me.

“I’ll say ‘barbecue’,” Charles deadpanned. “So, if we’re done?” The wizard’s eyes were starting to droop and he let them close. “Shush and let me concentrate.”

“Should only take him a few minutes to get ready,” Corey explained, fishing around in Charles’ duffle. “We’ll need to—”

Tamara’s phone rang, echoing out a few notes of “Gives You Hell”. She grimaced and fumbled hastily for her phone. Charles’ eyes popped open at distracting sound, and Tamara paled a bit more than usual. She cursed under her breath, then stepped aside to talk, but her side of the conversation didn’t stay quiet for long. 

“No. No! I don’t care what you—I didn’t say that and I’m not going to drop everything and come home because you can’t handle them yourself. No. I’m too close to give up and I’m not backing off just because—I know you don’t care, but I do, and I’m going to do what I can to stop it! They’re people, Li. Yes, they are, and they deserve better than to be left to shit they’re not equipped to handle when we can do something to help! I—Okay, you know what? I don’t care. You’re a selfish fucking coward and you can stay in your goddamned tower and watch the world burn, but if you’re not willing to get your hands dirty, you can be the one to explain to Mother why I burned with it.” Tamara poked the screen angrily, ending the call, then pushed the phone down into her hip pouch, obviously shaken.

“Is...everything okay?” I asked, concerned. 

Tamara glared into the darkness. “Not really.” She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Sorry. I’m fucking pissed at the moment.”

Charles already looked like he was about about one of three sheets to the wind, but he still stared at her as if she’d just answered a cobra and stuffed it into her bag. “Are… Are you sure that’s wise? Your family isn’t one to take no for an answer. Ever.”

I finally caught on. Tamara’s family, the family in charge of the Moroi, had just told her to drop this and come home. And she’d told them to stuff it.

Tamara squared her shoulders with a youthful sort of defiance. “They can’t tell me what to do.”

“Can’t they?” Charles’ cinnamon eyes were wide as he blinked repeatedly in surprise, a startling amount of raw emotion to see on the man’s face. “Are you serious?” He sounded like he was choking a little; maybe he was just that unused to feeling emotions. “So, you’re just going to outright defy one of the most powerful families in the world? Even if you are one of their own, they’re not going to allow that.”

Tamara gave him a soft smile. “For a little while, at least, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” I gave her an appreciative grin, hoping that her decision wasn’t going to cost her too much. “Funny thing is, they didn’t even know everything that’s going on. They just heard about my car turning up with busted tires and some bullet holes in it, investigated, and discovered what the Sanguinarians tried to do.” She shrugged. “Now they’re pissed and want all the details. Which I’m not going to give them,” she cut her sapphire eyes at me, “and they want me home safe where they can keep an eye on me.” She huffed, tossing her head. “I told them I was busy.”

Charles was shaking his head. “It’s your funeral, I suppose. Nice knowing you.” I really hoped he wasn’t serious. “Are we ready? This is really kicking in.” He rose and reached for his staff, using it to push himself to his feet and steady himself. Maybe that’s why wizards carry staves. Taking a piece of black chalk out of his coat, he began to draw a half-circle on the floor, and the outline of a door on the wall itself.

“Need anything else?” Corey asked, gesturing at the candles and rods and things he’d already laid out, each in what seemed to be their proper place. 

“Nah,” Charles responded. “The Wall is weak here. This is staff work. It’s calling to me.” 

Corey sighed and started putting everything away again.

“Ashley,” Charles called, almost a command. I stepped close to the wizard as he knocked twice on the wall with his staff, the sound going beyond mere vibration. “Be present, and focus like before. Reach out and touch the energy in the air. It will help ensure a safe arrival—especially if we really are up against Strigoi death magic.” He wobbled a little on his feet.

I closed my eyes as Charles began a slow, sonorous chant. The permeating aura of death surrounded me quicker and easier than it had before; I reached for it, more familiar with how to do so after the fight with the Sanguinarians. But before I could fully brace myself for the trip, the force of Charles’ magic hit the air, and I felt the world split wide open.

Then I was gone, whisked violently away by the vacuum of Charles’ magic and the open Window leading Next Door.
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The rift didn’t just spit us out like it had before. Instead, it felt like I was hanging suspended in the air, even while I had no body to feel anything with. After what seemed like minutes of nothing, Charles’ magic finally coughed us out Next Door. The four of us stumbled out of nowhere to stand on the precipice of a rocky cliff. 

“Shit,” the wizard said immediately after landing. “We lost time in the crossing. There’s no way to know how much is left of the night. We have to hurry.”

Since we hadn’t landed in the same place Next Door as before, we didn’t cross through a massive graveyard or creepy forest. Instead, we made a quick journey through the ass end of some ancient ruin composed entirely of strange, interconnected stone buildings all too large to have ever been intended for human use. I rapidly located the entrance to the Rawhead’s tunnel complex, and we hurried down the bone-strewn tunnel, moving as quick as we could and still feel safe.

“The longer we take, the more time they have to prepare,” Charles had pointed out. “Don’t think they got bored of tracking us. Best to assume they know exactly what we’re up to and where we are.”

“What if we’re hurrying into a trap?” Corey panted.

His mentor shook his head. “If One-Horn’s still around, taking our time won’t matter. It’s a predator, and we’re in its lair. We won’t spot it unless it wants us to.”

 After that, I made doubly certain I stayed in the front of our little group.

“This is it,” I rasped. I could feel the creature’s heart-like inner sanctum just around the corner. “What do we do now?”

“All the way to the back, in the room where all of the cages were.” He seemed to know exactly what we were here for, so I didn’t hesitate. “And keep sharp.”

Charles displaced me as leader as we reached our destination, passing through dark, silent chambers now devoid of the flickering, ghostly blue light that had animated them before. My supernatural sight cut the dark perfectly well, but everyone else was bound by the limits of the lights we’d brought in with us. I took it upon myself to scan this way and that, searching the dark corners all around for any sign of the demon. 

We stopped before the obvious destination: a tall, heavy mirror once more draped with thick, dry cloth like a death shroud. At Charles’ nod, I ripped the heavy, molded cloth from the object and threw it aside. “What now?” I reiterated.

 “Now,” the wizard said, closing his eyes in concentration, “we shut up for a minute and watch.” The mirror rippled like molten steel at his touch, seeming to resist his mortal magic. Charles’ face furrowed in concentration, beads of sweat breaking out across his forehead, his staff resonating with a low tone I felt in my gut, but couldn’t hear. Slowly but surely, obscure geometric shapes grew across the metallic mirror like spreading frost, and an image came into view in their wake. 

Ghostly shapes began to move inside the frame, emanating whispers of sound. “Don't touch it!” Charles snapped, without opening his eyes. “I need a strong connection first.” 

I lowered my hand.

Shapes and forms began to resolve in the mirror, cast in black and white save where the lamps and flashlights revealed their colors. Inside the frame, a monster and a woman stood together, both of whom I knew. The monster was a charred wreck, wrapped in bloody bandages and cloaked in a loose-fitting black robe. The still-intact half of her body, rendered hideous instead of beautiful by the grotesque contrast, ran like wax where it shifted into a charred husk of broken flesh. The wisps of blond hair that had survived the contact with Corey’s magical flame drifted in the wind like slender weeds poking through wasteland terrain.

The woman… For the second time I looked upon the vampire that Dana had called “Ariande.” Now that she was unhooded and not busy stalking me, I could take the time to study her features. She was older than Dana, just shy of middle age by the look of her, though I knew that was nothing more than a well-preserved deception. But despite the age, the gauntness around the eyes, and the stitches climbing her neck, she was pretty. Pretty in a reserved, refined, Gothic “I had a crush on Morticia Addams and Emily from Corpse Bride when I was little” kind of way. Her long coat hugged her too-narrow middle and rose into a hood that had fallen back and revealed her face, dark hair spilling out all around her face. The eyes were the same as I remembered: extremely dark, intelligent, and obviously dead with an icy, uncaring veneer. 

There they were: my new supernatural family. And in a few minutes, I was going to try my damnedest to kill them. 

Together, the pair presided over what could only be more ritual magic, set atop a raised, rounded platform. Their ceremony was a far cry from Charles’; the drugs and meditation were replaced with a dozen naked girls, bound and gagged, kneeling in a massive arcane symbol that pulled at the core of my being. Another Death Mark. Ariande stalked the inner edges of the circle, yellowed nails flicking with unnatural precision through page after page of an ancient text. The sound of the image never rose above the vagaries of a whisper, but I could still make out the regular intonations of a rolling chant. 

The younger Strigoi moved from prisoner to prisoner, adjusting their bonds, repositioning them, and backhanding them when they struggled too much. To the youngest ones, she exhibited the most cruelty, jerking harshly and painfully on their bonds or raking claws along exposed flesh, leaving trails of fresh crimson before bending to whisper into their ears. I flinched instinctively as she looked up at the mirror’s perspective, even though the vampire obviously couldn’t see us. A merciless smile spread across her face and split the ruined side of the woman’s mouth like a butcher’s knife, showing twin sets of double fangs exactly like mine. 

The worst part wasn’t the incinerated flesh or the nightmarishly cruel grin. It was her eyes: dull, dead, and gleaming glassily with barely-restrained savagery. The traces of humanity that lingered in those blue-hued orbs were few and far between, and I shuddered to think that her fate might be the same one that awaited me. 

“They’re starting. We have no time.” Charles rolled up his sleeves.

“Then let’s do this,” I growled, my nod mirrored by Corey and Tamara. If I still had two intact sleeves, I would have rolled them up as well.

“The connection is strong enough,” the wizard’s voice deepened, along with his concentration. “I’ll drop us on top of them; Ashley goes first, Corey last.” I nodded, unable to smother my nervous eagerness. “We’ll take them by surprise and I’ll break the ritual, then turn my magic on them while Ashley and Tamara hold the Strigoi back. Meanwhile, Corey removes the girls from danger. But be careful, they’re—”

The older Strigoi’s head snapped up, pinning Charles with her frozen gaze as the mirror suddenly resolved into razor-sharp clarity. The tall magician reeled as if struck, shielding his face with an arm and interposing his staff between them defensively. I stared into Ariande’s cold, calculating eyes for the second time as she cut her lifeless gaze to me. Her face sported a mirthless, inhuman smile that bared weathered fangs far more bestial than my own.

“Baellabarsiruk.” Now the mirror delivered full sound; her words hissed through as dry as sand and sharper than shattered glass. “Dispose of them.” No anger or hate hung suspended in the ice of her words, just the grim promise of death.

I moved to act, but there wasn’t enough time between the Strigoi in the mirror speaking and the massive impact that flattened me to the ground. The metal street pole flew from my hands as something drilled me into the bone floor with a reverberating crunch and billowing whoosh of air, striking me down like a mighty avalanche.

I felt my own undead bones flex and bend from the tremendous pressure of the Rawhead’s ambush, but nothing quite gave way. At least, not yet. I lost a moment to the stunning force and pinning impact, leaving me confused for a few precious seconds as to what was going on. Fortunately, the feeling of rows upon rows of razor-sharp teeth closing on my neck and shoulder jolted me back to my senses. Inside One-Horn’s gigantic mouth was not where I wanted to be.

The demon’s weight on me would have been suffocating had I still been a breather. As it was, it was still pretty restricting; One-Horn weighed more than I could easily lift. Especially since I was compressed into the floor and expertly pinned by a paw the size of my skinny torso.

 I refused to go down like a bitch, though. I strained with monumental effort in the most important push-up of my life, dead muscle and tendon going taut like iron support cables. I forced those muscles to the limit, and it took every ounce of determination and supernatural strength I had to simply raise that heavy paw a couple of feet.

