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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    No missed calls and no new texts. Jack felt a little disappointed, though not the slightest bit surprised. He stuffed his phone back into his pocket and fell into step alongside his fellow passengers, most of whom were either yawning or stretching their legs. The flight had been a tedious eight hours, and that was including a layover in Boston and a switch to an uncomfortably tiny jet for the last stretch to Lestaron Island. 
 
    Jack followed the rest of the group on autopilot, only slowing and going his own way when he realized that they were heading to the small airport’s baggage claim. He’d only brought his backpack as a carry-on. A few changes of clothes were all he really needed, given that he wasn’t planning on staying for long. 
 
    Seeing Lestaron Island from the sky hadn’t brought the sense of familiarity he’d been expecting. It was a small island, a hundred square miles in area, but with a rocky shelf of cliffs cordoning off the eastern half. From the air, it’d looked like a stray smudge of green against the deep blue canvas of the ocean. Almost like something unintentional. A tiny, forgotten oasis of storm-weathered land against an endless expanse of sea. 
 
    The airport only had a single terminal, and Jack’s footsteps echoed through the silent lobby as he made his way out the main entrance. He stood at the edge of the sidewalk, feeling out of place and a little at a loss for what to do next. The sole taxi driver noticed him immediately, snuffing out a half-finished cigarette and standing to attention. 
 
    “Need a ride?” asked the driver. 
 
    “I’m expecting someone,” said Jack. 
 
    “Hotel recommendation, then?” asked the driver. “I can get you a discount at a good one if you drop my name.” 
 
    Jack smiled and shook his head. “I have a place to stay, but thanks.” 
 
    The driver frowned a little, glancing down at the cigarette he’d prematurely extinguished. 
 
    “Who are you here to visit?” asked the driver. “I probably know them. Everybody knows everyone in Lesser Town.” 
 
    “I’m here to settle my grandfather’s estate,” said Jack. “Peter Masterson.” 
 
    The taxi driver grimaced, and the expression added a dozen wrinkles onto his already aged face. He nodded a few times, and Jack could see genuine emotion in his reaction. 
 
    “Fuck,” said the taxi driver. “I knew Peter. Everyone here did. He was a real stand-up guy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I guess he was.” 
 
    He let himself fall into reminiscence in the space of the silence that followed. Jack had lived on Lestaron Island until he was ten, but strangely, he could barely remember his grandfather. He felt a stab of shame as he reflected on how little he’d felt when his aunt and uncle had told him about his grandfather’s passing and volunteered him as the one to travel out to settle the old man’s estate. 
 
    He did remember his grandfather’s mansion, though more in a blurry, conceptual sense than in vivid detail. He also remembered how abruptly he’d left it as a child, and how scared he’d been on the way to live with his aunt and uncle after his parents had died. 
 
    A few of the other passengers had caught up to him, and the taxi driver was already offering them his services. Jack walked further down the drop-off lane, spotting a short Asian girl next to a black car holding a sign with his name on it. He started toward her, but she only seemed to realize who he was as he closed the last few feet. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “I’m Jack.” 
 
    “Mr. Masterson.” The girl spoke in a voice almost too faint to be audible. She gave him a deep bow, which left Jack feeling a little awkward. “My name is Ryoko. I’m here to escort you back to the mansion.” 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    He reached out to shake her hand, but she was already opening one of the car’s doors for him. 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” he said. “And by the way, you don’t have to call me sir, or Mr. Masterson, or anything like that. Just Jack is fine.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack blinked, unsure of whether she’d understood his point.  
 
    “You’re one of the mansion’s new maids, right?” he asked. 
 
    She was certainly dressed for the part. Ryoko wore a black blouse and skirt with white accents, a variation of the classic French maid outfit. She was pretty, with an oval face, petite figure, and black hair twisted into the neatest bun he’d ever seen. The maids had all seemed old and strict to him back when he’d been young, but maybe that had just been him viewing them through a child’s perspective. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said quietly.  
 
    She didn’t elaborate any further. Jack felt like he should say something more or ask her something else. Ryoko waited, politely holding the car door open for him, her gaze downcast and demure.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said. He climbed into the car’s backseat. He felt out of place as the door shut, and for a few silent seconds, he considered whether coming back to the island had been a good idea. 
 
    He’d belonged here once, but that wasn’t the case anymore. In fact, it’d been a long time since Jack had felt like he’d belonged anywhere. After his parents had died, he’d lived with his aunt and uncle, but they’d shipped him off to boarding school at the first convenient opportunity.  
 
    College had been a little better, but the few friends he’d made over the course of his four-year degree program had gone their own ways afterward. He’d been left with no choice other than to return to living with his extended family, whose hospitality had been lukewarm, at best. 
 
    “Is your seatbelt fastened, sir?” asked Ryoko from the front seat. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    “Do you have any stops you’d like me to make on the way?” asked Ryoko. “Ms. White told me to tell you that the lawyer will be expecting you at the mansion.” 
 
    Ms. White. Katie. Jack had half expected her to be the one waiting next to the car with the sign. He’d certainly hoped for her to be there. Thinking about Katie made the impending tedium of dealing with his grandfather’s estate seem like a small price to pay. 
 
    Katie had been the daughter of Jack’s grandfather’s assistant, Tamera. She’d lived in the mansion with him and had been his closest childhood friend. They’d done everything together, and even shared a silly, juvenile romance as curious ten-year-olds.  
 
    Jack still remembered the way they’d proudly sworn that they’d marry each other as soon as they were grown up, and all the affection they’d shown to each other through hugs and kisses on the cheek. Those kisses. He felt ridiculous remembering them, of all things, given how hazy the rest of that period of his life was to him now. 
 
    The idea of seeing Katie again gave a sense of meaning to his return to the island. It gave him something to look forward to. He’d spent the past few months feeling aimless and anxious, with a useless degree and a dim outlook on the future.  
 
    When his aunt and uncle had asked him to make the trip out to Lestaron, he’d immediately started wondering about her and imagining their reunion. He’d thought about her so much in the time since he’d left. Knowing that he was only a few minutes away from seeing her again sent flutters of anticipation through him. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack sat up a little straighter. He caught sight of his dopey, grinning expression in the rear-view mirror and forced himself to relax. 
 
    “No stops,” he said. “Head straight to the mansion.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Lesser Town was Lestaron Island’s sole population center, and rather appropriately named. Jack barely remembered the town itself, but as the car made its way down the central street, he was surprised by how small and localized it was.  
 
    None of the buildings were more than five stories high, except for the lighthouse visible next to the waterfront. The signs of the village store and tavern were wood-carved reliefs, dirtied and stained by years of open exposure to the harsh elements. A statue of the island’s discoverer, perched upon the bow of a ship, sat in the middle of a traffic circle in the center of the town. Jack had always thought it looked more like a scene of a man about to dive off a sinking ship to his death. 
 
    There were few cars, and most of the ones Jack did see were parked on the side of the street, or in the driveways of townhouses. He remembered playing in the road with Katie as children and feeling confused when the adults chastised them for it, given how infrequent the town’s traffic was.  
 
    Most of the tourist shops that Jack recalled from his childhood now had their windows boarded up. He wasn’t sure if it was just for the current season or indefinitely, but he still felt a surge of nostalgic claustrophobia as he considered it. Most of the island’s residents lived and died there. They were lucky if they took a few dozen trips across the ocean over the course of their lives. They lived a contained existence, and he could only wonder if they were truly happy with it. 
 
    Ryoko drove the car along a meandering road that ascended a hill as they continued toward the mansion. Lestaron Island was geographically lopsided, with its far eastern coast rising on a slant into jagged, looming cliffs facing out toward the ocean. Lesser Town had been constructed near the island’s west coast, not just for convenience, but because it was the main region of the island where there was a significant amount of level ground. 
 
    His grandfather’s estate had been built upon a large shelf of level land three quarters of the way up the hill. Jack spotted it in the distance as they approached and found that he was surprised that it still looked as large as he remembered. He knew that time had a way of distorting memories, but apparently his childhood wonder at the sprawling size of his grandfather’s estate had endured the years. 
 
    It had been a lively place, with his grandfather often hosting parties for anyone in town who cared to attend and throwing celebrations for every holiday that outdid anything Jack had experienced in the time since. It had also had a constant inflow of both visitors and residents. Jack and his parents had lived there, but so had Katie and her mother, half a dozen maids, a cook, a gardener, and a few other miscellaneous servants. 
 
    It was hard for Jack to resolve his memory of the mansion with what he saw as Ryoko pulled the car up to the wrought iron gate cordoning off the estate. The mansion’s paint was cracking visibly in places, giving an ominous edge to the muted pairing of grey and beige tones. The lawn was overgrown, and the cherry trees in the side yard had dropped their fruit onto the grass, making it look speckled with oversized droplets of blood. 
 
    A single crow was perched on the weather vane atop the mansion’s roof. It stared down at the car as the gate slowly opened for them, enticing Jack to look away after a couple of seconds. Ryoko drove up and around the drop-off loop that ran between one of the mansion’s now empty flower gardens and the front entrance, and then put the car in park. 
 
    “Do you have more errands to run, or something?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ryoko gave the smallest of shakes of her head. 
 
    “I’ll park the car in the garage and head in through the servant’s entrance, sir,” she said. 
 
    “You could just park it here and come inside with me,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko didn’t say anything, and after a couple of seconds, it felt too weird for Jack to press the point. 
 
    “Or not,” he said. “Anyway, thanks for picking me up.” 
 
    He got out of the car and shouldered his backpack. He walked slowly up the stairs to the door, almost feeling like he was moving through a dream. He was finally back, and he would get to see Katie again. 
 
    The door was unlocked, and Jack felt comfortable letting himself in. The mansion’s foyer was much as he remembered it, except emptier and quieter. The doors to the left and right led to the garage and the activity room. An archway staircase led up to the second floor where the bedrooms were, and the hallway underneath it went to the lounge, which was connected to the kitchen and the dining room. The servant’s rooms were off the kitchen, but he’d never spent much time there as a child. 
 
    He was still taking in the emotions of being back at the mansion after so long when Katie appeared at the top of the archway stairs. Seeing her almost took Jack’s breath away. She was the same little girl Jack remembered, his playmate, but now all grown up. 
 
    Katie had medium-length wavy brown hair, and she let it fall freely across her shoulders. She was cute rather than pretty, with hazel eyes and a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and her cheeks. She had a petite figure, which surprised Jack, as he remembered her being almost as tall as he was. Her outfit consisted of a loose maroon blouse and tight jeans, showing off a body that was fit and attractive, if a little light on curves. 
 
    But most importantly, Katie wasn’t smiling. She walked down the stairs slowly, not looking at him as she approached. Jack took notice, but he didn’t care enough to wipe the dopey grin off his face. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. The feeling of her name on his tongue sent another rush of emotion through him. 
 
    “I go by Katherine now,” said Katie. “Or Kate.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jack. “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    A silent moment passed. Katie had made her way to the bottom of the stairs, but she still kept one hand on the railing. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been twelve years,” he said. “It’s so weird being back here. How have you been?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Katie. “And you?” 
 
    Her tone was curt, with an edge of coldness to it. This wasn’t how Jack had imagined their reunion. She was supposed to smile and run over to hug him. He’d expected the two of them to immediately fall back into their old rhythm of teasing and affection. 
 
    “I’ve… been good,” said Jack. 
 
    He was almost afraid to say anything else. Katie had her arms folded now, and she was looking at the door, rather than him. 
 
    “Peter’s lawyer will be here any minute,” she said. “Why don’t you go and wait for her in the lounge? Assuming you remember where that is.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Jack. “It’s been a while, but I remember. And I remember you, too. And… how close we used to be.” 
 
    Katie finally looked at him directly. The weight of her gaze was enough to make the air feel heavy, along with Jack’s heart. Her expression was distant, guarded, and laced with a lifetime of experiences of which he knew nothing about. 
 
    “Good,” said Katie, ignoring his second comment. “I’ll send her along once she gets here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The lounge was more or less as Jack remembered it, with a few small alterations. The furniture had been replaced, with black leather couches instead of the soft white ones he remembered, which his parents had always chastised him about staining. 
 
    The fireplace was currently unlit, and the large flat-screen TV next to it was turned off. Jack could still hear Katie’s faint footsteps in the other room. He sighed and collapsed into one of the couches, pulling out his phone to burn time until the lawyer showed up. 
 
    He listened to Katie opening the door and sharing a quiet conversation with someone a few minutes later. A woman with greying hair and thick spectacles entered the lounge, smiling as she spotted Jack, who stood to greet her. 
 