One-Horn leaned his weight on me, trying to bury me in bones by virtue of mass and leverage alone. The human remains littering the chamber floor refused to support the full force of our struggle, cracking and rearranging beneath us, and we both fought to retain our advantage amidst the shifting terrain. Before the creature could grind me back into the ground, I suddenly rolled to the side, dropping one shoulder to upset his balance. A multitude of teeth scraped off my skin to the sound of tearing cloth.

I was free, for all the good it did me. The Rawhead loomed over me, teeth bared and ready to strike, and then reeled as a young man’s voice shouted arcane defiance. A foreboding heat flared, then faded just as quickly as a flaming serpent smashed into the monstrosity’s side, throwing the creature off balance and littering its furry hide with hungry, glimmering embers. As I sprang to my feet, the Rawhead caught its own balance and roared, the very air distorting with the supernatural power behind the bestial bellow. 

A quick assessment showed me just how much trouble we were in. Corey and Tamara reeled from the sheer volume of the Rawhead’s gut-wrenching howl, while Charles knelt near the now-dark mirror, fumbling for his staff, clutching his head, and struggling to rise.

With everyone else vulnerable, I took matters into my own hands. “Come on, you meat-faced asshat,” I spat. I flipped it off, right in front of its ugly face. Radioactive green eyes nearly crossed, trying to track my motion, then snapped back to me as its mouth unzipped with a throaty, angry growl. “What?” I put a hand on my hip, pretending I wasn’t concerned about the many-ton abomination in front of me at all. “I already kicked your shit once. I knew you were hungry, but I didn’t think you were a glutton for punishment.”

Well, I had its attention now. Huge eyes bore down on me like lambent pools of liquid hatred. The growl descended deeper into its throat, turning ominous as it planted all six feet, pawed the ground once, and rushed me, just like before. 

That was okay. I wanted this fight. One-Horn had gotten away once, but I’d be damned if it was going to happen again.

Confidently, I braced myself for the charge, just like I had before—and promptly discovered it was neither stupid nor angry enough to underestimate me the same way twice. Instead of trying to spear me or stuff me into its mouth, the Rawhead twisted at the last instant, shoulder-checking me at an angle with its massive body. The monstrosity carried me across the chamber like a rag doll, and my unfeeling body slammed into the wall with terrific force, stones and bones raining from the ceiling. My ribcage creaked as it threatened to give way, though the wall behind me went first, splitting and cracking beneath One-Horn’s strength.

The creature squirmed, and I just barely managed to slap my hand onto its remaining horn, pressing my other hand to its weird, gross face as hard as I could. It was just enough to keep it from squishing its face full of sharp-ass teeth right up against me and gnawing on my unprotected guts.

For the moment, we were at an impasse. I didn’t have the leverage to push it away, muscles creaking like iron cables and bones promising eventual failure, while it couldn’t twist its ugly meat-muzzle around far enough to ingest me. I grinned down at its wet, bloody face. All I had to do was hold the line long enough for my three companions to recover, then they’d light it up like a bonfire while it was busy with me.  

It grinned right back. Like it knew something I didn’t. Then it started whispering.

At first, I didn’t know what it was saying—the words themselves made no sense to my ears, some ancient, guttural language that hammered my mind. Then, suddenly, its meaning snapped into place, sliding revoltingly into my brain as I started hearing its bone-grinding voice from yesterday inside my own thoughts. It was a pressure along the sides of my skull, a sick discomfort sinking like a brick into the pit of my stomach. I wanted to heave and vomit, to scrub myself raw and clean, to tear at my own flesh if that was what it took to get it out of my head. But there was nothing I could do except endure it.

“Why do you fight me? Why do you struggle against the inevitable, dead one?” Its voice slithered through my thoughts like the mythical serpent from Genesis, corrupting everything it touched. “One day, you will be like the rest of your kind, soulless, dead, and hungry. One day it will be you taking girls off the streets, trading favors with demons, eating and selling others’ lives for your own selfish benefit.” It was one of the very thoughts that lurked in the deep recesses of my mind since discovering what I was, now given horrible voice. Even the repulsive realization that it was plucking those very thoughts from own mind did little to detract from their painful truth, and I shuddered. As it spoke, my concentration faltered, the edges of my vision grew dim, and my death grip on its horn began to slip ever so slowly away.

My eyes frantically scoured the room for the help I hadn’t expected to need so soon, and I discovered why it wasn’t coming: everyone else was worse off than I was.

Charles staggered his way across the chamber, gripping his staff in one white-knuckled hand and his short brown hair in the other, as if trying to pull it out. He stumbled doggedly over to Corey’s side and knelt beside the boy where he lay flat on the skeletal ground. The younger magician writhed in what seemed like absolute agony, grasping with desperation at his head and clawing at his temples until blood caked under his nails. His mouth was open, but I couldn’t hear his screams; the Rawhead’s foul, invasive voice smothered all other sound. I didn’t see Tamara at all, which scared me, because I knew if she was even remotely able, she’d have been on her feet helping.

“Why do you resist? Why do you delay? I know you already feel the hunger beginning to gnaw at you, heightened with each night you reawaken, with every exertion of supernatural power. Even as you fight me, you lend ever more weight to that which will claim you in time. Who will die to feed you, fledgling? Whose blood will you spill, and who shall you slay so that you might live a dozen more unholy nights?” The fact that its too-wide mouth no longer moved along with its words was the least disturbing part of the whole ordeal. Instead, it just grinned at me patiently, rows of razor teeth bared in hungry amusement—held at bay for now, but only barely. 

My hopes spiked as Charles lurched to his feet, leaning against the wall for support, cinnamon eyes a mix of agony and anger. His mouth moved in a rebuke I couldn’t hear, lips stretched in a snarl. The wizard thumped his staff down, shattering bone, twisting his hand to call forth magic—but nothing happened. My optimism faltered along with his gestures and concentration as Charles doubled over, racked by an overwhelming spasm of pain.

Lantern eyes glanced from crippled Charles back to me. Its unspoken, unclean voice slithered around my own thoughts, entwining briefly and leaving them feeling sour and tainted in its wake. “Or perhaps, we both know who you want to taste most. She of the pale skin, whom we have both held close. She who is so dear to you, but of whom you understand so pathetically little.” I growled back at it, gritting my teeth as rage began to bubble irrepressibly to the surface. “Do you not wonder at her rejection? Do you not doubt yourself and fear how you will HAVE nothing, BE nothing, when she is again gone?” Its hideous face was full of inhuman triumph. “She will never again accept you. She cannot. Monster. Murderer. Betrayer.”

My footing started to give, and my arm trembled like I was mortal again: exhausted, weak, and pushed far beyond my limits. Logically, I knew this asshole had its vile hooks in my head. But that fact didn’t mean what it said was wrong, either. I had no answers, no rebuttals, and no solutions. And while I wavered, those demonic, shark-like teeth moved ever closer, my dead flesh on the cusp of yielding. I couldn’t beat this thing, eons old and unknowably powerful. What mad delusion had ever made me think I could?

“Succumb. You have already lost everything, Ashley the Strigoi. Family. Friends. Future. Life. There is nothing left for you here.”

I looked down at the monster, the demon, the Rawhead, victory gleaming in those repugnant, glowing eyes, and I knew it was right. It was time to give up.

Then I looked over again at Charles, trying to help his young apprentice to his feet, concern creasing his face deeper than his own pain as he clutched his staff tight and struggled valiantly to rise. At his feet, Corey’s struggles weakened, and I could smell the blood that ran from his eyes, ears, and raw temples. I caught my first view of Tamara, the pale Moroi struggling listlessly, looking wholly dejected. Her grip on her whip was feeble as she leaned against the tunnel wall; tears streaked her flawless cheeks, running liberally from her normally vibrant eyes, now wide, dull, and hopeless. 

Slowly, my trembling arms turned to steel. Laboriously, I summoned the will to speak, to move. Obstinately, I turned my head and stared it straight in the eyes, facing its all-knowing, self-satisfied, alien grin. “Hey,” I rasped. “Asshole.”

It twitched, an instant of puzzlement washed away as eighteen inches of blood-rusted iron burst from my fingertips, splattering its face with droplets of my own dark blood. Strips of rancid meat tore free as I sunk those claws directly into the top of its meaty, steaming, stupid head, cutting and cutting until I could see the pitted, yellow bone beneath. “Go fuck yourself,” I snarled.

The Rawhead reeled and roared, both out loud and inside my skull, drowning out my thoughts, the sound powerful enough in its own right to rattle bone and fracture rock. But I didn't let go, opening up long, gory rents down its face that spewed sizzling blood on to us both and into its own enormous eyes. One-Horn ducked its head and slammed me into the wall, but I braced myself and the action only drove my claws deeper into its flesh. 

Howling madly, it reared back to do so again, but this time I was ready. I fell off of its great head, grabbed hold of its fur, and pulled along with its momentum, slammed it face-first into the stone with our supernatural strength combined. With my assistance, it headbutted the wall with enough force to leave a bloody imprint in the chamber wall, caking its ruinous wounds with the crushed stone of ages past. 

The monster staggered, dazed; its insufferable grin blasted away by blunt force trauma, foul voice banished from my thoughts. In my peripheral vision, my friends stirred, battered but not broken, regaining their feet as if roused from a nightmare.

Maybe tomorrow I’d wake up a monster. Maybe it was inevitable. Maybe I would lose my Lori. But for now, I was still me, and I was damn sure going to finish what I’d started, save the people who needed it, and stop these particular villains from ever hurting anyone like this ever again. And maybe, just maybe, all of that was even more important, if one day I was going to be like those monsters we were hunting today.

Shaking off the stunned daze  after ramming the chamber wall, the Rawhead wheeled to face me, deep wounds dribbling generous streams of ichorous blood down its great, terrible head and onto the age-old remains of its previous victims. Its rictus grin trembled as it snarled, its voice scraping at the edges of my conscious mind. “WHY DO YOU FIGHT? WHY DO YOU PERSIST AND STRUGGLE AGAINST WHAT IS NOW YOUR TRUE NATURE?” The creature’s volume was deafening, physically and mentally, resonating through me as it threw the words harshly into my face and into my mind. Eyes gleaming, it padded heavily and silently closer to me as I backed away, dogging my steps like the huge, bloody predator it was.

A prickle of instinctual fear climbed my spine, and I suppressed a backward glance at the very last possible moment.

I planted my feet. “Why?” I repeated. Because of Lori. Because of everyone you’ve hurt. Because you’re everything I don’t want to become. Because all of these bones were people once, dammit. But there was no point in justifying myself to an aberration, only in keeping its attention for a few more seconds. “Because enough is enough. Because you don’t get to decide what I am or what I’m going to be.” I shrugged. “But mostly? Because your face looks like a side of raw ass left out in the sun too damn long.” For punctuation, I flipped it off again.

Vibrating with hatred, it rushed me, maw open wide to consume.

Behind me, I felt Charles’ strong, heavy pulse finally even out. Show time..

I rolled to the side at the last moment, flicking my long, deadly claws at its eyes just enough to make it recoil. It tracked me and tried to turn, its momentum stalling in a wide scattered arc of bones as it twisted its body like a cat, fearsome mouth still open wide and dripping with insatiable hunger. 

I flung myself as far across the chamber as I could, tumbling to the bony ground and instinctively shielding my face as Charles finished his spell.

A roaring lance of flame, backed by the impression of a mounted knight in full charge, both an inferno and an idea incarnate, burst forth fully formed from Charles’ outstretched hands. The magician’s conjuration embodied a fervor for consumption that dwarfed even One-Horn’s. The galloping conflagration smashed into the injured Rawhead with a deep, rumbling boom that made the sea of bones dance and sent a tremor of dread through my dead core.