    “You must be Jack,” said the woman. “Hello. I’m Louise West.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Jack smiled and shook her hand. He gestured to the couches, offering her a seat. 
 
    “You look so much like Peter did when he was younger,” said Louise. “I’ve heard so much about you from him.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jack frowned a little, wondering what his grandfather could have possibly told her, given how little they’d communicated. “You have?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now,” said Louise. She took her spectacles off and took a slow, shaky breath. “Peter was a close friend of mine. Though I’m sure almost everyone here on the island would probably say the same thing.” 
 
    Jack didn’t know what to say, so he opted to stay silent and give her a second to compose herself. 
 
    “Some people… you just really feel their loss, once they’re gone,” she said, as she swallowed hard. “Death can be such a cruel thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack.  
 
    “Oh, look at me, making such a pointless fuss!” Louise sighed and set a manila folder down on the couch next to her. “Let’s get to it, then. Your grandfather’s will.” 
 
    Jack nodded, watching as she pulled a yellowed page of paper loose from the folder. 
 
    “To Jeff and Patricia Douglas…” she said in a questioning tone. 
 
    “That’s my aunt and uncle,” said Jack. “They couldn’t make the trip themselves.” 
 
    Or rather, they hadn’t felt the need to, he thought. Jack’s aunt was technically his father’s cousin and he wasn’t sure if she’d met his grandfather more than once or twice over the course of her life. 
 
    “Well, your grandfather left them a sizeable sum of money,” said Louise. “Close to a hundred thousand dollars. They’ll have to get in touch with me to claim it, however, as they aren’t listed as the primary beneficiary.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at that. Louise smiled at him. 
 
    “To my grandson, Jack Masterson, who I love and miss every day,” continued Louise. “I leave half of the mansion, along with the rest of my remaining assets.” 
 
    Jack stared at her, dumbfounded to the point of speechlessness. Had he just heard that correctly? 
 
    “I’ve been over his financials,” said Louise. “The mansion itself is worth somewhere in the range of five to six million. The assets are a mixture of stocks, bonds, and liquid funds, and they total a little over 13.4 million. He was a wealthy man in both spirit and money.” 
 
    “Thirteen… million?” Jack ran his hands through his hair. His aunt and uncle had led him to believe that his grandfather was broke and basically on the cusp of bankruptcy. He’d been expecting to spend a few days on the island settling outstanding debts and cleaning up the financial aftermath of a man who’d been living far beyond his means. 
 
    And now he was a millionaire. 
 
    “Thirteen point four million, and half the mansion,” said Louise, emphasizing the second part. 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Wait. Half the mansion? Who gets the other half?” 
 
    “He left it to both you and Katherine White,” said Louise. “The two of you will be co-owners, unless one of you buys the other out. It’s a curious choice, I have to say. I warned Peter against it when he first drafted his will, as it seemed like it would only complicate this process.” 
 
    Jack nodded, feeling confused and strangely, a little excited by the situation. What had been his grandfather’s hope in doing that? He could have just left Katie some of his money, if he’d wanted to. Was this what she’d been upset about before? 
 
    “The information for your grandfather’s bank and brokerage accounts is on the second sheet,” said Louise. “Ms. White implied that the two of you would be in touch to talk about selling the mansion shortly. There’s already a contract drawn up for you to transfer ownership in the event of a sale.” 
 
    Jack nodded, feeling too overwhelmed to say goodbye to the woman properly. He’d been a broke, aimless post-grad at the start of the day. What was he now? And what was he supposed to do now? 
 
    He heard Louise leaving through the front entrance and slowly made his way back into the foyer. Katie stood next to the door with her arms folded across her chest. She didn’t look at him as he approached, even though Jack knew she could hear his footsteps. 
 
    “Ryoko made dinner for you and put it in the small fridge in the kitchen before she left,” said Katie. 
 
    “All right,” said Jack. 
 
    “The contract Louise gave you is pretty straightforward,” said Katie. “Just fill in your bank info, sign it, and the money will be wired to you once the sale is complete.”  
 
    Her tone was straightforward and firm, and it made Jack feel so sad and confused. Where was the peppy girl full of warmth and openness he remembered from his childhood? Where was Katie, and who was he talking to instead? 
 
    “Can we slow things down a little bit?” asked Jack. “I haven’t had any time to think about this.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to think about,” said Katie. “Neither of us need this mansion.” 
 
    “I don’t just mean the sale,” he said. “Jesus, it’s been twelve years, Katie. Katherine. I was hoping that we could catch up.” 
 
    Katie finally looked at him, and again, it was with those intense eyes. 
 
    “It’s like you said, Jack. It’s been twelve years. Where would we even start?” 
 
    “Anywhere you want,” he said. “I’ve missed you, Katie. So much.” 
 
    He held her gaze. There was something intimate about even just making eye contact with her, even through the coldness of her demeanor. 
 
    “All right then,” said Katie. “Let’s start with a question. Why?” 
 
    “Why, what?”  
 
    “Why should we even bother catching up?” asked Katie. “Or, better yet, why didn’t I ever hear from you?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, frowning a little. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I was messed up after the car accident. I was just a kid, and suddenly having my parents die, and being with my aunt and uncle… I barely even spoke for months.” 
 
    Katie smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. 
 
    “You really don’t remember, do you?” she said. “Jack, you weren’t the only one affected by the accident. And I gave you time. Months, years. You never wrote. You never called.” 
 
    “You didn’t call me, either,” said Jack. 
 
    “I didn’t have your number!” snapped Katie. “But you had mine. How could you not? It was the mansion’s phone number, same as it ever was.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “We sent letters,” said Katie. “Your grandfather would write one of his own and let me put one of mine in the same envelope. Cards for your birthday and Christmas. And it was like throwing them into the fireplace, for all we heard back.” 
 
    Jack could only stare at her, stunned by the revelation. 
 
    “I never got them,” said Jack. “My aunt… she never told me about any letters. She mentioned the cards my grandfather would send, but I was always away at boarding school. I never saw any of them.” 
 
    Katie closed her eyes, looking as though the knowledge of him never having read her letters hurt as much, if not more, than thinking she’d been ignored. She shook her head, her expression growing distant and cold again. 
 
    “It’s been too long, Jack,” she said, slowly. “And I mean that when I say it. It’s been too long for us to be able to just pick up where we left off.” 
 
    “Then let’s pick up somewhere else,” said Jack. “Come on. We can eat, hang out in the mansion. Spend tonight talking about what our lives are like now.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “I’m meeting my fiancé for dinner.” 
 
    The remaining vestiges of Jack’s imagined reunion with Katie finally evaporated. He felt betrayed, even though he knew it was a ridiculous reaction to have after more than a decade of being out of touch. What had he expected? That she’d be here waiting for him, holding to their silly childhood promise as though it had been anything more than playful words? 
 
     “Oh,” he said, simply. 
 
    Katie’s expression finally softened, though the pitying look she gave him hurt even more than her coldness. She glanced around, as though searching for a distraction. 
 
    “Be sure to lock the door once I leave,” said Katie. “Including the deadbolt. Ryoko and I have our own keys and I left yours on the counter in the kitchen. The code for the gate’s control panel is on the tag.” 
 
    Jack nodded, not trusting himself to talk past the painful lump in his throat. 
 
    “The island is far more dangerous than it seems,” said Katie. “Trust me when I say that, Jack. Even if things were different, we wouldn’t want to be staying here. It’s time for both of us to move on.” 
 
    She waited, but Jack couldn’t think of anything else to say to her. He watched as she left through the front door. Then, as instructed, he locked it and secured the deadbolt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    It felt strange for Jack to be alone in the mansion. It had always been bustling with activity during his childhood. Now, it was empty, and the silence was almost deafening, broken only by the occasional purr of the central air conditioning.  
 
    His grandfather, or more likely Katie, had probably let most of the staff go in anticipation of the mansion being sold. It made Jack’s heart hurt a little to come back to his childhood home with the knowledge that it might be the last time he’d ever see it. 
 
    Jack gave himself a tour, walking through the rooms on the ground floor and comparing the mansion to his memories. He was surprised by how easy it was to spot the changes, given how much trouble he’d had remembering the mansion before his return. 
 
    The activity room, in particular, had been completely overhauled. Jack remembered it as more of a playroom for children, with toys, picture books, and a thick carpet. The room was now a home gym, complete with weights, a heavy bag that looked like it had seen a good amount of use, and a treadmill. 
 
    He went upstairs next, taking his time moving from room to room. All of the guest rooms were clean, with made beds and spotless carpets, except for one. His old room was, as far as he could tell, exactly as he had left it. He picked up an old Batman action figure from the night stand and felt a rush of nostalgia. 
 
     He wouldn’t stay in the mansion for longer than a night or two. How could he? Katie was right. It was his grandfather’s home, not his, and even his old childhood room didn’t feel like it belonged to him anymore. 
 
    Jack made his way back downstairs and found the sandwich and chips that Ryoko had left for him in the kitchen. He understood why Katie had given her the night off, but still would have gladly accepted her quiet company over being on his own. 
 
    He ate slowly, appreciating the distraction of the food. When he finished, he left his plate in the sink and headed for the door. It was early evening, and he hoped that watching the sunset might help clear his head. 
 
    Jack unlatched the deadbolt and headed outside. The weather was nice, and there was a warm, sleepy breeze that made the overgrown grass sway from side to side. He walked over to one of the cherry trees and sat down underneath it. 
 
    The mansion was high enough up the slope for him to have a view out over the ocean. The sun was setting on the other side of Lesser Town, and it left a brilliant streak of red and orange across the water as it sank below the horizon. 
 
    Thirteen point four million dollars. And probably a good deal more if he went along with Katie’s plan to sell the mansion. It was more money than Jack could understand the effect of. Would he ever even have to work a normal job again? 
 
    Probably not. Somehow, the realization still wasn’t enough to lift his mood. Why hadn’t his aunt and uncle told him about the letters Katie and his grandfather had sent? They’d mentioned the Christmas and birthday cards, but only in passing, when he’d talked to them over the phone from boarding school. He’d never actually seen any of them, but the fact that his aunt and uncle had received them meant that Katie and his grandfather had been sending the letters to the right address. 
 
    More importantly, why had he been sent away from the island in the first place? Jack had never stopped to consider it before. After his parents had died, the next closest family member by blood and by relationship had been his grandfather. He’d already been an old man back then, but he’d been kind and loving, and he could have easily done the job of raising Jack with the help of maids and nannies. 
 
      Jack was still pondering the question when he caught sight of movement out of the corner of his eye. There was someone standing on the road a short distance from the mansion’s gate. A woman with a long blonde ponytail, dressed in a white sweater, purple skirt, and black leggings. 
 
    She was standing with the sun at her back, which made her look almost like she had an aura of fire around her shoulders. She was attractive, with a pale face that had pronounced, elegant cheekbones. Her breasts were large enough to give form to the otherwise baggy sweater, and the tight leggings showed off the curves of her hips and an impressive butt. 
 
    “Hi,” called out Jack. “Are you looking for someone?” 
 
    The woman had been staring at the mansion’s door through the bars of the wrought iron gate, and only slowly turned her gaze to meet Jack’s. Her eyes were pale blue, with flecks of brown in them. He’d never seen irises like that before. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said the woman, smiling a little. “To tell you the truth, I don’t really know why I’m here.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, I know that feeling all too well,” he said. 
 
    The woman didn’t reply. She slowly looked up and down, her eyes appraising him as though he was an item at an auction. Jack couldn’t decide whether it made him feel uncomfortable or flattered. 
 
    “Were you here to see my grandfather?” asked Jack. “I’m assuming you know already, but he passed on recently.” 
 
    “I know.” A hint of sadness entered the woman’s expression. “I knew Peter quite well. We had an… unorthodox friendship. I held him in high regard.” 
 
    “That’s interesting to hear,” said Jack, raising an eyebrow. The woman appeared to be around thirty, but she had an ageless look to her and could have easily been five or ten years younger or older. It seemed a little strange to think about his elderly grandfather befriending a gorgeous young blonde. 
 
    “Your grandfather was one of a kind,” said the woman. “This island will feel his loss through its bones.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though her words sent a shiver down the back of his neck. 
 
    “I’m Mira, by the way,” said the woman. “I’d shake your hand, but…” 
 
    She let her knuckles tap against one of the gate’s iron bars. 
 
    “Oh!” Jack hurried over to the gate’s electronic panel and started to tap in the code on the keys Katie had left for him. “Sorry about that. Bad manners on my part. My name’s Jack.” 
 
    He gestured for her to come into the mansion’s courtyard and shook her hand. Her fingers felt ice-cold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Jack led Mira into the mansion, feeling a slight sense of hesitation as he fumbled for a light switch he’d forgotten the location of in the foyer. She seemed friendly enough, but she was still basically a random stranger. Still, she’d known his grandfather, and he felt like he could use the company. Mira politely took her shoes off and glanced around, looking for something. 
 
    “You have the place to yourself?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jack grinned, feeling oddly proud of the fact. “For now, at least. I’m probably not going to be staying on the island for long. The mansion is more than likely going to end up being sold.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Mira. “I suspect there is more to this place than meets the eye.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but think that there was also more to her than met the eye. He watched as she took slow steps across the floor, like a cat in a new environment. 
 
    “Uh…” He felt suddenly awkward. “Do you want to sit down in the lounge, and talk some more?” 
 
    “Is that what you want, Jack?” asked Mira. There was a teasing and suggestive edge to her tone, as though she was giving him a subtle test. Jack smiled and glanced up at the chandelier overhead. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I think I saw a bottle of wine in the kitchen, if you want something to drink. Or water, of course.” 
 
    “Wine sounds wonderful,” replied Mira. 
 
    She smirked at him and followed along as he led her into the lounge. As strange as the situation was, and as strange as Mira was, it felt right. He’d spent enough time feeling lonely in the recent months and was still emotionally bruised by the way his reunion with Katie had gone. Why should he have to spend the evening alone while she was off having a date night with her fiancé? 
 
    He found the wine in the kitchen along with two glasses and returned to the lounge. Mira was sitting on one of the couches with her hands folded and legs crossed. She’d sat down directly in the middle of it, meaning the only way for Jack to join her was to sit with their bodies in direct contact. The mischievous smile on her face made him think she’d done it intentionally. 
 
    “I only arrived back on the island this afternoon,” said Jack. “I’m still getting used to being in the mansion. And I’m also a little jet lagged.” 
 
    “You don’t have to make excuses for yourself,” said Mira. “It’s quite all right.” 
 
    She took a slow sip of her wine and stared at him. Jack found it hard to rise to her intensity. She was weird, but he found himself liking her more and more by the second. 
 
    “You look so much like Peter did when he was younger,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack smiled, then frowned a little as he considered what she’d said. 
 
    “That’s an interesting compliment,” said Jack. “You’ve seen pictures of him from when he was my age?” 
 
    Mira took another sip of her wine instead of answering. 
 
    “Your grandfather had an outsized shadow,” she said. “The people of the island counted on him for more than I think they realized. I know you mentioned selling the mansion earlier, but I suspect that the mayor will attempt to court you into remaining here.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. It felt like she was talking past him, like they were having two separate conversations that just happened to be aimed in each other’s direction. 
 
    “Are you from the island?” asked Jack. “You sound like you’re familiar with the community here.” 
 
    “Familiar…” echoed Mira. “Yes. Perhaps that’s really why I needed to come back here. To see what would happen in the coming months.” 
 
    “Are you expecting something to happen?” asked Jack. 
 
    She gave him that mischievous look again, and he felt the tension in the room go up several notches. 
 
    “I am no good at talking about myself, as I’m sure you’ve noticed,” said Mira. “Tell me about yourself, Jack. What are the things that drive you in life?” 
 
    It was a general question, but it also managed to feel more personal than anything Jack had been asked in a very long time. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not really sure yet,” he said. “I know how cliché it must seem for me to drifting and aimless at my age, but that’s where I’m at right now. I’m still in the process of figuring myself out.” 
 
    “Would you like some help?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack chuckled, but she kept looking at him, staring with such intensity that he felt naked under her gaze. She ran a finger along the edge of her wine glass, and then set it down on the coffee table. Jack took a sip of his own and then placed it next to hers, trying to find meaning in her cryptic words. 
 
    “You’re kind of mysterious,” said Jack. “Has anyone ever told you that before?” 
 
    “It’s in my nature,” she said, leaning in a little closer to him. “Does it make you uncomfortable?” 
 
    Jack smiled and shook his head. Mira’s eyes were still locked onto his, and her gaze had a strange pull to it. The brown flecks he’d noticed earlier looked almost like they’d grown in size, and they didn’t seem to be brown at all any more, but closer to the color of rust. 
 
    She brought her face in closer to his slowly, tentatively, watching his reaction. Jack felt his heart pounding in his chest and was suddenly aware of how red and perfect her lips were. He brought his hand up to her cheek. It felt cold, but he didn’t care. He needed to kiss her more than he’d ever needed anything before in his life. 
 
    He pressed his lips against hers and felt Mira enthusiastically kissing back. He put an arm around her, embracing her as the moment began to heat up. The logical part of him knew that the situation was moving way too fast, but it was overruled by a desperate, forbidden urgency. She was beautiful, and he wanted what she was offering. 
 
    Jack shifted forward, leaning her back onto the couch. Mira giggled as he continued kissing her neck. He slid one of his hands under her sweater and felt the silky fabric of her bra underneath. Her breasts, as he quickly discovered, were a good deal larger than they appeared through her clothes. 
 
    “Such a beautiful outcome,” whispered Mira. “And I thought the story was over.” 
 
    She ran her hands through Jack’s hair. He was too turned on to stop and process what she was saying. He’d taken his shirt off and was fumbling to kick his jeans loose from where one leg had stubbornly bunched around his ankle. 
 
    “You don’t have to rush, Jack,” whispered Mira. “This is just the beginning.” 
 
    She pulled her leggings down, but left the rest of her clothing on. Jack slid a hand up her thigh, quickly discovering that she wasn’t wearing any panties. 
 
    He gave her a deep kiss and guided her legs open, trying to keep his anticipation balanced against his horniness. Mira was already moving underneath him, swaying her hips upward in a teasing, hinting motion. 
 
    Jack cupped her cheek, and then let his fingers move to play with her long, golden ponytail. He kissed her on the lips again, twice in quick succession. Then, he locked eyes with her, making sure she was still comfortable. Mira was biting her lower lip slightly, and gave a slow nod as he pushed forward, letting his shaft slide into her. 
 
    The hot, crushing pleasure of that first moment was almost unreal, and Mira immediately received him with sensual, active movements. Her legs wrapped tightly around his waist, and she pressed her fingernails into his shoulders hard enough to urge him on without causing pain. 
 
    She made a noise somewhere in between a moan and a whimper, planting a wet kiss on his bare shoulder. He could hear every breath she took and the way each grew more pleasured in tiny increments as Jack thrust into her harder and faster. He pulled her sweater up to expose her breasts, groping one through her bra and letting the other bounce and jiggle in response to the pace of their movements. 
 
    Mira kissed him and ran her finger up the side of his chin. Jack gave her breast a hard squeeze, feeling like the luckiest man in the entire world. Mira moaned as he tweaked her nipple. They kissed again, and then he was moving at a frantic pace, pushing into her for all he was worth. 
 
    Jack lost himself in the moment, enjoying her body and her warm, soft presence. He felt Mira’s lips against his neck, pressing teasing kisses around one spot in particular. It was insanely hot, and he was already nearing his limit. 
 
     “He wanted to protect you,” whispered Mira. “He should have taught you instead of hiding you.” 
 
    Jack could only barely hear her through the groaning of the shifting couch, but her words still sent a chill through him. He tried to slow down and found that he couldn’t. He was too turned on, too locked into the moment, and there was an element to the compulsion that went beyond his own sexual need. 
 
    “One final parting gift,” said Mira. “I told you I’d have my revenge, Peter.” 
 
    Pain and pleasure hit Jack like a slap in the face. Mira had dug her teeth into the spot she’d been kissing on his neck. Pain and pleasure, pleasure and pain. Jack’s body shivered from the intensity of it. He was still on top of her, but she now had him at her mercy. 
 
    Whatever it was that he was experiencing went above and beyond what his psyche could withstand. Mira’s teeth were still gouged into his neck, and he could feel her lips against his skin, hot and wet. It was magnitudes more intimate than the sex had been. One of her hands continued to run through his hair, caressing him and calming him as she drank his blood. 
 
    Jack loved her. What a strange thing for him to realize, he thought. He loved her more deeply than he’d known he could love anything, or anyone. His body was submerged in sensation, in orgasmic bliss, warm and safe and full of promise. The feeling was so strong that he knew instantly that he must be dreaming and that he’d be waking up any minute now.  
 
    Mira stopped biting him. Jack groaned, suddenly feeling the cold of the room and wanting the warmth back. She caressed his cheek and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. She tasted sweet and tangy. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Jack,” she whispered. “We’ll see each other again soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Jack opened his eyes. He was lying on the couch, shivering and naked. His neck was throbbing, and the back of his throat felt scratchy and dry. He groaned and sat up, fighting a spell of dizziness.  
 
    He coughed. Something felt off about his mouth, almost like he’d chipped his two upper canine teeth. No, that wasn’t right. It was more like the feeling after getting fillings put in, like his teeth didn’t quite fit the same as they had before. 
 
    It was still dark outside, meaning he couldn’t have been asleep for more than a couple of hours. Had he been asleep? He remembered Mira, the mysterious woman he’d invited inside. His hand went to his neck, and he saw red on his fingers when he brought them back into view. 
 
    “What… the fuck?” he muttered. 
 
    “Jack? Hello?” Katie’s voice came from down the hall, in the foyer. Jack hurried to pull his clothes back on, feeling his face heat up at the thought of having to explain to her why he was bleeding and naked after the bizarre turn his evening had taken. 
 
    “Why was the door left… open?” Katie trailed off as she entered the lounge and caught sight of him. Her eyes went wide, and she clamped a hand over her mouth and started shaking her head. 
 
    “I did something stupid,” muttered Jack. “There was this woman outside, and she seemed nice, so I, well…” 
 
    “Fuck!” shouted Katie. “Fuck, fuck! I am a fucking idiot!” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “No, it’s not your fault,” he said. “Are there any bandages in the bathroom?” 
 
    He stood up from the couch and took a step toward her. 
 
    “I’ll get you one!” Katie said, quickly. “You just… wait right here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” said Jack. “Can you get me something to drink, too? I feel so thirsty all of the sudden.” 
 
    Katie backed away without turning around. Jack could smell her perfume, a sweet, almost intoxicating scent. He started walking after her, his legs moving on their own. He needed to be closer to her. He needed… something. 
 
    He started to feel dizzy again once he’d made it out into the foyer, and he had to lean against the railing of the stairs for support. Katie appeared from the downstairs bathroom, slowly moving toward him with a bandage in one hand. 
 
    “The person who bit you,” said Katie. “Who was it?” 
 
    “It was a woman,” said Jack. “She said her name was Mira. Wait, how did you know someone bit me?” 
 
    Katie nodded, as though he’d confirmed an unvoiced suspicion. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “There’s blood on your hand, too. Let me see it.” 
 
    She stepped in a little closer to him. Her smell was almost too much for Jack to handle, and he could somehow feel the warmth radiating off her body. Katie had put her hair up into a bun and donned earrings at some point, and the combination seemed to emphasize the beautiful angles of the side of her neck. 
 
    “My hand…” Jack glanced at his fingers and then held his hand out toward her. “I don’t think it’s cut.” 
 
    “Be quiet,” said Katie. “Stay still while I take a look.” 
 
    She stepped into Jack’s reach and moved almost faster than his eyes could follow, seizing his wrist and clipping a bracelet onto it. No, not a bracelet. A handcuff. Katie closed the other loop around the railing of the stairs and then hopped back a few feet, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered. “I’m so fucking stupid. How did I not see this coming?” 
 
    Jack pulled against the handcuff. 
 
    “What the hell, Katie?” he said, glaring at her. “Can you at least give me the bandage? My neck still feels like it’s bleeding.” 
 
    She wasn’t listening to him. Katie had her arms crossed over her breasts, and her expression was set into a thoughtful frown. 
 
    “Quit complaining,” she said, after another few silent seconds. “Jack, look. You need to know the situation that you’re in.” 
 
    Jack rattled his handcuffs. 
 
    “An explanation would be nice,” he said. 
 
    Katie let her eyes meet his. For the first time since arriving back on Lestaron Island, Jack saw a glimmer of the girl he’d once known in her expression. She was worried, and a little scared, but the emotions were tamped down by her determination and resolve. 
 
    “The woman who bit you was a vampire,” she said, speaking slowly and enunciating clearly. “They exist. They’re real. And now you’re one of them.” 
 
    Jack stared at her for a couple of seconds, and then let out a single chuckle. 
 
    “You have a strange sense of humor,” he said. “So, what? Was she a friend of yours? Did you two think it would be funny to try to scare me or something?” 
 