The demon went up like a Roman Candle, knocked prone by the concussive blast, its roars shifting to wails. Six dangerous paws scrabbled with frantic rage as it rolled back to its feet, lambent lantern eyes now burning with the ruby red light of madness. 

I wanted nothing more than to just curl up until the flame had gone away of its own accord, but the Rawhead didn’t give me that luxury. Despite the terrific injury Charles had dealt it, despite its head being wreathed in fierce, consuming flame and three other foes on their feet, it had eyes only for me.

Let’s dance, sexy.

Instead of allowing vampiric panic to consume and control me, I threw myself to my feet, immediately losing my balance and nearly falling prone as the loose ribs of some poor, forgotten soul migrated unexpectedly underfoot. Had I fallen, I had no doubt I would have died right then and there, with the monster right behind me, foul breath almost on my neck, bounding along in very literal hot pursuit. 

With no hope of outrunning the gigantic, six-legged predator, I shifted course repeatedly, keeping it from gaining momentum and bowling me over or finding enough purchase to pounce on me. I knew it was a short-lived tactic. It wouldn’t be long before it saw through the haze of rage clouding its mind and anticipated me, or I stumbled and went down, this time to never rise again. I had to think of something quick, or I was double-dead for certain.

Fortunately, as a Strigoi my mind was clearer under fear and duress than it had ever been when I was human. Even with a blazing freight train of an inferno right behind me, I could think clearly enough to scan my surroundings for salvation. 

And I spotted it, sticking up from a clustered pile of tangled human bones.

I threw myself forward, hand outstretched for a miracle. As I did so, I dodged a massive paw strike that would have taken me off my feet—I hadn’t even known it was coming. Diving and rolling, my hand touched cool plastic and latched on, but my hands were no longer as tactile or adroit as they had been a few days ago, and I fumbled it. 

I rolled and stumbled to my feet, but failed to wrap my hands around my prize well enough to use it properly. So instead, I slung Corey’s Super Soaker forcefully into the onrushing demon’s face.

Only one thing happens if you throw a water-filled plastic container at a solid object with that much force: it explodes. A lance of panic pierced my dead heart as the water gun went the way of the cinder block before it, deadly wet shards blasting out in all directions. I yelped and leapt behind the huge mirror. Bits of plastic rained down, tinking harmlessly off it like a last-second shield.

Then I couldn’t hear anything over the sound of the Rawhead roaring in agony. I knew that somewhere on the other side of the room, Charles was shouting, but it could have been another spell or a cupcake recipe for all I knew. I was temporarily separated from everyone else; the bulk of the demon’s blazing, smoking, furry body blocked the rest of the room from my sight. Left to my own devices, I peeked around the mirror and saw that, instead of putting out the fire like I’d hoped, the holy water had somehow joined forces with it, both of them coexisting to eat away at the demon’s raw, exposed head. 

But even now, blinded as water and fire ate away at its dimming eyes and scoured the stinking flesh from the white of its skull, the beast still didn’t die.

My foot landed on something as I shifted and I slipped and almost fell, clutching at the mirror frame to retain my balance. I glanced down, expecting to see more of the omnipresent bone, and blinked in surprise as my loyal, ill-gotten street sign rolled up against my boot.

I grinned, a toothy vampire grin. A Strigoi grin.

I picked it up, and with a screech of metal on metal that was lost in the din, sheared the end of it off at a sharp angle with my claws.

Then I stepped out from behind the mirror, and rammed it as hard as I could into the naked, blistering muscle covering the Rawhead’s skull.

The unbridled cacophony of torment and furious madness filling the chamber gurgled to a stop, replaced by rattling convulsions and hissing air, the death rattle of a nightmare. Then, slowly, that too was gone.

I planted my end of my valiant signpost into the bony ground and stepped back, careful and anxious to keep a safe distance from the still-burning, still-bubbling monster corpse. The butt end of the pole slipped, as if it might give way under the dying creature’s weight, but the bones suddenly shifted around it. The end of my makeshift spear dropped firmly into a sudden rut in the bony terrain, seemingly held in a vengeful grip by the bones of those very souls the monster had once feasted upon.

I smiled.

Edging carefully around the hopefully dead demon, happy to give the disintegrating body every spare inch of clearance the chamber could provide, I made my way toward the rest of the group. As I slipped by, it slowly slumped and slid a few more inches further onto the pole with a wet, gruesome sshhlurk. 

I made a face and kept going. 

Across the way, everyone was superficially intact. Charles was upright, breathing hard, staff smoking and emitting dim light like a dying ember. Corey crouched by Charles’ feet, squatting on his haunches, face smeared with blood and dirt. I realized quickly that he was checking on Tamara, who, to my surprise, seemed to be worse off than everyone else. There were no physical signs of damage to her person, but she sat on the ground as if her legs had simply refused to hold her, shaking her head and staring at the floor. Worried, I started to go to her side.

Charles stopped me.

“Are you Ashley?” the wizard shouted at me, pointing his staff in my direction in a wild but totally threatening manner. I held up my hands defensively; I’d just seen what that thing could do, and I wanted no part of it.

On the other hand, my head was pounding like I’d gotten my mental ass kicked, so “polite” was having trouble sticking in my vocabulary. “Yes, I’m me. I’m also wet, gross, and pretty battered. Thanks for asking.” I pointed in the general direction of the boiling, burning Rawhead. “Also, you’re welcome for not letting that thing eat you. Again.” I glared at him a little.

“Okay. You’re fine. Thank God.” He lowered his staff with a relieved sigh.

With Charles no longer holding me at staffpoint, I went over and knelt by Tamara. Corey stood to give us some space or perhaps just a wider berth. He glanced at me, shaking his head and frowning with concern in Tamara’s direction.

Of course, I didn’t really know how to help, either. “Tam, you okay?” I poked her in the shoulder, my claws having once again vanished into thin air. “Tam, we gotta move. People are depending on us.”

As the seconds crawled by in silence, I started to think she wasn’t going to respond to me. So it caught me by surprise to hear her voice, uncharacteristically small and quiet, as I started to rise.

“There’s no point. No matter how hard I try, in the end, I’ll be just like them.  Just like Charles said… Just like Liandra. Just like… Mother.” She drew her knees to her chest and hugged them tightly as she shuddered. Tears welled up in her sapphire eyes, then raced down her alabaster cheeks.

“No, Tam. That’s not true. That’s not who you are. It wasn’t real. That thing got in our heads, and messed with us like an enormous douche canoe.” I reached a hand down to her, and smiled as warmly as I could manage at the beautiful Moroi.

After a long moment she finally met my eyes; the light and clear liquid life in hers still hadn’t fully returned. Something haunted them, like a ghost at a crossroads you have to pass every day. “That doesn't mean it was wrong,” she whispered, echoing my own thoughts from earlier.

Charles cleared his throat. “It’s a demon. I don’t know what it said to either of you, and I don’t want to. But know this.” He held up a hand. “What demons do is deceive and twist the truth to their own ends. To creatures like those, the truth is nothing but a plaything, ready to be forged into a weapon. And nothing is more believable than a lie wrapped around a kernel of painful truth.”

I looked down at Tamara and nodded. “Exactly what I said. It was an asshole.” Tamara quirked the faintest shadow of a smile. “Besides,” I lowered my voice, wishing it didn’t sound so much like sandpaper. “Do you know what helped me break out of its spell or whatever? Right when I was about to give in?” I gave her an honest smile.

“What?” she whispered.

“What you’ve spent the last two days trying to drive through my thick skull,” I replied, hand still tirelessly outstretched. “That we have a chance, and that no one gets to decide who or what we are but us.”

Another long moment passed. She finally nodded. I managed a silent sigh of relief. “Thanks, Ash.” Tamara blinked and shook her head. “Ashes. Sorry.” She shook her head, reached out, and firmly took my hand, using it to pull herself to her feet. She gripped my shoulder for stability and dusted off her clothes, composing herself. “And you’re right.” I gave her a curious eyebrow. “He was an asshole.”

“So let’s not listen to him.” I glanced around the wrecked chamber, dimly lit by the remnants of broken lantern and burning demon. “Besides,” I gazed at the creature’s corpse, “what does he know? He’s dead.”

I managed to pry a chuckle free from both Tamara and Corey. Charles just sighed and waited for it to be over.

Realizing I’d seen to everyone but myself, I took stock. Physically, my clothes were shredded, and I was coated in a layer of ichor, blood, and gore. It wasn’t pleasant; after its stint inside my head, any lingering residue from the Rawhead turned my undead stomach, making me feel foul, contaminated. I’d have considered burning my clothes later, if that idea hadn’t held horrors of its own. 

“Just when I couldn’t imagine you smelling worse,” Charles commented, liberating the other water gun from a pile of tangled skeleton parts. I opened my mouth for a rebuttal, but he cut me off. “There’s no time. We can practice introspection and insults later.” Tossing the remaining water gun to Corey, he pointed toward the mirror.

“Are we too late?” Dread bubbled up from my gut. I kicked myself mentally. How much time had we spent trying to pull ourselves together? “Can you still do the mirror thing?”

Grabbing what we could, we collected scattered supplies in Charles’ wake and skirted the disintegrating Rawhead. “Well,” he glanced the huge mirror over, “Neither of you idiots broke it, so it should be fine.” He glanced around. “This will be quick, dirty, and difficult. The plan was always to use their own magical connection against them, so I’ll try to drop us on top of them, and we can pray for the element of surprise.” He sighed. “But I wouldn’t count on it. No time for another ritual, so we won’t know what we’re getting into until we’re ass-deep in it.” 

I stepped up, popping my knuckles, one more set of cracking bones in the room. “Me first. Let’s do this.”

Charles set himself, grappling mentally and magically with the mirror like I had physically with the Rawhead. It took far too many agonizingly slow seconds, but the solid surface finally began to ripple.slowly at first, then faster and faster until it undulated like a turbulent, steel pool. The faded afterimage of ghostly movement flickered into view on the other side, but it didn’t resolve into anything recognizable.

“Go. Now. Can’t hold it.” Charles’ voice was tight with strain, and he was sweating more than I’d ever seen. I didn’t hesitate, throwing myself headlong through the mirror, the other two right on my heels, the lot of us as ready as possible for one more battle.

I didn’t know what to expect, but I didn’t expect it to be so pleasant. This time, the journey was like a moment of a cool, floating sensation, like drifting placidly and slowly through the depths of a pool of cold, liquid silver.

Then it was over, and I hit the dirt and tumbled to a stop on a grassy slope, feeling the immediate thumps as one, two, then three others followed me. But I didn’t dare check on them. 

I didn’t even dare move.

We hadn't come out into the middle of a Strigoi ritual. We’d come out in the middle of a semicircle of waiting Hollow Men, each one military, armed to the teeth with high-grade weaponry, and prepared to throw trigger discipline to the wind.

I lifted my hands slowly into the air, hoping that the gesture would buy us a few more seconds. “I guess we were expected.”
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We're all night terrors

 

“Shit,” Charles said. For once, I wholeheartedly agreed with the man.

Mostly, I was worried about the others. I could deal with bullets; they couldn’t. I was pretty much safe here. Mostly mortal adversaries just couldn’t do much to me… 

...Unless they came equipped with blessed knives. Or they had anointed bullets in one of those assault rifles. Or they—

“LOVE ME.” Tamara’s voice cut through the air and my head with equal, supernatural ease, a command pregnant with power that was impossible to deny. It rolled out from her like a tsunami, its aftereffects clinging to me as I stood and stared at her, all previous thoughts wiped away. 

I knew there was someone else I was supposed to be thinking about, but I couldn’t remember her name. It couldn’t be that important, though. Just like my reason for coming to—wherever this was.

Besides, she was right. I couldn’t understand how I hadn’t seen it before. What other conclusion was there to draw? With how we’d put our lives on the line for each other, how close we’d gotten, how we’d kept each other company in dark times... We were obviously fated to have met, fated to be together, and…and...

 And with a monumental thrust of willpower, I threw that suffocating blanket of feelings off. One moment Tamara was the best and brightest thing in the universe, but the next that feeling was fading, and we were once again just four people surrounded by an uncomfortably high number of military zombies, a couple of trigger pulls away from death. 

Luckily for us, none of them were moving. Or shooting. Not yet. For now, they just stood staring at the young Moroi vampire, her skin luminously pale in the cloud-filtered moonlight, arms cast out wide to the sides, projecting an aura of command and confidence that radiated from her body like a nearly palpable crown of power. Her irises were the size of dinner plates, the deepest and bluest things I’d ever seen, sparkling in the starlight. Just glancing at them was almost enough to drag me back down the rabbit hole of her naked power.

I tore my eyes away. Beside me, Charles staggered as well, but his eyes were already his own, and he quickly regained his stability. “We have to go,” he hissed sharply, insistently, moving to the side of a drooling, utterly entranced Corey. “She can’t hold this forever.” And with that, he said something arcane and slapped his apprentice, hard enough to leave a red handprint on his cheek. 

There was a moment’s pause, a delayed reaction before the boy wheeled on his mentor, fists tight and his green eyes initially gleaming with anger. Then he blinked, confused, and his expression softened with recognition as he focused on the older wizard.

“Go.” Tamara’s voice held a note of command that made me want to turn and start running, just to please her. “He’s right. I can’t protect you for long.” Stubbornly, I didn’t move, and she glanced my way. “I’ll be okay. Go. I’ve got this.”

I started to move, not because she told me to, but because I knew there were about a dozen people that didn’t have time for my doubts. I almost believed her, too, until I caught a final glimpse of Tamara’s eyes, a flicker of their normal sapphire that, unlike her words, was far from confident or fearless.

“Go, go, go!” Charles was at my back, pushing me and hauling Corey at the same time up the grassy slope. But topping the rise, I was only able to take a few steps further before turning back. Tamara had looked scared. How could I possibly leave her to—

Charles thumped into me from behind. It didn’t move me, but it did shake me free from my lingering distraction. He didn’t push us to keep going. Instead, he motioned us low to the ground to break our line of sight to Tamara and the Hollow Men. I didn’t see his heavy duffle anymore or the extra water gun. Likely, they lay forgotten on the ground somewhere behind us. But as we both slowly complied, he tugged the sole remaining backpack off of Corey’s shoulders, quickly unzipping it and glancing inside with a grim smile. “Excellent.” He looked back up. “Now, does anyone know where the hell we are?”

Beneath us, the deadly fireworks of gunfire split the night like a butcher’s blade. I cringed, the three of us glancing at one another with apprehension, then peeked over the ridge.

To my relief, Hollowed-out military men were still no match for a Moroi princess—at least, not in small numbers. Tamara leapt like a predator onto the first to shake off her captivation, effortlessly sweeping the much larger man’s legs out from under him. In the same fluid motion, she was atop him, punching down with her wire whip wrapped tight around one pale fist. Blood flew; I could smell it from all the way up the hill. As he died, gun firing uselessly into the night sky, the next closest regained his senses, leveling a drum-fed, tactical shotgun at Tamara’s head.

He froze as he met her eyes, unable to resist their draw. As more of the Hollow company stirred, he twisted and shifted his aim, pumping a short-range blast into the nearest of his former companions, then knocking them down with the butt of his gun. “Defend me!” Tamara cried, and he shakily moved to do just that, blocking Tamara from the line of fire with his body, as if she were now the most important thing in the world to him. 

I reluctantly tore my eyes away from the increasingly violent scene. “Sloss,” I rasped at Charles. His eyes widened. “We’re at Sloss Furnaces. You know it, right?” Lori and I had been to enough concerts and Halloweens here for me to recognize its distinctive nighttime silhouette, even with a very different kind of noise and lights playing in the background. 

“One of the most supernaturally active locales in the South? Yes, I know it.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over the short bursts of combat below. “In fact, I should have fucking known. Find the ritual energy,” he barked at me. Turning to Corey, he snapped his fingers in the boy’s face, grabbing his attention.

“Corey.” Charles slapped his hand down on his apprentice’s shoulder, speaking quickly, his voice deep and deadly serious. He shoved the backpack into the younger man’s arms. “Heat these like I showed you, then throw them quickly into any clusters of Hollow Men you spot, and keep moving. Stay low and out of sight behind cover, and for Christ’s sake, don’t hit Tamara with one or get yourself shot.” Worry lined the corners of his dark eyes as he squeezed the younger magician’s shoulder firmly, until Corey nodded that he understood. Then he pushed the boy gently in a direction that would arc him around into a dark area behind the scattered group of increasingly aggressive Hollows, who were rapidly descending into a chaotic, pitched gun battle.

“Which way?” The older wizard met my concerned expression with a stoic, purposeful face, his eyes hard as fate and still slightly out of focus. I pointed wordlessly. The mirror portal had landed us pretty far from our mark, as far as I was concerned. We’d come out in the grassy, hilly expanse littered with rows of stone historical markers that stood between the parking lot and the concert pavilion—which is precisely where I felt the building energies of the Strigoi ritual coming from. 

We had some running to do, since it was a good hundred years away.

The wizard didn’t wait for me, taking off at a fast, sustainable pace in the direction I’d pointed. I caught up, but Charles managed to keep pace with me as we ran. 

“Will Corey be okay?” I hissed out a loud, hoarse whisper of concern, still surprised the wizard had sent his apprentice into battle against well-armed, brainwashed mercenaries with nothing but his wits and a sack full of aerosol spray cans. “Why did—”

“Because it’s far safer than what we’re about to do,” he cut me off, tossing out clipped words in between taking the measured breaths of an experienced sprinter. He gave me a serious look and a slight, cynical shake of his head as we raced into the darkness. “Good luck.”

I swallowed hard.

Ahead, under the massive pavilion, I felt death-energies gathering, an invisible storm rife with dark potential that boded ill for all save those that controlled it. An ominous scene set against a backdrop of dead, rusted smokestacks that clawed at the sky and murky, roiling clouds cast in tones of iron and gray.

We covered ground to the sound of further gunfire and a dull, ground-shaking boom behind us, the first of many to come. Charles stumbled several times before I remembered he was more than half blind in the dark, and he was breathing deeply by the time we reached the edge of the long pavilion. 

Towers and decayed metal frameworks dominated the darkened skyline before disappearing ominously into the night, mute witnesses to tonight’s horrors and festivities. All around us, lightless Sloss spread out, with the old, defunct blast furnaces foreboding and impassive in the distance. I’d heard the legends since I first came to Birmingham, the tales of hauntings and unexplained deaths, about corpses mixed into the cement foundation and never recovered. While I’d never believed it before, tonight was enough to change my mind. But if the tales were true, even the ghosts had enough sense to steer clear of the site tonight.

I knew Sloss hosted gatherings and concerts in its main hall-like area, a structure that was a hybrid of a long, metal-topped pavilion and a concert stage, and that’s where we were headed, straight into that sense of foreboding. The structure was open in the front, dipping down into the ground slowly along its length, and dead-ending in a wide, open stage—the same raised platform I’d seen in the mirror but hadn’t recognized. I managed to catch Charles’ arm in my vice-like grip before the wizard split from me and went the wrong way. 

“This way,” I insisted quietly. Assuming their eyes worked like mine, if he’d stepped foot into the mouth of the pavilion proper the other Strigoi would have seen him coming all the way from the opposite end of the building. “Unless you want to end up like me,” I added.

He made a face, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. To my relief, he didn’t argue, either.

We circled around, and I led him quickly along the side of the structure, the roof slowly coming down to meet us. The sides of the building never met the roof, leaving a good eight foot gap framed by heavy support beams, probably intended to let out the heat that a couple of smelting furnaces—or nowadays, a few thousand bodies—tended to generate. “Faster,” Charles hissed, his voice urgent. “It’s starting!” 

That gap also gave us an easy view of the ensuing sacrifices.

Even with my limited knowledge, it looked like a killing ritual. Twelve struggling girls, clothes ripped and torn, bound securely and on their knees in a circle, throats exposed. Arcane sigils and symbols, drawn along the edges of the platform and in the center, burned a putrid yellow-green with power in my mind’s eye; I could feel each and every one from where I stood. The half-charred aberration still stalked the outer edges of the ritual, her vicious, not-really-sane grin a raw crack across the burnt steak of her face. She didn’t need a ritual dagger, as her short, savage claws were already bare and twitching with eager anticipation. 

The older vampire faced the circle, supernaturally still except where she sketched shapes in the air in front of her pale, drawn face—invisible figures that crackled with static and shook the air with rampant, entropic energy. I’d come into this with hopes that the dark-haired Strigoi sorceress below wasn’t a magical match for Charles, but a combination of him puffing shallowly behind me with fatigue and the sheer power emanating from the setup below left me with some serious doubts.

Charles and I slid to a stop, poised at the very top of the wall overlooking the stage, and nodded to one another. There was no time for any fancy planning, or for any planning at all. I tensed, ready to jump in as soon as the wizard acted, hoping that the pair of vampires below hadn’t already heard the heavy thump of his heartbeat.

Charles’ hands blurred as they reached Next Door.

The ritual concluded.

The oppressive weight of death and magic settled over Sloss like a radioactive cloud. Before my very eyes, one after another, young women slumped over, limp and lifeless, their silenced heartbeats stripped from the symphony below. 

Stunned and horrified, I hesitated, and another innocent died.

With each life snuffed out, the young Strigoi’s charred flesh regenerated, healing the damage Corey had done as if it had never happened, restoring her beautiful looks at a dreadful price. She started laughing as it happened, a hoarse cackle that sounded far too much like my own ravaged voice.

My vision turned red at the edges, and I threw myself off the wall and toward the heart of the ongoing ritual. Straight at my killer, who stood there laughing as others died all around her.

Behind me, Charles’ chanted words of power became interspersed with virulent curses as I engaged, his voice rising and taking on an uneven, frenzied tempo.

I smashed into the stage, stumbled to a knee and cracked the wooden flooring. I’d missed my mark, unable to leap as far as I’d wanted, landing several feet away from the blond Strigoi that now blinked at me with wide, startled eyes. I’d hoped that passing through the ring of glowing sigils that encircled the stage would disrupt the ongoing spell, but all it did was show how little I knew about magic and expose me to the raw, unbridled death energy flowing freely inside. 

Right in front of me, close enough to reach out and touch, a panicked girl still in her teens withered and died, slumping to the ground, the survivors shuddering openly in fear. I felt her spirit join with the rest of the roiling storm of energy trapped on stage. I changed course and charged straight at Ariande, desperate to stop the ritual before it claimed another life.

Dana the Strigoi stepped in the way. My secondary killer. 

I bulled forward into her, catching her off guard as I tucked my shoulder into her sternum. She staggered but kept her footing, sliding across the stage before digging in and stopping me cold. Dark, dead blood flew as I twisted, claws bursting from my fingers as I swept them at her in a brutal uppercut completely lacking in finesse. She turned, stiff but quick, and caught them in the meat of her forearm instead of under the chin like I’d intended. My metallic talons met dead Strigoi flesh, and I finally found out what all of my newfound enemies had been dealing with for the past two days: my long, deadly claws tore shallow chunks of crusted, charred meat from her body, then stopped, meeting more opposition in her burned flesh than they had with steel or stone.

Claws tore free of my other hand and surged for her face, but hers were out and ready as well. They met with a dull ring, grating edge on edge hard enough to spark, as she matched my superhuman strength with her own. We reached a stalemate, feet braced, one hand locked claw to claw, my other submerged in roasted flesh and overcooked corpse. 