    “She gave you what’s called the Embrace,” said Katie. “It’s the kind of bite that spreads the vampiric curse. I’m not sure what her motive was, but this is what’s happened.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head. He watched Katie closely, expecting her to smile, or do something to give away her prank. She looked visibly disturbed, and she ran a hand across her forehead as she let out a stressed-out sigh. 
 
    “I don’t have time to waste convincing you,” she said. “There is a lot you haven’t been told, Jack. Your grandfather was a power player in the realm of the supernatural, and he made a lot of enemies.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” said Jack. “Come on. Enough with the joke. The woman wasn’t a vampire. She was a friend of my grandfather.” 
 
    “Believe what you want,” said Katie. “Peter was Mira’s archnemesis. This isn’t the first time she has attacked the mansion. But it is the first time that she’s gotten the better of us.” 
 
    Katie swore again under her breath, and then shook her head. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” said Jack. “You think she embraced me, or whatever, to turn me into a vampire, and that’s why you handcuffed me? Katie, do you really expect me to buy this shit?” 
 
    Katie seemed to come to a decision. She hurried past Jack, heading downstairs into the mansion’s basement. He got a whiff of her scent as she went by and shivered at the thrill it sent through him. 
 
    “Katie?” he shouted. “Where are you going? Hey!” 
 
    He pulled against the handcuffs again, trying to slip his hand loose. They were tight against his wrist, though, and all he managed to do was chafe his skin and leave parallel red lines where the metal dug in. His skin looked paler than he remembered, and he felt a prickle on the hairs on the back of his neck. 
 
    “No way…” he muttered. “This can’t be possible.” 
 
    Katie reappeared in the foyer after a few minutes, and it almost felt like a remix of when Jack had first returned to the mansion. She’d taken off her earrings but left her hair up, and she’d changed into a new outfit.  
 
    Katie was now wearing a skintight black leather catsuit with a metal zipper running between her breasts and up to her neckline. It clung to her body like a glove and proved to Jack that her figure wasn’t quite as devoid of curves as he’d originally thought. 
 
    “She might still be around,” said Katie. “If I can find her and kill her, then all of this will be no more than a bad dream come tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Katie, come on,” he said. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come back, Jack,” she said. “For so many goddamn reasons.” 
 
    “Katie! Enough playing around!” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” she said. “I’m not playing.” 
 
    It was only then that Jack noticed the black metal crossbow strung across her back and the pouch of silver bolts hanging from the bag at her side. She walked past him, and again, Jack felt like she was taunting him with her fantastic smell. 
 
    “Let me come with you,” he said. “You can explain more while we look for her. And if you’re really telling the truth, I’ll go along with whatever it is you’re planning.” 
 
    He was finding it harder to convince himself that Katie was playing a prank on him. His tongue probed at his teeth again. At his fangs. No, this wasn’t a prank, he realized. It could be a dream, but Katie was serious about the situation. 
 
    “Not a chance,” said Katie. “Try to relax, if you can. Hopefully, this will all be over soon.” 
 
    She hurried toward the mansion’s door, slipping out and closing it behind her. Jack heard the locks being engaged from outside, and then the mansion was silent again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Jack had no intention of staying behind. He started pulling at his wrist again as soon as the door had shut. There was no way he was going to get his wrist loose, but the other circle of the handcuffs was tightened around the stairway railing. If he could somehow pull it free… 
 
    The railing was made of thick polished wood. He’d have as much luck trying to punch through a car door with his fist. Jack grimaced, feeling suddenly claustrophobic at the idea of being trapped where he was. He gave the handcuffs a hard pull. 
 
    The wood groaned slightly, but nothing else happened. He dropped into a crouch and took a deep breath. The dizziness he’d felt earlier was still there, on the edge of his awareness, but another sensation took priority over it. He really wanted to go outside, into the night, and find Katie. 
 
    He slammed his body forward, tossing all his strength and then some into a desperate attempt to break the railing. And to his surprise, it did break. Jack tumbled forward as his momentum threw him off balance. He fell into a roll that was more graceful than any similar fall he’d taken before and rose to his feet. 
 
    He looked back at the railing, only then fully appreciating what he’d done. The wood was nearly as thick as a baseball bat, and he’d snapped it like a dead tree branch. Katie was telling the truth. And all of the evidence pointed to that same truth. 
 
    “She turned me into a vampire,” he muttered. “That bitch.” 
 
    Even as he spoke the words, he felt the emotions that Mira had stirred within him returning. The sex had been incredible, and even the sensation of her teeth piercing into his skin had been sensual and intimate. Katie had implied that if she could find Mira, she could somehow return him to normal. Jack wanted to find her, too, but as much just to see her again as to find a solution to whatever transformation he’d just gone through. 
 
    He hurried out the mansion’s front entrance and into the night. It was late, after midnight, but the darkness seemed to welcome him. A crow let out a loud caw from overhead, and Jack glanced up in time to see the silhouette of a surprisingly large bird taking flight from the mansion’s roof. He could see the headlights of a car in the distance, heading away from the mansion, and knew that it had to be Katie in pursuit of Mira. 
 
    The moon was out, and the sky was studded with stars, but Jack’s night vision felt improved to the point where he suspected he would have been able to see outlines even in pitch darkness. He broke into a sprint, his muscles working faster and more efficiently than he’d ever experienced before. 
 
    He ran straight down the slope, gaining ground on Katie’s car as it meandered down the winding path. It almost looked as though Katie was heading back into Lesser Town, but she took a turn on the outskirts, heading somewhere else. By the time she finally came to a stop, Jack was only a few hundred feet behind her. 
 
    They were outside of a dilapidated warehouse next to an old lumber mill. Katie climbed out of the car, turning on a flashlight and scanning the nearby area. Jack stepped forward just as the beam moved across him, holding his hands up in an attempt to put her at ease. 
 
    “I told you to stay put!” she hissed. 
 
    “And I told you to take the handcuffs off me,” replied Jack. “We’ll have to replace the railing now before we start showing the mansion to any interested buyers.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Katie. 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Jack. “Besides, if Mira really is a vampire, you can’t expect me to let you face her alone.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I expect!” snapped Katie. “I have no idea how you’ll react around your broodmother. It’s best if you just stay the fuck away.” 
 
    “My broodmother?” Jack raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
    “She’s the vampire that gave you the Embrace,” said Katie. “She used a sacrifice of her own blood essence to do it. She’s your broodmother, by definition.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, unsure of how he felt about that. He focused on the warehouse ahead. There weren’t any lights showing through the windows. It looked abandoned and on the verge of collapsing of its own volition. 
 
    “How do you know this is the right place?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t.” Katie loaded a silver bolt into her crossbow, grimacing as she pulled it back into position. “But it is where Peter and I fought the last vampire who arrived in town. They tend to be a little predictable about where they set up shop.” 
 
    “My grandfather let you go with him to fight a vampire?” 
 
    “Of course he did,” said Katie. “I was his apprentice.” 
 
    She said it so confidently, even though the words felt like a slap in the face to him. He’d been sent away from the island, shipped off to relatives that barely knew him and could only pretend to care. While Katie stayed behind, learning and being entrusted with Jack’s grandfather’s deepest secrets.  
 
    It made no sense him in the slightest. Had it been to keep him safe? To protect him, the best way his grandfather knew how, in the wake of his parent’s deaths? If so, it had only worked for so long.  And finding out just how much he’d missed out on only added insult to injury. 
 
    “Come on,” said Katie. “We don’t have time to waste. If she’s in there, try to distract her so I can get a clean shot off. Killing your broodmother is the only chance we have at returning you to normal.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” said Jack. “Just don’t shoot me by mistake.” 
 
    He’d meant it as a joke, but Katie’s silence left him wondering. She started forward, holding the crossbow with just one arm, while keeping the flashlight propped in the direction she was aiming with the other. 
 
    The warehouse’s front door was missing a handle, and it swung open easily to allow them entry. The building had the damp, moldy scent common to locations prone to flooding. Katie swept her flashlight back and forth across the space, illuminating broken chairs, tables, and a shocking amount of discarded beer bottles. There was someone inside, but it wasn’t Mira. 
 
    A man stood near the center of the floor, facing away from them. He wore a ragged wool coat and only had a few tufts of hair left on his balding head. Katie seemed to relax a little as she settled her flashlight on him. 
 
    “Bert?” she called out. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Bert?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He’s one of the island’s homeless population,” said Katie. “Harmless enough, though he can get a little cranky when he’s been drinking.” 
 
    Bert didn’t reply or react in any meaningful way. Katie lowered her crossbow and walked over to him, setting one of her hands on his shoulder to turn him around. Jack saw the man flinch at the contact, and instantly knew that something was wrong. 
 
    Bert made a wet, gagging noise and swung his arm at Katie as he spun to face her. He caught her in the ribs and sent her flying through the air. She landed on one of the old tables, bisecting the rotting wood into two rough halves. 
 
    “Katie!” Jack started forward in her direction, but Bert rushed at him in a flash of movement. He was still gurgling and reached out to seize Jack by the neck. 
 
    Jack managed to get his hands up in time to turn it into more of a shoulder hold, but Bert was far stronger than he was, even as a vampire. He was close enough now to see the man’s face, if Bert could still be called that. Bert’s eyes were jet black and grotesquely swollen in their sockets. His jaw looked like it had been dislocated without ever being clicked back into place, extending downward far enough to triple the size of his bite. 
 
    And that’s exactly what Bert tried to do. Jack struggled to hold the monster back as he pushed forward, attempting to clamp his jaw down on any warm flesh in range. Jack slammed his knee upward into Bert’s ribs. It felt like picking a fight with a concrete wall, and his knee throbbed with pain at the impact.  
 
    The flashlight suddenly illuminated them again, and a second later, Bert tensed up and released his grip. Katie had taken her shot, and the tip of one of her silver crossbow bolts was protruding slightly from Bert’s shoulder. He roared in pain and swung one of his arms at Jack’s head. 
 
    Jack got his guard up in time to block it, but the monster still managed to put enough strength into the attack to knock him off his feet. He fell into a pile of beer bottles, which, blessedly, didn’t shatter from the force of his landing. 
 
    Katie unloaded another bolt into Bert, but he barely even seemed to notice. He let out another gurgling roar and surged toward her. Jack was still pulling himself to his feet and could only watch in horror as the monster closed on Katie, swinging an uncoordinated fist at her face. 
 
    She ducked under it with a perfect timing and followed the movement up by slipping one of her legs behind Bert. Grabbing one of his shoulders, she twisted, flinging him into a neatly executed trip. Bert hit the ground hard, and Katie lifted her crossbow, firing a bolt into his chest at point blank range. 
 
    It still wasn’t enough. The monster scrambled back to his feet and slammed his hands into Katie’s chest. She let out a surprised gasp as she flew backward, smashing into an old bookshelf, which fell along with her, pinning her to the floor. 
 
    “No!” Jack charged, desperate to distract the monster before it could finish her off. He leapt onto Bert’s back, carefully positioning himself to avoid the bolts stuck into the monster like pins through a cushion. Bert roared and spun, and both of them hit the ground together. 
 
    Jack tried to wrestle the monster for an advantage, but he just wasn’t strong enough. Bert twisted him to the ground and pulled his hand back for a strike. Jack managed to dodge it, but the monster had him trapped. It was only a matter of time before the fight was over, and it wasn’t looking like it would end well for him.  
 
    Katie’s flashlight had fallen to the floor, and it illuminated the section of the warehouse directly to Jack’s right. One of the discarded silver crossbow bolts was almost within his reach. He tried to stretch his arm out to grab it. Bert had him held where he was, and the bolt was a foot or two beyond his grasp. 
 
    It felt like he was watching events unfold in slow motion as Bert pulled his jaw completely open, preparing to take a bite out of his pinned opponent. A bite out of him. Jack grimaced and frantically scratched his fingers against the floor. He stretched his arm out as far as it would go, and felt an odd, tingling flutter. He could reach it. Not with his hand, but with… what was it that he could feel there? 
 
    A tendril of dark crimson energy extended outward from Jack’s palm. It pinched like the arm of an octopus and had a consistency somewhere in between shadow and smoke. It was the color of blood soaking into concrete, and gave off a similarly cold, ominous presence. It shot toward the silver bolt, wrapped around it, and drew it back into Jack’s hand just as Bert slammed his mouth downward. 
 
    Jack brought the silver bolt into position, but it was Bert who did most of the work. The bolt pierced through the monster’s eye, and the momentum of Bert’s biting attack drove it deep into his brain. A splatter of disgusting fluid oozed out onto Jack’s shirt, but Bert went completely limp, and he was able to roll himself free. 
 