“There you are,” she hissed with satisfaction. Her body was still split in two like the death goddess of legend: one side was grotesque, the other, petite, blond, and younger than me with dead blue eyes that glittered with menace. Her voice was damaged too, though not as badly as mine, and unlike mine, hers was recovering itself by the moment, even while she spoke. “We were wondering if you’d show up and make this easier on us.”  I felt another death and before my eyes, her ruined flesh continued to peel back, healing from left to right in a reversed parody of the process that had damaged it in the first place. I watched as her cruel smile peeked out from cracked skin, half her mouth upturned wickedly as she regenerated.

 I growled wordlessly in response. Behind her, Ariande continued her ritual unperturbed, singling out another helpless prisoner with impassive eyes and a claw-tipped, outstretched hand.

Then the earthquake hit.

The magic Charles had been cooking up wasn’t as potent as the real deal, but caught in the epicenter, it was close enough. Waves of force rippled through the structure, passing through stone, metal, dirt, and solid cement stage alike. The ritual platform danced and shuddered, causing everything that wasn’t nailed down to hop and slide around like it was suddenly possessed.

That included candles, books, captives, other ritual instruments, and three Strigoi. As my grapple partner and I danced about, desperately seeking balance, Ariande cursed in some archaic language. She stumbled and nearly fell, and the circle of sigils trapping the ritual energy surged, the magic suddenly whipped to a fever pitch. With an earsplitting crack, the stage started to split at the edge, compressed magical energy pushing against it and slowly leaking out, straining ominously against the vampiric magician’s control.

“Get out of my way!” I snarled at the younger, smaller Strigoi I struggled with. I tried to lift her off her feet to sling her bodily aside and off the stage, but my balance wasn’t good enough to break hers. Instead, she slipped and slid to a knee, dragging me down to her level with a fang-bearing snarl of her own.

“No way!” she spat the words in my face. “I won’t let you hurt her!”

I blinked in surprise. Whatever I’d expected from her, that wasn’t it. Taking advantage of my momentary distraction, she surged back to her feet, leaving me on one knee, awkwardly poised and bent backward.

Past her, I could only watch as Charles continued his assault. From his vantage point above us, an impressive and terrifying lance of flame the length of a small car blazed abruptly into existence, bright enough to send light and shadow waltzing throughout the pavilion and hot enough to warm my face from forty feet away. It hovered menacingly for an instant before plunging at the heart of the enemy spellcaster.

But the elder Strigoi was even faster, insanely fast, faster than Tamara, quicker than any mere human could ever be. Her hands twisted in obscure gestures, and she set her feet firmly against the waves of the bucking stage, reaching toward the sky and uttering a single, rigid command. As the hot lance of death plunged down, she plucked one of the girls’ circling spirits from the air, shaping it with her hands into a semi-solid shield.

As if from very far away, I heard a despairing scream as the red hot conjuration collided with her protective magic, the fire burning away as the two spells mutually destroyed each other. Her dark, shadowed eyes narrowed in concentration, the scream, shield, and blazing lance all giving out at the same instant. A few, flickering swirls of flame survived, landed on the stage, and set the wooden platform on alight. Each fire slowly started spreading, but fortunately none were near me. The Strigoi magician spared a glance for me and the bits of scattered flame, but her focus returned quickly to Charles. Her hands were already moving, clawing and slicing sharply at the air with a disciplined precision that could only have been earned by untold ages of practice.

Dana sneered at me, as if touting her mistress’ superiority, but the expression died away as, bit by bit, I forced her back. “You already lost this fight once,” I snapped, straining. I pushed her backward until our clench became a stalemate as I steadily rose from kneeling. Claws grated on claws as our hands locked together, and my other set dug deeper and deeper into her forearm until I managed to grab her wrist. “Don’t make me do this.” I could feel her undead body trembling with effort as I slowly bent her backward instead.

Atop the wall, Charles leapt surprisingly high into the air, tucking his body in tight. I worried he was going to land badly on the solid concrete or fall off of the wall into the pavilion, but he didn’t. Instead, the ground flexed softly, catching his momentum gently and storing it like a coiled spring. One last shudder wrenched at the ground, churned the earth and sent Dana and me staggering madly one final time. The powerful jolt wrenching the earth cut off as suddenly as it had begun, all of the quake’s ripples condensing and yanking together to a single point. A lance of mixed rock and concrete punched through the platform and split the stage, catching Ariande directly under the chin. A dull crack of bone reached my ears as the Strigoi spellcaster staggered, her concentration shattered along with her jaw.

But, as Charles himself had told me, Strigoi were tougher than iron. 

She stumbled back, her feet not even leaving the ground from the force of the impact, and she recovered with uncanny quickness. The blow didn’t stun her as it would someone living, and she didn’t recoil in fear or pain. By the time Charles straightened from the spell he’d just unleashed, Ariande was finishing hers. 

Her hands blurred; she seemed faster and better at reaching Next Door than the human wizard. The Strigoi dragged one claw, vibrating with Next Door energy, through the air as if sawing through resistance. As she did so, I felt the rip she tore in our world, a not-sound more visceral than hearing your own flesh slowly torn open.

A rift split our reality apart. It shifted and danced impossibly in the air as the seething energy on the other side poured through into the ritual circle. 

It felt like death itself.
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And the award for best monster goes to...

 

Something dark on the other side peered through, stirring just beyond the raw, straining Window. The girls who lay dead on the ground spasmed as one and joined their voices into an agonized chorus that poured from lifeless throats. Palpable energy, straining for release, funneled through the rift, writhing and undulating. Reality itself groaned as the potent display of spellcasting forced it to bow aside.

The power flooding through the rift was a coffin nail in my own fight as well. Dana broke my grip and shoved me backwards as if I wasn’t super-strong in the slightest. Before I could recover, she kicked my legs out from under me, dropping me onto my knees, and leapt on me, claws searching for my throat and face as I barely held her at bay. She grinned viciously as she loomed over me, her fangs bared in impending victory. I managed to seize her wrists just in time to avoid being carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey, but I knew full well I couldn’t hold her off for very long.

“See?” she hissed at me, her face close to mine, her dead eyes alight with inner crazy. “Things are different now! You and I have a score to settle.” She put a knee in my chest and pushed me helplessly backward, the rusted blades of her claws inching toward my eyes as the young Strigoi took her time, making sure I got a good long look at what was coming. 

A ruddy light flared from Charles’ position atop the wall, bright as the rising sun, minus the existential dread. The human wizard thrust both hands Next Door and came back with heaping handfuls of angry flame. He rolled them expertly together and they expanded, bigger and bigger, until they formed into a single, seething ball of hungry fire. With dark, hard eyes, he made an imperative gesture at the stage, and I started getting even more nervous than I already was. Atop me, Dana froze for a moment as the fire built and roared, buying me another precious second.

Our concerns over his aim proved unfounded. The experienced Strigoi magician didn’t counter the spell; she didn’t even let him release it. With a casual sweep of claws, air-warping blades with ebony edges lashed out from the open rift, seeking Charles’ flesh. His carefully crafted flame died away harmlessly into empty air as he was forced to duck and roll on the ground in order to survive. 

Ariande didn’t let up for an instant. She pressed the advantage and directed the rift blades against him, striking again and again. Her gestures were eloquent and precise like a maestro who specialized in death. But Charles was only human. He tired all too quickly and slipped up, and one blade caught him mid-tumble to punish him for it. Black edges and invisible force sliced through his heavy coat and enchanted armor alike with contemptuous ease, and the scent of his blood cut through the air as he fell to the ground.

As always, the smell caught my attention and layered itself  on top of my senses as if it were a legitimate priority. But even more pronounced was the effect it had on the Strigoi opposite me; Dana cut her attention away and stared toward Charles with unmistakable craving. I took advantage of her distraction and pulled her arms apart, surging to my feet and headbutting her in the face. I slid one leg behind hers, hoping to trip her up or at least shift her aside so I could escape.

None of my efforts changed a damn thing. It was like trying to move a mountain. Slowly, her attention returned to me, paired with a shit-creepy grin and overwhelming strength. “You’re not getting away again.” She shoved her face down toward mine, and I recoiled; with the interruption of the ritual, part of it had never healed. One arm and a strip of her body were still a charred, bleeding wreck, barely covered by dark-stained bandages. “Not after what you’ve done.” Her hands crept in from the sides, unstoppable, one still intent on my eyes, the other diving for my ribs.

Over her shoulder, I could only watch helplessly as Charles defiantly rose to a knee despite the recent injury and reached Next Door, even as the next blade fell. 

He caught it, one hand rippling with an intensity I hadn’t seen before. The shifting, deadly blade turned still as if frozen, then shattered into dust and sparks.

The vampire cackled with appreciative mirth, a dusty, dead sound, as if her mirth were seldom used. The blades of churning, deathly energy still hovering at the ready dissipated, fading away as tendrils of chthonic, pulsing energy reached lazily out of the rift instead, like the tentacles of some dark god. 

Uh-oh.

Charles braced himself, tracing quickly and precisely at the air with one blurry hand. He clutched his staff with the other, sigils of frost smoking along the length of wood. I cringed, seeing how much more slowly and stiffly he was moving compared to before.

Much more of Sloss’ stage was on fire than had been a moment ago, as the dying splashes of Charles’ lance slowly spread out and gnawed at the wood. One patch of fire to our left crawled steadily toward us, but wasn’t close enough yet to threaten us. Over my head, Ariande’s rift pumped deathly energy through from Next Door, and it was having a pronounced effect on the surviving captives trapped in the circle. Their skin gradually turned sallow and unhealthy looking, their muffled cries and struggles growing weaker and weaker. With Charles injured and on the defensive, if I didn’t do something soon, their spirits would join the dead swirling above—eventually joined by Charles’ and my own.

But helping others was a bit much to ask when I couldn’t even help myself. My spine was starting to crack and buckle as Dana bent me almost impossibly backward, bone grating audibly on bone. The enemy vampire bore down on me, and I was lucky her claws were so much shorter than my own, a mere six inches of wickedly curved, heated, bloodstained iron. If they hadn’t been, one set would already be inside my chest, the other protruding from the back of my skull.

I leaned against her left arm and put all of my might into staving off the smoking claws before they entered my eyes, but my right side wasn’t so lucky. My grip on her wrist simply wasn’t enough to hold her off any longer, and I felt the pressure as they started to slowly carve their warm way into my guts. It still didn’t hurt, but instead I felt every leisurely fraction of the movement inside as they split flesh and reached toward my organs.

Meanwhile, Charles took a good, solid look at what was coming his way—and bunkered up. His face was a mask of stony determination that disregarded his obvious pain and sluggishness, and he waved his hands in broad, circular patterns. The very air around him became visibly dense, then frosted over, as chunks of frozen wind from Next Door solidified into a thick, durable sphere of protection.

The dead-eyed Strigoi magician bared her fangs, eager to meet the challenge. Semi-transparent appendages wriggled through the rift, straining to open it wider, the terrible, distressing appendages distorting anything seen through them into an aberrant caricature. As she focused her full attention and magic on Charles, dark tendrils unfurled and reached out toward him, caressing the frozen shield tenderly before constricting firmly around it. 

Where they touched, the ice slowly darkened, as if corrupted or dying. Worse, cracks in the barrier appeared almost immediately, and the sounds of a glacier-like sundering heralded just how little time Charles had if he didn’t think of something super clever super quick.

Charles needed me, now. But I couldn’t even win my own fight, much less his. My dead bones were already weakened from the Rawhead’s surprise attack and ensuing combat, and now they creaked ominously under the strain of this extended struggle. Dana’s claws might not kill me, but I was pretty certain once I was helpless, the crazy vampire would figure something out.