    He a felt a sudden intoxicating rush of emotions. His heart pounded in his chest with the same exuberant cadence of a sprinter’s feet. His fingers tingled, and he was acutely aware of each deep, vital breath. He’d won. He was still alive. And it felt better than good.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Katie was still struggling under the bookshelf. Jack hurried over to her and lifted it up with one hand, still feeling an afterglow of the rush the fight had given him. Katie shook her arms and legs out as she stood up, making sure nothing was broken. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” she said. She winced and rolled out one of her shoulders as she walked over to Bert, flipping him onto his back with her foot. “He wasn’t a bad man. I’m going to make that stupid bitch pay for doing this to him.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind explaining, what exactly did she do to him?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie pulled one of the crossbow bolts out of Bert’s shoulder and wiped the blood off it on a rag from her pouch. 
 
    “She turned him into a ghoul,” she said. “Vampires can use their own blood to make other vampires if they use it on someone alive, like your broodmother did to you. Or, they can use it on a corpse to make a ghoul, which is what happened to poor Bert.” 
 
    “Bringing a corpse back to life?” asked Jack. “Sort of like a zombie?” 
 
    “Sort of,” said Katie. “Ghouls work differently. Zombies are weaker, and they originated from a singular magical curse. Ghouls don’t spread their curse through biting others.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though discovering that zombies were also real and something he might need to be concerned about made the hair on the back of his neck stand up straight. One of Katie’s bolts had fallen near his foot. He started to lean over to pick it up, and then had a thought. 
 
    He tried focusing the same power he’d used before when Bert had been on top of him. It felt strange, almost like flexing a hidden muscle, or trying to wiggle his ears. He could sense a store of warm energy inside of him as it welled up and then extended outward, forming into the dark tendril and encircling the silver bolt. 
 
    “Spectral Hand,” said Katie. “That’s blood magic. I guess I wasn’t seeing things.” 
 
    “Spectral Hand?” asked Jack. He pulled the bolt back, closing his fingers around it and cutting off the strange power. 
 
    “It’s a basic blood magic spell,” said Katie. “A way of focusing blood essence into a magical tendril. You can pick things up or move them. Other spectral spells work in a similar manner, letting you attack opponents if you focus the magic into a spike or blade, or shield yourself, even.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty useful,” said Jack. 
 
    “It would be, if it didn’t require you to drink blood constantly to use it,” said Katie. “Don’t do it again. Though I am glad that you managed it once. It proves that Mira is an Aquinian vampire, like your grandfather and I suspected.” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack furrowed his brow as he passed her the crossbow bolt he’d picked up. 
 
    “It’s a basic classification,” said Katie. “Most ‘normal’ vampires are descended from the line of Emperor Valerian of the Roman Empire. Hence, we call them Valerian vampires. Aquinian vampires are descended from Thomas Aquinas, who was originally a Valerian vampire who made the discovery that he could steal the Potential by draining mages. All of the vampires he turned, and all of the ones they turned, and so on, and so forth, have inherited a seed for the Potential.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Jack. “You managed to confuse me more with your explanation than I was already.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him. 
 
    “The Potential is the term given to the ability to direct magical essence into spells,” she said. “Every living human has a reservoir of magic, but the vast majority don’t have the means to do anything with it. A tiny fraction of people are born with the Potential, and those that figure out how to use it go on to be the mages, wizards, and sorcerers of the world.” 
 
    “That’s unbelievable,” said Jack. “I mean… that’s literally unbelievable. How is it that more people aren’t talking about this? If magic is real, shouldn’t it be more widespread and open?” 
 
    “Blame society and historical precedent,” said Katie. “People with magical talent have been common targets of violence and persecution for thousands of years. Magic just isn’t something that normally happens in the open. And when it does…” 
 
    “And when it does?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Let’s just say that there are people out there with an interest in maintaining the fucking status quo,” said Katie, with a touch of bitterness in her voice. “There are spells that can affect people’s memories of events. Or edit photographs and videos, not that it’s really necessary in this day and age.” 
 
    Jack took a breath and exhaled slowly. It was hard to believe, and a rather large part of him was still expecting to wake up at any second. He looked down at the palm of his paler than usual hand and flexed his fingers. 
 
    “All right,” said Jack. “So when Mira bit me, she somehow gave me the Potential, or whatever?” 
 
    “She turned you into a fucking blood mage,” said Katie. “As though it wasn’t enough to turn you into a regular vampire, she had to go and turn you into one of the most dangerous varieties.” 
 
    Katie grimaced and shook her head. She found her flashlight and scanned the warehouse one last time for missing crossbow bolts, and then gestured to the door. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “We should head back to the mansion. I don’t think we’re going to find her tonight.” 
 
    “We’re just going to leave Bert’s body here?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He’s a ghoul,” said Katie. “His remains will disintegrate faster than an ordinary human’s. But it doesn’t matter even if someone does find him.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m on good terms with the Order of Chaldea,” said Katie. “I could always call in a Dream Weaver to edit memories if it was really necessary.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you just said,” said Jack.  
 
    “It doesn’t warrant explaining right now,” said Katie. “And even if it did, I’m not sure yet whether it would even be a safe move to trust you with that information. Anyway, Bert’s body, and whatever happens to it from here isn’t something we need to worry about. Most likely.” 
 
    "What about the police?” asked Jack. 
 
    “The sheriff, you mean,” said Katie. “Not a problem. Trust me.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    Katie stared at him. “My fiancé is the sheriff’s deputy. I would hear about it first if they started an investigation.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jack winced, feeling a stab of an unpleasant, unidentifiable emotion at the mention of her fiancé. “Right.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. He felt a little overwhelmed, and part of him still expected to wake up at any second. Katie walked by him, and Jack followed her after taking a moment to compose himself. 
 
    He climbed into the passenger seat of Katie’s car, and she turned around in the warehouse parking lot and pulled onto the road. Neither of them said anything on the drive back to the mansion. The tension was on the verge of being unbearable. Katie parked the car in the garage, and they both got out. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Katie. 
 
    “You swear a lot more than I remember,” said Jack. 
 
    “I was ten the last time you saw me, dumbass,” said Katie. “And this situation certainly warrants it.” 
 
    She reached into the backseat of the car, pulled out the crossbow, and aimed it at Jack’s face. 
 
    “Whoa!” he said. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Jack,” said Katie. “You’re a vampire. And I know that it’s probably hard for you to understand what that means, given how abruptly you were thrown into the supernatural deep end, but I need you to understand how dangerous you are. To me, and to the world.” 
 
    “I’m not the one pointing crossbows at people,” said Jack. 
 
    “That’s not… I mean...” Katie swore under her breath, and then out loud. “Fuck! Damn it, Peter. Why did it have to be him, of all people?” 
 
    Jack got the sense that anything he said would only make the situation worse, so he opted to say nothing. Katie kept the crossbow leveled at him, one finger twitching against the trigger. 
 
    “The worst part of all of this is I have no idea what he would do,” said Katie. 
 
    “My grandfather, I’m assuming?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. “He had a code that he lived by. He might have held to it and killed you, even though you’re his beloved grandson. Or…” 
 
    “I like that ‛or,’” said Jack. “I think we should go down whatever path the ‘or’ leads to.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Katie. “Come on. Get inside. No sudden movements.” 
 
    “You’re acting like I’m going to attack you at any second,” said Jack. 
 
    “You used your blood magic,” said Katie. “And it’s been a few hours since you’ve been turned. You literally could attack me at any second. You’re going to start feeling your thirst soon, and it isn’t going to be fun for you.” 
 
    Her words were almost like a trigger. Jack noticed that scratchy feeling in his throat again, and his awareness of Katie’s wonderful smell returned with a vengeance. He felt a shiver run through him as he made his way over to the garage door and reached for his key to open it. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Katie. 
 
    “I’m just taking out my key,” he said. 
 
    “Do it slowly,” said Katie. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, you’re like the twitchy new guy in a police movie,” said Jack. He slowly pulled out his key and opened the door. 
 
    A headache hit him as he entered the mansion’s foyer, and it was intense enough to make him stagger mid-step. Katie slowly walked around so that she was in front of him again. Her face was scrunched up in annoyance, which made her freckles even more prominent. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Jack asked. “Katie… I get it. I mean, I understand either way. But if you do have to kill me, just get it over with.” 
 
    The words felt true as he spoke them, and they made Jack aware of how little he had to miss in the event of his own death. His aunt and uncle’s lives would go on without much interruption. His grandfather was already dead. He didn’t have a girlfriend, or even many close platonic friends. If he had to choose between dying and being a monster, being something like Bert, but more intelligent and sinister, it was no choice at all. 
 
    “Fuck!” shouted Katie. “God dammit! Fine. Peter, if you’re somehow watching this from beyond the grave, you’d better understand why I’m doing this. You fucking owe me, Peter.” 
 
    Jack opted not to point out how uncomfortable she was making him as he listened to her talk to his dead grandfather while still pointing a crossbow at his chest. 
 
    “I’m assuming you have a plan that doesn’t involve killing me?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. “Start walking. We’re heading down to the cellar. You remember where that is, right?” 
 
    “I remember you being just as bossy back when we used to play down there as kids,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie was behind him, but he could still identify the sound of her finger tapping against the crossbow’s trigger. 
 
    “I said start walking,” she hissed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Jack slowly made his way down the stairs and into the cellar. It hadn’t changed much since his childhood. A wine rack ran across one wall, holding at least a hundred bottles, some of which he was pretty sure hadn’t been touched in over a decade. A few rolled-up carpets were leaned against one wall, and the shelves across the back held a variety of old, nearly discarded bits of junk. 
 
    Katie ignored all of it, heading instead for the far wall. Jack noticed the absence of dust on the bricks as she pressed her hand onto one midway up the wall. It receded slightly along with the five other bricks nearest to them, and then slid to the side. 
 
    Behind them was a digital lock panel with a tiny display. Katie pressed a series of numbers, and the entire wall slid sideways, stone grinding against stone as a hidden entranceway appeared. Jack almost couldn’t believe it, even though it was much less of a surprise than most of the rest of the night had been. 
 
    “My grandfather always used to say he was organizing his wine collection down here,” said Jack. “Wow. I never would have guessed.” 
 
    “Stay here,” said Katie. “This won’t take long. If your bloodthirst gets to be too much for you to handle, let me know immediately.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He could still feel his bloodthirst, and its intensity came in waves. It reminded him of being at the beach without anything to drink other than the impossibly salty ocean water. Except the thirst was compounded by intense headaches, muscle twitches, and the occasional bout of vertigo. 
 
    He walked up to the edge of the hidden doorway Katie had disappeared through and glanced into the room on the other side. It was a magical laboratory, with an alchemy set on a central table, bookshelves lining the walls, and a desk in one corner. The alchemy set had Bunsen burners, pipettes, and graduated cylinders sitting side by side with cauldrons, a mortar and pestle, and several alembics.  
 
    Jack took another step forward. He looked over his shoulder and saw that the walls on either side of the doorway were adorned with weapon racks. Several longswords hung next to another crossbow, a few wands the length of his forearm, a shotgun, and several pistols. 
 
    “Why did you choose the crossbow over firearms?” asked Jack. “It seems a little impractical.” 
 
    Katie was digging through a cupboard, pulling out small bottles and reading their labels. 
 
    “Most monsters shrug off gunfire,” said Katie. “Especially vampires. The bullets just aren’t large enough to get the job done, unless you use an automatic weapon and really go overboard.” 
 
    “What if you use silver bullets?” asked Jack. “Vampires are weak against silver, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They are, but the effectiveness is exaggerated in fiction,” said Katie. “Silver slows down the natural healing metabolism of vampires, but it doesn’t kill them instantly.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “What about the other weaknesses? Garlic? Holy water?” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “Those are just myths. Same with you needing to be invited inside. Sunlight, however, will weaken you. Less so given that you’re an Aquinian vampire, but you won’t be able to use your magic or vampiric strength on sunny days. Or do any healing.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” he said. 
 
    Katie started up one of the burners and positioned a small cauldron over it. She started pouring various ingredients from the bottles into the mix and stirring with a long, metal spoon. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Trying to buy myself another day to figure this out,” said Katie. “You won’t be able to hold onto your sanity if you don’t feed soon. And I can’t risk you enthralling innocents, or possibly even draining them.” 
 
    “All right,” said Jack. “So, what? You’re making me a blood potion?” 
 
    “If it were that fucking simple, vampires would just start a blood bank program instead of being an existential threat to humanity,” said Katie. “No. Vampires drink blood, but they do it for the blood essence contained within it, not for nutrition. Blood essence fades back into the Other Realms as soon as the blood leaves a person’s body. You will have to drink directly from a neck. From… my neck.” 
 