The half-burnt Strigoi laughed in my face as I looked around for something I could use; the desperation must have been painted across my face. There were three Strigoi, if I included myself, thirteen girls, at least half of them lying dead with the rest on their way to the same fate. One grumpy human wizard, encased for his own protection. Multiple relics and magical instruments were scattered about, things I wouldn’t know what to do with even if they were readily accessible. A cracked stage, a toppled podium, a tall chunk of conjured rock... 

And a death rift.

I smiled, right in the face of the vampire gleefully overpowering me.

Her sudden surge of unmatchable strength was no great mystery. The same had happened to me in the alley, fighting the Sanguinarians. Our kind grew stronger in the presence of death, and right here, right now, our Home was saturated with it.

I let go of my reservations, stopped pretending, and stopped holding back. The swelling rift, that raw, fatal wound in the air pulsed once, as if calling out to me.

I let a piece of myself fall away, and in it’s place, power flooded my dead body.

Dana squawked in surprise as I twisted her smoking, razor-sharp claws away from my eyes, then went right on twisting her arm until the muscles stood out, threatening to snap. The passage of hot iron blades in my side reversed as I pushed them slowly back and stood up, straight and tall over the other Strigoi.

She wasn’t grinning any more.

“Why won’t you just die?” A note of desperation and worry crept across her features, and she began to shrink from me as she whined. “You should have died when I bit you! You should have died when we ambushed you at the apartment! Or to our Hollow Men! Or to the Rawhead! Or when she tricked those vampires into attacking you and your friend!” Desperation twisted into a snarl as both expressions warred for control of her face, leaving her dead eyes untouched. “Just lay down and die, you're not special, you're not me!”

Ice cracked sharply, thunderously, as Charles’ last line of defense started caving in. I was overpowering the demented Strigoi, but not quickly enough. Desperate times call for stupid measures. I let go of the dead girl’s wrist, which allowed her claws to plunge back into my side. I did my best to ignore the intimate, visceral feeling of how far they delved into useless, dead organs before grinding to a halt. Like the Sanguinarian in the alleyway, I wrapped my arm around hers, trapping it and holding her helplessly close. 

Red tinted my vision, the crimson herald of inhuman rage. I let it come. She squealed as I twisted her arm and planted one foot solidly in her chest. “Funny, that.” I shoved hard, but she had nowhere to go; I had both of her arms. “If you guys hadn’t set them on us, I wouldn’t have figured out how to do this.” Bones snapped; tearing meat made a grisly sound as her arm ripped free of her shoulder, dark blood splattering us like rain.

Dana screamed, not in pain, but in shock. I tossed the arm over my shoulder.

“My body! You ruined it again!” she wailed, looking with desperation toward the older vampire, who was locked deep into her concentration. “I was beautiful and free! It was going to be forever!”

Her claws scrabbled for purchase inside me. The muscles in my abdomen tightened like iron cords, stopping them cold. “You killed them all for that?” I drank in more of the energy flowing freely around me, wresting it away from her, and headbutted her hard enough to make her knees buckle, splattering dark blood across both our faces. “You're a monster,” I growled. “Someone has to put you down.”

“I made you,” she protested. “You’re a monster, too!”

“Not like you.” My free arm plunged into her chest, ribs and abdomen as I put everything I had behind the blow. Eighteen inches of blood-rusted justice punched out her back, spearing her heart in the process.

She froze, going stiff and rigid like a real corpse, her open mouth hissing out a muffled banshee wail, carried on the barest whisper of breath.

Above the stage, Charles’ icy egg crunched and buckled inward.

“Please,” the broken Strigoi whispered. “Don’t...hurt...her.”

I was pretty certain I understood Dana Warren, where she was coming from, even why she was so unstable. But it didn’t matter. 

In the end, some of us are monsters. Some aren't. She made her choice. And I made mine.

I stuck my other hand into her alongside the first. My muscles felt like they were going to rupture from the strain, but I didn't stop. Even the slow tearing of stiff, dead tendons didn’t give me pause as, with a tremendous effort and grotesque, disquieting squelch, I tore her in half, dark blood splashing to the ground and bathing my boots, viscera unraveling as she came apart at the waist.

She screamed again, a piercing, uncanny wail, as I threw the lower half into the nearby fire. As soon as the smallest portion of her body touched the flame, it roared to life, surging to cover the whole lower torso in an instant. 

Ariande turned to face me just in time to stagger from the impact as the top half of her spawn’s torso smacked into her, grasping desperately at her clothes, crying out in torment and fear.

I waved at the elder Strigoi. “Do I have your attention?” I rasped.

She stared at the simpering remains of her protege for a few seconds as realization dawned, and  her sharp, dead eyes hardened into glassy hatred. Her icy glare sent a spike of dread into my core. Carefully, gently, she set the shredded, one-armed torso of her scion aside, but her gaze remained locked onto my face. My righteous, inhuman anger quailed and dimmed under that glare and its dreadful promises. She started toward me, and I backed away. I might have made it this far, but I had no illusions of being a match for this ancient, inhuman creature.

Fortunately, I didn’t get to figure out how right I was. A crack and vacuum of sound from above halted her approach, as the ice entombing Charles flexed, burst outward, then imploded. Massive chunks of ice and ghastly tentacles alike burst apart, the otherworldly tendrils exploding like overcooked sausages as the whole thing sucked itself into the void of Next Door at Charles’ behest. The rest of the Strigoi’s conjured magic recoiled into the rift, as if fleeing in pain. Charles stood tall, battered, beaten, and proud in its wake, a massive flaming lance already growing between his hands.

I didn’t play around. I dove for cover and shielded my head.

Charles slammed his blazing spear down like the wrath of God.

The young Strigoi, Dana, my progenitor, abruptly stopped screaming. I hesitantly uncovered my face and looked for Ariande, but as the swirling ghosts of Charles’ flamestrike faded, she was gone. 

There was only one half of an incinerated body to be found.

I followed the wavering line of Charles’ arm, pointing to where the elder Strigoi stood, her face a dead mask of cold fury mixed with grief, her frozen eyes a piercing sword of Damocles aimed at our very hearts. Then she turned and disappeared through the broad rent between worlds, her body trailing smoke and vanishing without a trace. 

Behind her, the rift snapped shut, sucking most of my added power away with it; I felt weak in the wake of its absence. The ritual circle snapped, shattering, a wave of deathly energy rolling outward and dispersing into the environs of Sloss. Traces of death hung thickly in the air and not just over the ritual area, though the worst of the entropic energy surrounded the wound left on our world by the rift’s presence. I had a feeling that if Sloss hadn’t been haunted before, it would be after this.

I straightened my creaking back, almost wishing I could feel as exhausted bodily as I felt mentally. I stared up at Charles. Bent halfway over, breathing heavily, hands on thighs, he stared down at me. For a moment, we were both quiet. 

“Worst family reunion ever,” I called, jerking a thumb behind me toward the wrecked, slowly burning stage.

Charles rolled his eyes, but I saw the briefest flash of white that might have been a smile. “We’re missing one girl,” he called down, his voice unable to hide his weariness.

I shook my head. “No, we’re not.” I said firmly. “Trust me.” I wanted to go free the others, but there wasn’t time. A pair of shallow booms from downhill accentuated that fact, spurring me to quicker action. “We’re not done yet!”

With what looked like an effort of pure willpower, the tall wizard straightened, glancing at the distance between us. With a wave of his hand, the scattered, fitful flames smothered themselves, leaving the Strigoi’s victims safe, for the moment. “Let’s hurry. I’ll meet you at the end, and we’ll go in together.”

I nodded an agreement, but was too slow to react as a huge man grabbed Charles from behind and yanked his head back, pressed a knife to his throat and started cutting across.
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We all fall down

 

“Charles!” I bolted toward the metal-and-cement wall, knowing that I’d get there too late to do anything but avenge his death. 

Charles’ eyes widened as he reacted instantly to the ambush, like a product of long practice. He threw his head back, dropped his staff, and grasped the Hollow Man’s thick, heavily bandaged arm with both hands, trying to slow his impending demise. But he couldn’t stop the much bigger Hollow. I leapt off the stage, knowing I wouldn’t make it up that wall in time to matter.

But Corey didn’t have to. 

From out of nowhere, the young man leapt onto the broad back of Zombie Rambo, one skinny arm wrapping around the attacker’s knife arm, the other reaching around to cover the lower part of the big man’s face. But the kid’s efforts, however gallant, amounted to nothing. The camo-garbed behemoth didn’t so much as shift under the weight of his hostile new backpack.

Great. Now they’re both going to get themselves killed.

I didn’t give the boy enough credit. His hand blurred, blazing with embers stolen from Next Door, as he funneled a gout of dark smoke directly into the Hollow’s face, pouring it unerringly into his nose and mouth, down his throat, and directly into his lungs. As the huge Hollow Man spasmed and retched reflexively, I threw myself fifteen feet upward and face-first into the wall. My claws punched through steel siding and aged cement, and I climbed like a maniac.

I literally clawed my way to the top, threw myself over the edge and stumbled to a stop in complete shock.

Corey had felled the giant.

I stared. 

I hadn’t known smoke inhalation could do that, not even in such massively concentrated doses, but there it was. I looked for Charles and  found the wizard still standing, if barely, already tearing uneven strips free of his dark undershirt and wrapping them around the dripping wound in his neck.

I took a step back. The smell was too strong to handle.

“Asshole,” he said, noting my late arrival. I initially thought he meant me, but he jabbed a boot at the familiar form of KHMZNO. The Hollow Man’s arm was still heavily bandaged, and I didn’t know how he’d walked all the way up this hill with what I’d done to his legs before. “If he’d stabbed inward instead, I’d have just died. Bastard wanted me to suffer.” Charles grumpily kicked the fallen Hollow. “And just my luck the buzz would wear off now.”

Corey’s mouth was moving, but I found it extremely hard to concentrate on little things like talking with that sweet, delicious metallic scent filling the air, shoving all of my other senses to the back of the line like an overzealous bouncer. I was dying of thirst. I’d never felt so parched in my life, like I’d never really known true hunger. It was only—

“Ashley!” The snapping of fingers and a swirl of flame way too close to my face broke me out of my tunnel vision, and I leapt back in sudden panic, almost falling off the ledge and back into the pavilion. “Ashley.” Charles said my name again, not yelling this time, but speaking emphatically, drawing attention to how close I’d gotten to him without realizing it. His eyes were narrowed at me, but with caution, not with the anger or revulsion I expected. The wizard clenched his fist, smothering the small flame held within. “Are we okay?”

“Charles, I…” Everything crashed back in on me, the state of the world punctuated by gunshots from down below. “Shit! We have to help Tamara!” A gunfight that had lasted this long was nobody’s good news. I stared at the injured and bleeding, worn-out magician. He was in no condition to run anywhere.

“I had to get this guy,” Corey hopped excitedly past me, turning to look at us both as he ran a few feet down the slope. “But relax! I got this!” Flame, not all of it naturally colored, rippled and danced in his hands and eyes. I blinked in confusion as, without another word, he rushed downhill, sprinting directly toward the intermittent sounds of conflict.

“Shit!” Charles swore, hastily wrapping a last strip of cloth around his injured neck, then bent despite obvious pain and scrambled for his staff. “The magic’s gone to his head. God damn it!”

“What does that mean?” I glanced down the slope at the retreating apprentice and past that, at the intermittent lightning and fury of the ebbing gunfight. “What can I do?”

“Go after him!” Charles bellowed, gesturing with his staff. “Save his stupid ass before he gets killed!” I barely heard the second part, because I was already bounding down the slope at full speed.

I threw myself recklessly down the hill, but I still fell behind. Corey was young, energetic, and apparently full of magic, while I was stiff, dead, and severely battered, my bones strained to near the breaking point. 