    “You want me to bite you?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Of course I fucking don’t!” snapped Katie. “But we don’t exactly have many options. I’m making an anti-enthrallment potion. They’re not perfect, but they should let me resist most of the effects of your bite.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “Uh… What is enthrallment, exactly? 
 
    “It’s basically magical enslavement,” said Katie. “If you bite someone enough, they’ll start to respond to your commands and have an emotional reaction to your presence. It’s a huge part of what makes vampires so dangerous.” 
 
    She took a small pinch of yellow powder from out of a tiny leather bag and tossed it into the cauldron. A plume of pink sparks shot into the air as the dust landed. Jack sniffed, recognizing the scent of nutmeg along with something sweet. 
 
    He could sense the physical toll of his bloodthirst again, but it was different this time. His head was throbbing from a point that originated directly behind his eyes, making his vision pulse red each time, almost like he was looking at the sun. 
 
    The pull of his bloodthirst was starting to feel heady and uncontrollable, and it scared him a little. He was thirsty, but there was a certainty that came with it. Or rather, an inevitable internal tidal wave of raw need. He would have a drink eventually, and the fact that he had Katie working on a solution was the only thing that kept him from feeling like a danger to the world. 
 
    “Oh, jeez,” he muttered. “It’s starting to get to me a little. How much longer does the potion have?” 
 
    “It’ll be done when it’s done,” she said. “You’re going to have to learn how to control yourself. There are some actions you can take if you start to feel the bloodthirst in a bad setting. Locking yourself in a room. Handcuffing yourself to something. Speaking of which…” 
 
    Katie approached Jack, reaching into the pocket of her pouch and pulling out the key to the handcuffs he still had on one wrist. Jack shuddered as she came close enough for him to smell her instead of the potion. Her scent was sweet with a slightly bitter, citrus edge. Like fresh squeezed lemonade, but with more subtlety. 
 
    “Back up toward the wall,” said Katie. “Jack? Are you still in control?” 
 
    “Yeah…” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    He did as instructed. Katie had him put his hand up against one of the heavy metal weapon racks and closed the empty loop of his handcuffs onto them. It only took a glance to see that with the weapon racks secured directly into the stone and concrete of the basement, there was basically no chance of him getting loose. 
 
    “This isn’t how I wanted our reunion to go,” said Jack. He felt a little ashamed of himself, mostly for being naïve enough to get into the situation to begin with. 
 
    “This is reality,” said Katie. She turned the burner off and dipped a small cup into her steaming cauldron. She gave it a couple of seconds to cool off, tested it with one finger, and then downed the potion in a single gulp. She winced as she swallowed. 
 
    “How’s the taste?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It kind of reminds me of Christmas dinner, except sickly-sweet,” said Katie. “But it should do the job.” 
 
    She put the cup down and came a little closer to him. Jack shivered with anticipation and felt a little disgusted at how excited he was at the idea of biting her. 
 
    “We need to set down some ground rules,” said Katie. “This… isn’t something that Peter would have approved of. At all. It’s only happening this one time, Jack. With any luck, I’ll be able to find your broodmother by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “And if you don’t?” He hated feeling like he needed to ask the question. 
 
    “I don’t want to think about that yet,” said Katie, in a quiet voice. It was a voice that let Jack know that she still hadn’t discarded the possibility of putting her childhood-friend-turned-vampire down if there was no other safe option. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be careful,” continued Katie. “Vampires tend to have a… strong reaction to drinking blood. It’s why I handcuffed you again, but even still, you’ll need to stop yourself from going too far. You can’t let yourself drink too much of my blood, or, well, take advantage of me in other ways.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. “Do you think I’m going to hurt you, or something?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Katie frowned, and a slight flush of color came to her cheeks. “Look, I’ll spell this out for you, because you don’t seem to be getting it. There’s usually an… erotic element to feeding. It’s why most vampires prefer to drink blood from people they’re attracted to, Jack.” 
 
    “An erotic element?” asked Jack. “Are you saying that you think me biting you is going to put the two of us in the mood to…?” 
 
    He trailed off, feeling a prickle of embarrassment that only grew more pronounced as he noticed Katie’s similarly flustered reaction. 
 
    “It happens sometimes,” she said, in a quiet voice. “More often than not, when vampires feed in the wild.” 
 
    “I’m not a creep, Katie,” he said. “And besides, it takes two to tango. Just pull away from me if I get out of control. I am the one handcuffed, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I will,” said Katie. “But the anti-enthrallment potion will only protect me from the lasting effects of your bite. I’ll still be vulnerable to the contact effects. I might get dizzy or confused for a minute.” 
 
    “Can we just get on with this already?” Jack was starting to twitch from his thirst, and his entire body felt hot and cold at the same time. “It’ll be fine. I’m not as out of control as you seem to think I am.” 
 
    “Seriously,” said Katie. “I need you to promise me that you’ll try to keep your mind off anything that might excite you in that kind of way. To keep this from being any weirder than it already is.” 
 
    Jack stared at her. She’d unzipped the top of her skintight catsuit slightly while working with the cauldron, revealing a not insubstantial amount of pinched cleavage. She set her hands on her hips and leaned at a slight angle, a movement that pushed her butt out to one side and made the tight leather fabric look almost like it had been painted on. He tried to glance away and only ended up looking at her chest again, where her breasts seemed to be waging a war of attrition against the suit’s zipper, threatening to bounce loose each time Katie shifted position. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” said Katie. “Well, the potion should have taken effect by now. Let’s get this over with, I guess.” 
 
    Katie’s nervousness only seemed to ratchet the tension in the room up even further. She approached him slowly, trying to decide whether to keep her focus on his hands, his eyes, or his mouth. Jack ran his tongue over his fangs in anticipation. They felt like they were getting sharper as the moment of truth approached. 
 
    Katie stopped as she came within a foot of him. Her hair was still up in a bun, but she pulled a few loose strands aside as she bared her neck to him. It almost seemed like she was presenting herself to be taken, and in a sense, she was. 
 
    Jack leaned forward, letting his free hand settle on her neck. Was this the first time he’d touched her since returning to the island? He wasn’t sure. Katie shivered and exhaled as his fingertips made contact. He slid his hand down to her shoulder and pulled her in a little closer, gently holding her in place. 
 
    At that moment, he felt a strong urge to kiss her neck, rather than bite it. He resisted, remembering what she’d said before about doing anything weird, and opened his mouth wide instead, pressing his fangs against her skin. 
 
    It was bliss. It was the same primal, intimate rush that came from good sex, along with so much more. Katie gasped, tensing up and pressing forward against him. Her blood was sweet, smooth, and a little tangy, almost like fresh squeezed lemonade. It sated Jack’s bloodthirst in a way that went deep to the core of his very being. It was so thoroughly satisfying to him that he found it a little scary. 
 
    Katie’s body felt soft and vulnerable. Jack let his hand move to encircle her waist as he continued to drink. It was a dominant, possessive gesture, and she responded to it by shuddering and lifting one of her legs to curl around the back of his. 
 
    He stopped drinking as soon as he felt the thirst fade, sooner than he really wanted to. He pulled back, licking the last of the blood from his lips, and glanced at Katie. Her eyes were half closed. One of her hands slid through Jack’s hair, and she leaned into him, planting a quick series of kisses across his cheek, and then onto his lips. 
 
    Jack kissed her back. His arm was still around her, and he was feeling the effects of a literal blood rush, a powerful, intoxicating sensation. He kissed with more passion than he knew that he had in him. His free hand shifted off her waist, instead finding its way into the open zipper of Katie’s catsuit. She was wearing a bra underneath, but she shuddered all the same as Jack’s hand began to explore. 
 
    Katie lifted one of her legs and ebbed closer in to him. She was taking shaky, quick breaths, and biting her lower lip. Jack was completely lost in the moment, and as he pressed his lips against hers a second time, he let his hand slide lower, dragging two fingers over the fabric of her panties. 
 
    Katie drew her breath in sharply, arching her back and pressing her crotch forward. Jack kept his hand where it was, feeling her entire body respond to each and every movement. He let his thumb hook into the waistband of her panties, and Katie let out a pleasured, whimpering sigh. 
 
    Her hand was touching him, too. She groped at his obvious arousal through his pants. Jack shifted to the side slightly and felt Katie undoing the zipper of his jeans and then reaching into his boxers. He gasped as she found something to grip onto and then responded in kind, pulling Katie’s panties back and pushing his hand into them. She was wet, and she shuddered with anticipation as he began to touch her. 
 
    “…No,” she whispered. “Stop… stop!” 
 
    Jack immediately pulled back, only then realizing how far they’d let things go. He slapped his free hand up against the stone wall as though he’d just touched a hot stove. 
 
    “I stopped,” he whispered. “Katie?” 
 
    Despite her protest, Katie was still pressed against him, kissing his neck and slowly undulating against his crotch. She made a whimpering noise, and then pulled back all at once. Wrapping her arms over her breasts, she leaned forward slightly and shook her head, as though she was naked and trying to conceal herself. 
 
    “Okay…” she said, taking slow breaths. “Okay. It’s done.” 
 
    A few tense moments passed in complete silence. Jack shifted uncomfortably against the wall. He tried to adjust his jeans a little, not wanting Katie to see how turned on the act of feeding on her had left him. 
 
    “Can you take the handcuffs off me now?” he asked. 
 
    Katie cleared her throat. She only then seemed to notice how far her catsuit had come unzipped. She quickly fixed it and brushed her hands across the front. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “The handcuffs.” 
 
    She unlocked them from the side, trying to put as much distance between herself and Jack as she could. It made him feel even more ashamed about what had just occurred. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize it was going to be so hard to stop myself.” 
 
    “I warned you,” said Katie. “Let’s not make it into a big deal. We’ll just have to be more careful next time.” 
 
    “Next time?” asked Jack. “Isn’t that a little pessimistic? There’s still a chance we could find Mira and put a stop to this before it’s an issue.” 
 
    “Right,” said Katie. “That’s what I meant.” 
 
    She rubbed her hand against the spot on her neck where Jack had bitten her and shivered. His fangs had barely left a mark, and Jack vaguely remembered licking up the last of the blood on her skin with his tongue. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine, Jack,” said Katie. “The potion did its job. Let’s just go upstairs and pretend like that never happened.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though he suspected that her second suggestion would be totally impossible. He could still taste her blood, the sweet, delicious purity of it. It made him appreciate her as a person so much more, though he felt a little shallow admitting it to himself. 
 
    Katie closed the hidden door to the workshop as they left. They headed up to the lounge. Jack took a seat on one of the couches, while Katie paced in front of the unlit fireplace, frowning slightly. 
 
    “Are you afraid of me, Katie?” asked Jack. 
 
    He couldn’t stop the question from coming out, once he’d realized it might be the case. Katie stopped pacing and looked at him, and he knew what the answer was from the determination and resolve he saw in her expression. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I think you’d be surprised at what it takes to scare me, these days. And quit calling me Katie. It’s Katherine, or Kate, if you have to shorten it.” 
 
    She was so serious that Jack couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “The Katie I remember used to run away screaming from monsters,” he said. “Remember that one Halloween when I had the ‘Swamp Thing’ costume?” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes at him, but he could tell she was holding back a smile. 
 
    “And the Jack I remember used to cry himself senseless at the sight of blood,” she replied. “Every time you skinned your knee, you acted like you were about to die.” 
 
    He grinned at her. It was true, though the pain had also been a part of it for him at that age. 
 
    “I was looking forward to coming back to the island,” said Jack. “Mostly because of you. We fell out of touch, but you were always in my thoughts. I just wanted to get to know you again.” 
 
    Why hadn’t he ever tried to reach out to her? It was a question that didn’t have a simple answer. Jack searched his memory, but the time period directly after his parent’s death was so murky for him. And why was that? Again, he found himself faced with another complicated question, one that made him feel uncomfortable and unsure of his own choices and past. 
 
    Katie didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. She met Jack’s gaze, and for an instant, he saw the girl from way back then looking at him, instead of Katherine White. Her cute face, her freckles, her beautiful brown hair, it was all still there. Part of him wanted to bring up the silly, childhood promise of marriage they’d made to each other. The rest of him didn’t want to make things any weirder than they already were. 
 
    A vibrating buzz interrupted them. Katie flinched and reached down to the pouch on the side of her catsuit. She pulled out her phone, smiled when she saw the screen, and then glanced back at Jack. 
 
    “It’s Bruce,” she said. “My fiancé.” 
 
    Jack nodded, trying to tamp down the disappointment that her words had rekindled in him. For a while, it had seemed like his relationship with Katie had started to thaw, but it really hadn’t changed, at all. 
 