I threw myself behind a big monument stone for cover as I reached the edge of the warzone. Peering around it, I took in the battle, trying to find Corey and Tamara.

It wasn’t terribly difficult. The vast majority of the Hollow Men were down, the grassy stretch littered with crumpled, unmoving, military-garbed forms and their fallen weapons. But several were still standing, and in the middle of it all, Corey danced this way and that, exuberant and completely out in the open. 

I cursed. There was no way I could get close to the boy. Corey was tossing out dangerously wide arcs of searing conflagration at any targets still standing. That fire wouldn’t discriminate between friend and foe—hell, it’d probably prioritize me.

To my relief, I caught sight of Tamara across the way, also still in the conflict. She was obviously injured, perverse splashes of crimson painting flawless alabaster. One arm hung limp at her side. The metal-fiber whip was coiled in her working hand as she frantically gestured and shouted at Corey to take cover. Only one final Hollow still defended her, a husky individual in riot armor bodily blocking gunfire in her defense, belching round after thunderous round out of the drum of his combat shotgun.

And as I watched, unable to jump into the sudden inferno the combat had become, everything went wrong one final time.

I flinched away from the sight as the captivated soldier guarding Tamara gave his life to defend her. His head exploded, blasting apart like a gore-filled melon, leaving Tamara scrambling for cover in a sudden panic, as men with assault rifles fired controlled bursts and advanced to flank her. Meanwhile, Corey unleashed a torrent of flame at the nearest Hollows, voluminous but without the focus and power of Charles’ mighty conjurations. The blast sent some of the Hollow Men stumbling or dropping for a quick stop-drop-roll, but not all of them.

One of the Hollow Men, bulky, armored, and masked, weathered the cone of flame, advanced straight through it and leveled his shotgun at Corey. Another thunderous boom ripped the air and caught the young magician in between spells. A dense burst of pellets simply shredded his side at close range.

 Shock glazed the young man’s eyes, and he stumbled and fell to the earth. The sudden scent of fresh human blood soaked the air, making it harder for me to think clearly. The Hollow that had felled him stepped up and steadied his gun for the fatal, finishing shot.

I dimly heard Tamara cry out for help. Her desperate pleas pulled at my heartstrings as they wove through the repeated reports of gunfire. Four Hollows advanced on where she’d taken impromptu cover behind one of the smaller stone markers. Concentrated assault rifle fire pounded the stone, chipping rapidly away at it and her both like a mad sculptor, leaving the Moroi no room to do anything but panic. Blood flew, showing that not all of the damage done was to unfeeling, inanimate rock.

No! Once again too late to save anyone, I ripped the nearest mini-monument out of the earth, strength magnified by the ambient death that hung in Sloss’ air, permeating the scene in front of me. Dammit, we’d already won!  I couldn’t force myself to approach the flickering flames, so I threw the makeshift projectile instead, roaring a single, desperate syllable in defiance as I did so. 

“NO!” The power I’d drawn in magnified the cry, dread and static discharge filling the air as my roar reverberated off of the ground and distant structures alike. A half ton of stone pulped Shotgun Zombie; the rocky projectile swept him aside and killed him outright before he could pull the trigger on Corey.

Then the rest… They just stopped. The Hollow Men, those mind-warped creations of my progenitors, stopped advancing, stopped firing. Instead they looked up at me in bewilderment, heads tilted and eyes wide, as if my words had suddenly commanded their attention.

No one moved. I stared at them, and they stared at me. 

“GO!” I bellowed, as loud as I could, trying to do whatever it was I’d done an instant before. With dazed, confused expressions showing on the few uncovered faces I could see, they turned and fled. Some quickly, some slowly and with confusion, some discarding their weapons as they went. 

I let them go, stunned at the turn of events, unable to even keep track of their numbers or which way they went. The near silence that followed was abrupt and harsh, almost painful in its own right, broken only by the frenzied beating of living hearts and harsh rasping of Corey’s breath. 

“What the fuck!” Charles’ entrance to the scene was abrupt and emotionally charged. “Corey!” Sliding to a stop on the bloody grass, he knelt with painful difficulty, then cast an accusing glare up at me. “What happened?”

My mind, more than a little fuzzy from the delicious scent of Corey’s blood, took a long moment to form such a simple answer. “I failed.”

“We have to get him to a hospital. Now.” Tamara drifted over, her eyes huge and inhumanly blue, her voice an eerie, supernatural echo of its former self. “Or he’ll die.” I looked her over, concerned, but before my eyes her remaining wounds began to slowly seal shut. Even much of the blood faded away, like some unseen force was working towards making her perfect, whole and untouched once more. Even so, she seemed far from okay.

Charles looked up at me. “Can you carry him?” Physical and emotional pain mixed in his dark brown eyes as he tried to support himself with his staff.

I looked down at Corey’s body, busted open and bleeding into the grass. I felt grief, fear, concern, and, of course, regret. 

But most of all, I felt hungry.

I recoiled, refusing the urge even as my body leaned in. “I can't. Charles, I can't. I'm sorry,” I rasped, shaking my head. It wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear, just as much as it wasn't the one I wanted to give, and the magician glared up at me. Since I wanted to take another step forward so badly, I made myself take one back instead. But it barely helped. I was starving.

His expression turned unreadable as the wizard looked to Tamara instead, his unspoken question obviously the same. But the Moroi shook her head as well. “Charles, I’m famished,” she said, echoing my feelings, her eyes as distant and compelling as her voice. “Barely standing. I’m no better of a choice than she is.”

“Damn you both.” The wizard’s eyes were as hard as stone as he stared us down, then scooped his arms under his unconscious, bleeding apprentice, straining to lift him. After a moment of Charles’s anger and failed determination, Tamara did what I couldn’t. She stepped over, matter of factly hauling Charles to his feet, Corey still in his arms. Then she stepped away. I barely caught the “sorry” she whispered.

With one final look around, Charles turned and left, walking with obvious pain, difficulty, and as much speed as he could muster.

“Goodbye, Ashes.” Tamara stepped unusually close, her presence in my personal space helping to break to hold the lingering scent of blood retained over me. “I’ve got to go…” Her eyes caught mine. I couldn’t read the emotion in them; they were two infinite pools of perfect blue, shining with shimmering stars I wanted to watch forever.

 “If I don’t…” she whispered softly, “Something is going to happen.” Her pale hand traced my jaw, the barest whisper of a touch catching me completely off guard and sending tingles racing along my dead, battered flesh. The way she said it sent a shiver down my spine, and it wasn’t one of fear. The emotions she’d evoked earlier stirred once more, warmth rising in my core. My heart would have raced, if it could have.

She stepped away just as my self-control began to fray. “I’ll…be in touch with you soon. I promise.” A waver in her ghostly voice made her sound less certain of that than the words she chose. Her big, luminous eyes turned away from me, pulling at my emotions as surely as if she held them in her beautiful, alabaster hands.“I’ll call my family now. They’ll clean this mess up, get those girls some help. And Charles needs an ambulance now, or Corey will die.” Her tone was oddly distant, so unlike the Tamara I knew, and her certainty chilled me. And with that, Tamara turned and started away from me as well. 

And then I was alone, save for the death and gore all around. 

I felt strangely helpless. 

The whole purpose for this journey had been to help my friends, rescue my love, and save the innocents who hadn’t deserved a horrible death just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. That, and maybe to prove to myself that I could actually make a difference. Do some good.

But now, there was no one left to help, and so many I had failed. In the wake of all that had happened, the weight of loss finally started sinking in. How did I start picking up the pieces?

At the end of the night, there was nothing left to do but to walk away too.
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Epilogue: Almost a walk in the park

 

My advice: throw out your welcome mats.

Something might take them as an invitation.

I lurked in the dark, unmoving. To mortal ears, I might as well have been completely silent. After all, there was no way he could hear my heartbeat the way I could hear his. That thump-thump of visceral rhythm slowly picked up its pace; he might not know I was there, but even his mere human senses were screaming that something was out of place, that he was in danger. 

He was so right.

Nathaniel Fredericks. I still kind of preferred Cam-Kong, to be completely honest. It wasn’t a very nice nickname, but he wasn’t a very nice person. He’d intended to murder me, after all. Just because something else technically had finished what he’d started didn’t let him off the hook. 

I watched him open the fridge, fumbling around with cans of beer and knocking a carton of milk to the floor. The plastic cap popped off and it spilled, glug-glug-glug as it vomited its contents onto the stained vinyl. He cursed, his voice edged with unease. And when he turned around to fetch some paper towels, I was there.

“Shit!” The refrigerator door slammed hard behind him an instant before his back slammed into it. “The fuck are you doing in my apartment?”

“Don’t cry,” I responded, my sandpaper voice raking harshly across the vocal cords he’d ruined.

He blinked at me in bewilderment.

I wheezed out a sigh. “The milk,” I explained, extending a finger, a foot and a half of bloodstained, metallic death clearly indicating the white puddle at his feet. I couldn’t help but crack a satisfied smile as he instinctively tried to climb into, or maybe on top of, the fridge. “You spilled it.” I shook my head sadly. Well, I knew he was dangerous, not smart.

Eyes wild with an appropriate mixture of fear and confusion, he raised his wavering voice. “You need to get the fuck out of here, whoever you are, or I’m going to beat that stupid grin off your face.” The machine-gun pounding of his heart belied the bluster, and I just smiled all the wider. 

“Sticks and stones, Nathan. Not the worst you’ve ever said to me, but still.” I took a step closer, then another. Damn, I was hungry. The sound of his terrified heart filling the room certainly didn’t help quell the urges.

He stopped trying to crawl backward through solid objects long enough to scrutinize my face in the moonlight filtering through the kitchen window. “What the—Ashley? How the fuck? You’re—”

“Dead?” I followed him as he shifted to the side, easily keeping between him and the door, trapping him against the sink as I closed in. “Well, you’re not wrong.” I flexed my hand, looking down at it, making certain he could see all the claws, scraping them against each other a little for emphasis. “Turns out you’re not that good of a murderer after all.”

He blinked. I imagined the hamster wheel in his head overheating as he struggled to address his whole world suddenly turning inside out. And predictably, he lashed out at me. 

Fumbling around behind his back, he grabbed a sturdy butcher’s knife off of the kitchen counter, and rammed it down into my chest at full force. I let him. It dug a shallow hole in my jacket before the blade snapped in two, the front half flipping end over shiny end to the floor. His wrist twisted painfully and he stumbled into me.  

I didn’t move at all, except to grab him by the throat.

“You know…I kinda remember you being bigger.” Effortlessly, I lifted the large, muscular man right off the ground. His eyes bulged, whether from the pressure at his neck or the shock, I had no idea. But, unlike me, he knew how to defend himself from an attacker in the night. He grabbed my arm at the joint, kicked at my shins, thrust a knee into my diaphragm, jabbed knuckles at my throat, and more. Against a mortal, it would have worked wonders. Against a Strigoi, he was probably just hurting himself. I tilted my head curiously. “Done yet?”

He didn’t answer. I was no expert at physiology, but it was probably because he couldn’t breathe. How ironic. Part of me wanted nothing more than to make him suffer like I'd suffered, or turn the tables on him and deliver some well-deserved justice by literally tearing him apart. It’d be so, so easy. Or, hell, I was still really, really hungry… I let him dangle as I grinned, let him struggle uselessly, showing him the four solid fangs that could make short work of his life. If I wanted. How fitting would it be for the person who’d ended my life to be the first one I took to renew it?

But, as much as I wanted to... I couldn’t. As his struggles waned, I thought about the things Charles and Tamara had said, about the inhumanity of Ariande and Dana. 

I let him go.

Cam-Kong thumped hard against the kitchen counter, sliding to the floor at my feet and clutching at his throat, whimpering and holding up a warding, pleading, trembling hand in desperation. “Please…” His voice was hoarse and barely audible.