    “Hey,” said Katie, into her phone. “I hope you weren’t worrying about me. I’m okay, I was just… What? You’re at the bar? Bruce, you have to work tomorrow!” 
 
    She sighed and walked back over to the fireplace. 
 
    “You and your friends can walk home,” said Katie. “It’s not that far. No... Bruce, no. I swear to god, if you get behind the wheel…” 
 
    Katie covered the phone for a second and swore under her breath. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I’ll be there soon. I love you too, honeybunch.” 
 
    She hung up the phone and glanced over at Jack. 
 
    “I have to go pick him and his friends up,” she said. 
 
    “All right,” said Jack. “So how much does your fiancé know about the supernatural?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Katie. “And I’d really like to keep it that way. Peter wanted me to have a life outside of being his apprentice and helping protect the island. He never intended for me to do it forever, and I don’t plan to. As soon as your shit is settled, and the mansion has been sold, I’m retiring.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. He held back his second question, which was about whether she planned on telling Bruce about the few seconds of intimacy they’d shared while he’d been biting her. Again, he found himself opting for the path of least resistance for the sake of not making things weird. 
 
    It was tempting, however. He had to tamp down on the urge to make a stand and fully express just how much he’d thought about her, over the years. How much he’d dreamt about how things could be. 
 
    But as profoundly wrong as it felt to know that Katie was with someone else, Jack was an adult. He knew that there was nothing he could say in a sentence that would change her feelings. He also knew that he’d literally had his fingers sliding beyond the thin barrier of her panties a couple of minutes ago.  
 
    It was complicated, and he came to the conclusion that regardless of where he wanted to go with Katie, the best way to get there would be through patience. At least, for the time being. 
 
    “You’ll be on your own for a little while, Jack,” said Katie. “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to get back here tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Are you planning on going after Mira alone?” he asked. 
 
    Katie shook her head. “I teach yoga classes at the gym during the day. It’s like I said before. I’m not going to abandon the rest of my life over your issues.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack, rolling his eyes. “Anything I should keep in mind?” 
 
    “Avoid using Spectral Hand, the blood magic spell you discovered,” said Katie. “It will burn through your blood essence reserves and accelerate your bloodthirst.” 
 
    “Speaking of burning,” he said. “You’re sure that I’ll be okay in the sun?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d use the word ‘okay,’ but you’ll be able to tolerate it,” said Katie. “Maybe find a pair of sunglasses to wear if your eyes feel overly sensitive.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Jack. He took a breath. “Well, all right. Thanks, Katie. For everything.” 
 
    “Thank me once your fucking broodmother is dead,” said Katie. “Until then, it’s not like I can give you a guarantee that I won’t have to kill you, after all.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, again. He wasn’t sure he believed her. Or maybe, he just didn’t want to. 
 
    Katie left without saying goodbye, heading upstairs to change and then leaving through the garage entrance. Jack leaned back into the couch, and then, on a whim, he started stacking firewood in the fireplace. He felt like he could use the warmth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    It was unexpectedly difficult for Jack to get sleep as a vampire. He retired to his old, childhood room, tossing and turning in the now unfamiliar bed until it became clear that it just wasn’t happening. 
 
    He wandered through the mansion, letting himself become comfortable in the space again. He wanted to investigate the basement workshop, but Katie hadn’t told him the access code, and he didn’t have her cell phone number to call and get it. 
 
    Jack made his way upstairs instead. He paused outside the master bedroom, his grandfather’s old room, until his curiosity got the better of him. The door was unlocked, and the air inside had a slightly stale smell to it. 
 
    Peter Masterson’s bedroom was clean and simple. There was nothing inside of it that gave away his supernatural background, but given how careful Jack remembered his grandfather being in life, that didn’t surprise him. 
 
    There was a single framed picture on his nightstand. It was of Jack and his parents on a hiking trip they’d gone on with his grandfather when he’d been nine or ten. It was possible that it was the last photo ever taken of them. 
 
    Jack was standing in front of his mom and dad in the photo, each of them resting one of their hands on one of his shoulders. He had a broad, genuine smile on his face. How long had it been since he’d been that innocent and happy?  
 
    He felt emotions welling up in his chest as he looked at the photo. He missed his parents so much, even more than a decade after growing accustomed to their loss. He missed his grandfather, too, and resolved to ask Katie if she knew where he could find a photo of him. He didn’t expect many to be lying around the mansion, given how humble and unassuming Peter had been. 
 
    Jack put the photo back where he’d found it. He went downstairs and took a seat in the lounge. There wasn’t much else to do other than waste time on his phone. The mansion’s wi-fi wasn’t password protected, which he found a little funny given how secure the rest of it seemed. 
 
    He was surprised by how normal he felt now that he’d had his bloodthirst sated. It scared him a little to remember how deep and compelling the craving had been. It was something he would have to live with for at least another day, and maybe longer, if they didn’t manage to find Mira. 
 
    He hadn’t given much thought to her in the time since she’d bitten and turned him, or to why she’d done it in the first place. She’d called it her parting gift to his grandfather. Did she take pleasure in the idea of torturing him in Peter’s place? 
 
    Oddly enough, the idea of encountering Mira again excited him. He didn’t want to kill her, even though Katie had made it clear that it would be necessary if he ever wanted to live normally again. He wanted to talk to her, to know more about her motivation and her life. And more than anything, he wanted to know more about what she’d done to him. 
 
    Despite Katie’s warning about using his blood magic, Jack was unable to resist feeling for it with his awareness. He could sense the Potential inside of him, almost like he could sense having a fever or a cold, but in reverse. It was like an inner presence, a vague warm feeling contained within his body and available to channel outward, if he focused on doing so. 
 
    He pushed into the sensation, giving in to the temptation of it, but only slightly. He could adjust the frequency of how he channeled his Potential, though most of the range felt analogous to trying to sing a note that his voice couldn’t reach. He let himself focus on how he’d channeled his blood magic to use Spectral Hand, and pushed a small, pencil-sized dark crimson tendril out from the tips of one of his fingers. 
 
    It was bizarre, and it underscored how far he’d already drifted from being a normal human. It was a mixture of maintained willpower and imagination, almost like trying to visualize a detailed image in his head.  
 
    The closest thing he could compare it to was having an extra limb that worked through thought and visualization rather than muscle contraction. Jack curled the tendril into a spiral, wrapping it around the thumb of his other hand. It felt like cold metal, the type of cold that made goosebumps form and penetrated through the top layer of his skin. 
 
    How many uses were there for this type of spell? Certainly more than the simple ones he could list off the top of his head. Extending the tendril from his hand or fingers could enhance his reach, like he’d done in the fight with Bert. If he did the same from his shoulder, or chest, he’d essentially have an extra arm to maneuver. And of course, he could potentially use spectral magic in the ways Katie had suggested, as a shield or weapon that he could manifest from nothing, giving him the element of surprise. 
 
    The drain that maintaining Spectral Hand took on his blood essence reserves was subtle, but appreciable. It reminded Jack of being able to sense the state of his lungs while holding his breath, and the more he considered the analogy, the more appropriate it seemed. Now that he was a vampire, he would have to feed regularly. The thought felt foreign and disconnected from how he was used to living his life, but it was now just a fact of existence. 
 
    He felt the blood pounding inside his head, just behind his eyes, and slowly released his control over the spell, breathing out. Katie was right about how quickly using his blood magic would take a toll on his body. He forced himself to calm down and turned his attention back to his phone. 
 
    Dawn arrived unceremoniously, and Jack felt his anxiety build as the darkness began to give way to light outside the windows. It didn’t make his skin burn, like he would have assumed. It was more of a subtle nervousness, like being outside and in the dark on a pitch-black night. 
 
    One of the locks on the mansion’s front door clicked. Jack stood to his feet abruptly. Katie had said that she wouldn’t be around during the day. He hurried to press himself around the corner of the wall, preparing himself for a fight.  
 
    He waited until the door opened, and then leapt around the corner. Ryoko made a startled noise and dropped her keys. She was wearing her maid uniform, with the addition of a duffle bag slung over one of her shoulders. Her black hair was in a bun identical to the one Jack had seen it styled into yesterday, and it made him wonder what it looked like when she let it down. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “Mr. Masterson. My apologies. You startled me.” 
 
    She clasped her hands in front of her lap and leaned forward into a bow. 
 
    “I should be the one apologizing,” he said. “I thought you might be someone else.” 
 
    “Ms. White called me early this morning,” said Ryoko. “She told me about your condition.” 
 
    “She… told you?” Jack frowned slightly, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “I apologize if that makes you uncomfortable, sir,” said Ryoko. “She informed me of how your epilepsy can act up when you’re under stress, or in a new environment. She told me to tell you that it’s all right to rely on me for your needs, in her place. I’ll be staying at the mansion full time again.” 
 
    Jack nodded, trying to keep his reaction to her words from showing on his face. What was Katie thinking? The entire reason why she’d gone through the trouble of brewing the anti-enthrallment potion in the first place had been to keep Jack from biting innocents. And Ryoko seemed to be both ignorant of the supernatural and as innocent as a person could be. 
 
    “Wait…” he said, processing the rest of what she’d said. “So, you’re going to be living here, too?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Masterson,” said Ryoko. “Katie told me that you should call her if you have any questions or concerns.” 
 
    Jack didn’t have Katie’s number, and he could only wonder if that last comment had been intended to tease him a little through Ryoko. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Jack. “Thank you, Ryoko.” 
 
    “Sir.” She bowed again. “Would you like me to start on breakfast?” 
 
    “If you feel up to it,” said Jack. “I’m not really used to having a maid. I don’t want you to feel like you have to go out of the way for me.” 
 
    “It’s my job, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    She smiled and hurried past him toward the kitchen and the servant’s quarters. Jack headed up to his own room, grabbing some clothes before heading to the upstairs bathroom to shower and brush his teeth. 
 
    He was surprised by what he saw in the full-length mirror. The old myth about vampires being unable to see their own reflection was clearly a fabrication, but what Jack saw instead was only a little less unnerving. 
 
    His skin was paler than he’d ever seen it before, and his eyes had a dark, brooding quality to them. His normally brown irises appeared to now have flakes of rusty red, though it wasn’t obvious enough to draw attention from anyone who wasn’t staring into his eyes up close. 
 
    What caught him off guard the most was how much his physique had changed since the last time he’d seen himself. His arms, shoulders, and abdominal muscles were all more defined than he remembered. The changes weren’t drastic individually, but combined, they made him seem almost like a different person. Like a stronger, more handsome version of himself. He eyed his reflection, feeling a little vain as he flexed into a few clichéd body builder poses. 
 
    On a whim, he pulled open his boxers and took a gander at his lower half. And what a gander it was. Jack had never been very concerned with the size of his manhood, but it was now basically the size of a pornstar’s. A pornstar that got a lot of work. He couldn’t help but grin, even though it was basically irrelevant to his current circumstances.  
 
    He started the shower and climbed in as soon as it was warm. He washed, dried off, and returned to his room to find that Ryoko had snuck away from making breakfast to set clothes out for him across his bed. 
 
    It wasn’t one of his outfits. She’d picked out a pair of nice tan slacks, a white t-shirt, and a navy-blue blazer, along with a belt with a shiny brass buckle and a pair of leather shoes. The clothes fit him almost perfectly, and he was left wondering whether they’d once belonged to either his father or grandfather. He headed downstairs, passing through the lounge into the kitchen. 
 
    “Sir,” said Ryoko, as he entered. “The mayor of Lesser Town called while you were in the shower. He wanted to know if you’d stop by his estate this morning to speak with him.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. It felt a little strange to find out that the mayor of all people had called him personally. It reminded him of the fact that he was technically a wealthy man after receiving his grandfather’s inheritance. And on a small island like Lestaron, that was enough to turn him into somebody that mattered. 
 
    “Should I call him back to accept?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He said to just stop in whenever, sir,” replied Ryoko. “I’m almost finished with your breakfast, and I can drive you into town after that. Unless you’d prefer to leave immediately.” 
 
    Jack almost said yes before catching himself. He was a little hungry, which was surprising. He’d thought that he’d only need blood to sustain himself as a vampire, but apparently that was another exaggeration of the myth. 
 
    “No, I’ll eat first,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Ryoko had made French toast, bacon, sausages, several croissants, and diced home-fries. The food looked amazing, but both the smell and taste were a little muted to Jack. He still ate without any trouble, but he couldn’t help but compare everything to the way Katie’s blood had felt on his tongue. 
 
    He found it a little strange how Ryoko hovered around him rather than sitting down at the dining room table to eat her own breakfast. Jack made the offer for her to join him, but she brushed it off, claiming to have already eaten earlier. 
 