I stared coldly down, then slowly extended all of the claws on one hand, flicking then carefully around the underside of his chin like the legs of the scariest spider in the world. I raised his face until he had no choice but to look me in my cold, dead, angry eyes. 

“Here’s what’s going to happen, tough guy.” I rasped, my eyes boring into his. “You’re going to leave town. Tonight. Stay here, and I’ll kill you.” I ticked off the points of my compromise on long, sharp digits, so close to his vulnerable flesh. “You ever so much as look at Lori again, I’ll find you, and I’ll kill you. If you ever come back to Birmingham, I’ll kill you.” I stated it all like it was fact, because for better or worse, it was. “And don’t you even think about hurting anyone else like this, ever again.”

He nodded his head as vigorously as he dared.  

“Right. Because,” I leaned in close and gave him a good, long look at my pale flesh, my fangs, my dead mint eyes, let him smell the death and decay hanging heavily on my breath, “you wouldn’t want to wake up to this at the end of your bed, would you?” I pointed a claw at my own face. 

He shuddered and shook his head frantically, still trying in vain to push away from me. Of course, I had no way to know what he did once he disappeared. But he didn’t know that. 

I gave it a long, silent moment for the terror to really sink in; I wanted this to be a moment he could never forget. The instant I stepped back, he bolted, sprinting out of the apartment with speed that would’ve put and Olympic medalist to shame. I heard the door slam open, but not closed again. I could only hope I’d been fearsome enough to drive the lesson home, for good. And if he had a few nightmares as a side effect, all the better.

I took a slow look around the now-abandoned apartment, listening to my stagnant heart slowly pushing dark blood through dead veins. I knew full well that I was going to have to eat someone, somewhere, and soon. I’d just have to find some way to come to terms with that, with the necessity of hunting and possibly killing, for my food. Assuming there was no way to avoid it, anyway.

Things simply were as they were, and that would have to be good enough.
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As I dropped down from the window and started on my way, Charles’ tall, trenchcoated silhouette peeled out of the shadows, his hands stuffed deep into his pockets. He was still limping a little from the wound across his back, but it was getting better.

“I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.” The wizard had been leaning against a wall close enough to get the gist of what had gone on up above.

I willed my claws away, dispersing them with an electric surge. “Why? Because I’m a monster?” I figured the momentary bitterness I felt was justified.

“No. Because I would have.” I missed a stride and stumbled as the tall wizard fell into step beside me. 

We were silent for a while as he walked with me. 

“I just…couldn’t, you know?”

He grunted noncommittally in reply, and the silence returned. The sidewalk passed uncaringly beneath us, the night rich and dark.

“How’s Corey?”

He took a deep breath. I didn’t know how much he still blamed us, or at least me, for what had happened to his apprentice. “Still in the hospital, still stable, still under observation.” He didn’t seem angry. Just sad and tired, with a tangible hint of regret. His face didn’t give it away, but his shoulders slumped visibly under the weight of it. “The doctors give him pretty good odds, though.”

I didn’t have a response for him. The typical “if there’s anything I can do” or “I hope he gets better” seemed hollow and inadequate.

“It happens, you know.” His sudden statement caught me off guard. I’d fully expected the stoic magician to remain silent all the way to his house.

“What does?”

“The more you use your powers, the hungrier you get. It’s a staple of vampire kind.”

Well, it’s not like my issues had gone unnoticed, there at the end. Kind of like how hard it was to ignore the so, so close beating of his heart as we walked...

Charles shook his head, still unreadable. “One more reason I didn’t want you involved.” A frown worked its way past his stony poker face. “You helped do good work. There’s no two ways about it. But who’s going to pay the price for it in the end?”

It was a good question. I’d been asking it of myself every day lately. I wished I had an answer to give either of us. Instead, I changed the subject. “Heard from Tamara?”

He chuckled dryly. “We’ll be lucky to hear from her for months, and that’s an optimistic estimate.” The wizard shook his head. “I figure she’s in deep shit. Liandra… You don’t screw with Liandra. She’s got too many ambitions, and too much on the line. It’s not good for your health.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. I wished I’d had the chance to give Tam my new number, but by the time I’d gotten my hands on a new phone, she’d already disappeared. I’d given it to Charles in case he ran into her before I did, but that was all I could do for the time being.

“So. You were right.” The tall wizard cleared his throat, attempting to dislodge whatever obstruction that admission had caused. “The Strigoi you killed was Dana Warren. Several of the girls who were kidnapped and intended for ritual purposes were some of her classmates.”

I nodded. I’d already guessed that much; that’s why I’d asked him to look into it in the first place. “I figure Ariande turned her, and she ‘volunteered’ a handful of candidates for a ritual that was already planned,” I rasped. “That’s why the school was such a hot spot for abductions.”

He sighed. “My investigation revealed that she had an abusive home life, and was bullied at school. She probably wasn’t the best person to hand overwhelming power to.” He glanced at me.

I shrugged. “I guess even old-ass Strigoi can make poor decisions.” Frowning, I shook my head. “I can’t really make fun of it, though. Shitty situation all around. Every last bit.”

Charles nodded his agreement. “And when we got involved and you decided not to die, the ritual changed,” he continued. “The best I can figure, it was originally was intended to turn Sloss into a personal haven, somewhere they could stay put, but hidden, right under the collective Sanguinarian noses. But what we were lured into was an empowerment ritual, one tailored to give them an advantage over their adversaries.”

“Which was us. She tried to eat me, Corey incinerated her,” I shuddered, “And we ended up on their trail.”

“Well, Tamara and I were on their trail before that,” Charles pointed out. “But when you survived, and they failed to eliminate you, that meant that it was then impossible for them to cover up the continuing existence of the Strigoi without killing the lot of us.” He snorted. “And so, deeper into the morass we all did go.”

That pretty much summed it up, as far as I could tell. Except for one thing that was just my own conjecture. “Ariande… Have you wondered why she decided to turn Dana? I know I have.”

Charles shrugged off the question. “Nope. Does it matter?”

I looked away, off of the mountain and into the empty night sky, murky with clouds and pollution. “I think… After a long time alone and hiding from pretty much everyone… You’d get really lonely.”

The wizard didn’t answer. I didn’t expect him to. I already knew his position on monsters and sympathy, after all. My own opinion, however, was more nebulous, laced with guilt and doubt. If our positions had been reversed, if Dana had been Lori, what would I have done in the ancient Strigoi’s place?

Another question with no answer.

“Well,” Charles cleared his throat finally, “if that’s the case, I guess we’ll see her again sometime. Best to be ready for it.”

Deep in my gut, I knew he was right.

In the end, the long walk wasn’t quite comradely, but neither was it unfriendly. Traffic and gleaming city lights rolled past us on either side as we traversed the rest of Robert Arlington Boulevard, trudging up the hill towards his home.

We paused on the porch to his little non-wizardly house, Charles fumbling through a needlessly large ring of keys, and me trying to figure him out. 

“You know, Ashley,” he flipped through the keys and settled on one, taking a deep breath. “Some people get power, they change. Even humans can become monsters.” He eyed me, his eyes hard and discerning. “But rarely, some don’t.”

I just stared back, not knowing what he was trying to say, not knowing anything to say in return. His heartbeat was loud in my ears, reminding me that I was hungrier than ever.

“You still can’t come in, though.” He added as he stepped up to his door and keyed it open.

I nodded. Probably for the best. “Oh. I’ve got something for you, by the way.” 

He gave me a skeptical, suspicious look, pausing half in and half out of his threshold. I tossed him a vial of thick, dark blood.

My blood.

“And yes, I know what you can do with that. That’s the point,” I cut him off as he opened his mouth. “Just… In case I can’t... You know.”

Slowly, he nodded, face still a stoic mask. “You have my word.” He lifted the vial, scrutinizing it in the dull porchlight. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“Don’t be an ass.” I snorted. “It’s not for you, Charles. It’s for me.” I turned and started down the creaking, wooden steps. I could trust Charles to do what he felt was right. At least as far as I could throw him. “By the way.”

He paused. “Yeah?”

“You probably want to wipe that vial off. You don’t wanna know where I found it.” I grinned as he cursed and dug the glass tube back out of his coat pocket, making a disgusted face. “Later, Charles.” And with that, I departed into the depths of the dangerous Birmingham night.
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My heart burned inside my chest with each slow, agonizing beat. Hope was the most painful poison of all; it could even affect the dead.

“Lor, c’mon. We’ve been through bad times like this before—”

“No we haven’t, Ash! You’ve never died before. And now that you’re back, it’s different, you’re different, and it’s just like—Nothing like this has ever happened to me before. I don’t know if I can handle it. Not anymore. Especially after...”

After what happened with the damn Rawhead, I finished silently. But, listening to her on the other end of the line, it was the words she left unspoken which hurt me the most. “So, what do you want to do?” My heart was a dead weight in more ways than one.

“I… I don’t know.” Her voice was hurt, raw; I knew her too well to not recognize that she’d been crying. I wanted nothing more than to go to her, to hold her, to tell that everything was okay. But that was the crux of the problem, wasn’t it? “I love you, Ash. I always have. I still do.”

I believed her. She’d always been able to put her emotions out there, make them felt. Even through the phone, I could still feel her love. But right now, that just made everything hurt even worse. I braced myself for what I knew was coming.

“Ash… We… I... just need some time apart.” 

The second most frightening words she could have said. I supposed it could have been worse. At least this way, I still had that hope I mentioned earlier. Things weren’t over, not yet.

I couldn’t pretend it didn’t hurt. Of course it did. Almost more than I thought I could bear. For the last two years, Lori had been my life. Now, despite having come back from death itself, I was still losing her.

But what hurt most, though, was that I knew she was right.

I wasn’t the same as I’d been a week ago, and there was no going back. Like it or not, what Lori and I had was gone. If there was to be anything more between us, it’d have to be built anew. In fact, my whole life was gone, rather literally. There was no way to pretend otherwise, no trying to go back and feign that things were the same as they’d ever been.

We wrapped up the painful silence, said our goodbyes and our hopeful promises. And then she hung up. I don’t know how long I stared at the phone in my hand, her number and little picture glowing brightly in the dark.

Finally, I turned it off, and that picture faded away, leaving me alone in the silent black.

Lori was gone, at least for now. My new friend Tamara was gone. No one else I knew from my old life would understand, and I hadn’t had many friends in the first place. Even my family…

There was no point in looking back.

From here, there was only forward, building things anew on the ashes of the old. Besides, to hear Charles tell it, there was a decent chance I was a ticking time-bomb anyways, fated to lose my mind and become just one more soulless monster on the streets, no different from those I’d faced down during the last few days, a ravening danger to all those around me. More than anything, I didn’t want that, and I wasn’t about to inflict it on those I held most dear.

I didn’t feel soulless, but how would I know? What if it really was just a matter of time before I lost whatever moral compass remained to me, and I started using body parts as confetti in dark alleyways, forcing Charles to use that vial to come hunt me down? And worse, proving him right all along?

On the other hand, Tamara had insisted that the grumpy wizard didn’t know everything. That being a monster wasn’t a birthright, but a choice. And looking at her, I might could believe that. Maybe. 

In the end, I could only go with the one thing that I knew for certain, with an iron-clad absolute assurance: there was no way I was going to let myself go down that road, to become just one more monster, and especially to make more monsters like myself. 

No matter what anyone said, no matter what anyone else had done before me, I was going to face this, and master it. If I had to be the first, then so be it. I’d already clawed my way back from death’s door, and I wasn’t done yet. 

For now, I was alone. And if I had no other option than to take that time, alone with myself, alone with my own thoughts and changing identity... Then I was going to make damn good use of it.

There was a lot of work to be done, and I was only getting started.
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