    They headed out to the car as soon as Jack was finished. Again, he found Ryoko’s subservience more off-putting than appreciated. She held the back door of the car open for him, keeping her gaze aimed at the ground until he’d climbed inside. 
 
    “Those little things aren’t necessary, you know,” he said, as soon as she joined him inside. “I can open my own doors. And you can eat at the table with me. I’d rather have you as a friend than a maid.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack smiled a little. He couldn’t help but appreciate the poise it took for Ryoko to maintain her stubborn refusal to relax around him. 
 
    “How long have you been working at the mansion?” he asked. “Did you work for my grandfather, too?” 
 
    “I did,” said Ryoko. “And then for Ms. White after your grandfather’s death. I’ve been with the mansion for about six months, now.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jack. “That’s not as long as I would have guessed.” 
 
    He suddenly felt like he wanted to ask Ryoko how old she was, though he wasn’t entirely sure if it would be appropriate. She looked like she could be around the same age as him, or maybe a year or two younger. Certainly old enough to have worked other jobs. 
 
    “What were you doing before you started working here?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I helped my family, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Her lack of elaboration seemed intentional, so Jack didn’t pry any further. He put the mystery of Ryoko’s origin on the backburner as the car made its way to the bottom of the slope and into Lesser Town. 
 
    It was still early in the morning, and most of the pedestrians on the street were only just starting off the day. A woman pushed a baby’s stroller down the sidewalk with slow, unhurried steps. A man outside the town’s main grocery swept dirt off the concrete with an old straw broom. Everyone seemed to know their place and carry out their role as a matter of habit, or ritual. 
 
    The car drew a surprising amount of attention. Several people waved to them, though Jack suspected that they were assuming that it was Katie inside. Ryoko drove slowly, minding a group of grade school children walking half in the street and half on the sidewalk on their way to school. 
 
    She pulled the car into a small parking lot outside of a large, rectangular building with a fountain in the front lawn. Two flags flew from the pole near the entrance, the United States flag along with another that Jack assumed was Lestaron’s own banner. 
 
    “This is the mayor’s mansion, sir,” said Ryoko. “Are you ready to head inside?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    He climbed out of the car ahead of Ryoko, who’d been heading around to his side to open his door for him. Jack smiled at her and let a little of his exasperation show through. She bowed and walked alongside him as he headed up the steps toward the main entrance. 
 
    There was a secretary behind the desk in the lobby. She wore glasses, and she seemed as though she’d been expecting them. 
 
    “Ryoko,” she said. “Is this the rumored Masterson grandson?” 
 
    Ryoko nodded. 
 
    “Hi,” said Jack. “I’m Jack.” 
 
    “Deborah,” said the secretary. “It’s nice to meet you. Mayor Stinson is expecting you. He’s upstairs, through the door at the end of the hall.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. “Ryoko, you don’t mind waiting, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Deborah, the secretary, giggled slightly at what Jack could only assume was some inside joke. He nodded to both women and then headed up the stairway in the back of the room. 
 
    Though Ryoko had called it the mayor’s mansion, it felt much more like a statehouse or court building. Jack passed by several conference rooms with windows set into the wall next to their doors. None of them were currently being used. 
 
    Something jumped out from an open door as he approached the room the secretary had indicated. Jack stumbled back in surprise as a large German shepherd moved to block off the hallway. 
 
    “Jeez,” he muttered. “Hey there. Who’s a good boy?” 
 
    The dog bared its teeth and let out a low growl. Jack tried to take a step forward by it, and it snapped out a bark. Its eyes were completely transfixed on him. He’d never gotten a reaction from a dog like that before, and couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the recent changes he’d been through. 
 
    “Meadow!” came a voice from further down the hall. “Hey! I thought I told you to stop harassing our guests.” 
 
    A tall man stepped out from behind the door at the end of the hall. The German shepherd immediately went to him, letting out a small whimper and lying down protectively by his feet. 
 
    “Dave Stinson,” said the man, extending his hand. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Jack, accepting the handshake. 
 
    Dave Stinson was younger than Jack had been expecting, probably in his late thirties or early forties. He had the build of an aging athlete, and he wore a dress shirt tucked into jeans. His hair was blond, and he had a roguish, friendly smile. 
 
    “You look just like him,” said Dave. “Not just physically, either, but in the way you stand and that look in your eyes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. “I think?” 
 
    “Come on in, Jack,” said Dave. “We have loads to discuss.” 
 
    He turned and stepped back through the door of his office. Jack started to follow, hesitating for a second as the dog began growling and baring his teeth. 
 
    “Meadow…” said Dave. “Enough.” 
 
    The dog made a defeated noise and rolled onto its back. Jack stepped over it and into the office. 
 
    Dave was already pouring two cups of coffee from a table to the side of the large desk in the center of the room. The office looked like one that saw daily use, with papers scattered across shelves, and both a desktop computer and a laptop sitting side by side. 
 
    “How do you take your coffee?” asked Dave. 
 
    “Small splash of milk,” said Jack. He took a seat in the chair in front of the desk. Dave finished prepping the coffees and set one in front of him as he settled into the chair behind his desk. 
 
    “I know you’ve probably heard this from, well, just about everyone you’ve talked to in town, but I offer my sincere condolences regarding your grandfather,” said Dave. “Peter was a member of our community, but he was also one of my trusted friends.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack, with a nod. 
 
    “How have you been settling in?” asked Dave. “Is there anything you need? The island can be a little spartan when it comes to meeting the needs of someone used to the services you’d find in a real city.” 
 
    “I’ve been managing okay,” said Jack. 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” said Dave. He took a slow sip of his coffee, letting the silence linger for a moment. “I’m sure you’re probably wondering why I asked you to come by today.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t,” said Jack. “The island is small, but not so small that I buy that you need to meet every person who passes through here.” 
 
    Dave smiled. “It’s funny you should say that. Do you know what Lestaron Island’s nickname is?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “They call us ‘Layover Island.’ It’s kind of appropriate. We get as many people stopping through here off weather-diverted flights as we do through natural tourism.” 
 
    Jack took a sip of his coffee, unsure of what to say in response. 
 
    “Personally,” continued Dave, “I’ve never taken it as an insult. Lestaron is a waypoint, of sorts. A place that many people of many backgrounds pass through. It’s also a place that doesn’t turn people away. A place for exiles. A place for people who, for one reason or another, don’t have the option of going anywhere else.” 
 
    There was something in the mayor’s voice that triggered Jack’s full attention. He was choosing his words carefully and holding eye contact in a way that made each syllable feel heavy, almost cryptic. 
 
    “And I don’t mean to paint the island in a negative light,” said Dave. “Just the opposite, in fact.  But it is true that our remote location seems to make us a cradle for… unusual events and circumstances.” 
 
    Jack slowly nodded. “I think I catch your meaning.” 
 
    Dave grinned at him. “Then I hope you understand how much losing Peter really meant for us, here. Are you planning on staying, Jack?” 
 
    He should have known that the mayor was building up to that question. He hesitated for a second, scratching the back of his neck. 
 
    “For now,” he said. “I’m not sure that I’ll be able to fill my grandfather’s shoes.” 
 
    “You don’t have to fill anyone’s shoes but your own,” said Dave. “Peter mostly helped us out when it came to practical problems. Helping out around town. Sometimes locating missing people.” 
 
    Dave opened one of his desk drawers and pulled out a small photo. “This is one of the townies that went missing a few days ago. Any chance you’ve seen him around, anywhere?” 
 
    He passed the photo over to Jack. It was of Bert, the homeless man turned ghoul that he and Katie had fought against in the abandoned warehouse. His heart skipped a beat, and he tried to keep his reaction from showing on his face. They hadn’t been the ones who’d really killed Bert, but it wasn’t as though he could explain that in a way that made sense. 
 
    “I haven’t,” said Jack. “But I’ll keep my eye out for him.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” said Dave. There was something in his tone that put Jack slightly on edge, along with the way his eyes carefully sized him up. 
 
    “This seems like something the police would typically handle,” he said. “Is it an unusual case?” 
 
    Dave let out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. “No, and that’s the problem. The local sheriff is a good soul, but he’s old, and nearing retirement. His deputy is a drunk, and between the two of them I’m lucky if they resolve one problem in ten.” 
 
    Jack frowned at that. Katie had said her fiancé was the sheriff’s deputy and judging from the conversation he’d overheard about her picking him up from the bar, he was the drunk that the mayor was referring to. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Dave. “I also wanted you to drop in so I could formally invite you to the Mayor’s Ball happening this weekend. There will be quite a few people there that I think you should meet. Trust me, you’ll fit right in.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jack. “Just send the details to Ryoko.” 
 
    The mayor nodded and stood to shake his hand again. Jack headed back down the hallway, stepping warily over the growling dog. Ryoko was sitting with her hands in her lap, and immediately rose as he approached her. 
 
    “Are you ready to head back to the mansion, sir?” she asked. 
 
    Jack thought about it for a second. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    It was cloudy outside, and probably for the first time in his life, Jack appreciated it. The conversation with the mayor had left him wondering, both about his current role on the island and what the future had in store for him. 
 
    It felt as though there was another responsibility that he’d inherited along with his grandfather’s mansion and money. It was likely the role that Katie had been groomed for, and then dismissed from, if what she’d told Jack about his grandfather deciding to let her to have a normal life was true.  
 
    It was a little overwhelming. He’d only been on the island for a single night, and yet here he was, caught up on the wrong side of the supernatural and trying to decide if he was supposed to take the place of a grandfather he hadn’t really known. It made Jack want to do something normal, for a change. Ryoko was following behind him, and he slowed down a little, letting her draw even at his side. 
 
    “Let’s get some food,” he said. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “If you’d like to eat, sir, I can prepare something once we’re back at the mansion,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “No, I’d rather eat out.”  
 
    In truth, Jack was still sated from the breakfast she’d made for him. He wanted to eat more for the experience, rather than because of his appetite. He wanted to feel like an aimless twenty something again. Like a regular guy with problems limited to job prospects and apartment rentals instead of blood and broodmothers. 
 
    He spotted a small pizzeria in between a busy laundromat and an arts and craft store and made for the entrance. Ryoko slowed down, lagging behind him, then hurried to catch up as he approached the door. 
 
    “Sir!” she said, sounding worried. “Are you sure I can’t make you something? A sandwich? Please?” 
 
    “It’s fine, Ryoko.” Jack frowned, noticing how worked up she was. “Come on. You can relax for a minute.” 
 
    He saw her start to reply and then stop, biting back whatever she’d been about to say. She had a small frown on her face; her body language looked slightly uncomfortable. Jack waited for a second, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    He walked into the pizzeria, followed by a reluctant Ryoko. An older Asian man was taking orders at the counter, and he bellowed out a laugh as he saw them approaching. 
 
    “Ryoko-chan!” shouted the man. “So this is your new boss? He is pretty handsome, just like you said!” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow and smiled. 
 
    “A friend of yours?” he asked Ryoko. Her face had turned bright crimson, and she avoided both his gaze and the question. 
 
    “Family of hers,” said the man. “I am Ryoko-chan’s embarrassing uncle, Kurt. And you’re Jack, if I’m not mistaken?” 
 
    “Correct,” said Jack. He smiled and looked over at Ryoko. “I assume this is why you didn’t want to come inside here?” 
 
    “She’s like a completely different person when she puts on her work uniform,” said Kurt. “She’s usually so bossy. I’m sorry, Ryoko-chan! I know this must be torture for you.” 
 
    Kurt was grinning from ear to ear. Ryoko was still blushing furiously, but her hands were now balled up into small fists. She looked so emotional that it made Jack worry a little, both over what she was going through and what she might decide to do. 
 
    “Can you find us a table, Ryoko?” he asked. “And do you have any topping preferences?” 
 
    “Sir,” she said, stiffly. “I am not hungry.” 
 
    “Pepperoni it is,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko picked out the table nearest to the door, and after buying a two slices of pepperoni pizza, Jack made his way over to join her. He set Ryoko’s down in front of her, and after a few stubborn seconds, she picked it up and took a bite. 
 
    “Do you live with your uncle?” asked Jack. “Or are your parents on the island, too?” 
 
    “With my uncle, sir,” Ryoko said, quietly. 
 
    “I lived with my aunt and uncle before I came here,” said Jack. “I guess I will again after I leave. Though I’ll be able to get a place of my own with the money from the inheritance.” 
 
    Ryoko didn’t say anything. Jack sighed and took a bite of his own pizza. The last thing he’d wanted was for her to become even more closed off. 
 
    “Do you ever feel like you’re just tangled in up in life?” asked Jack, opting for raw honesty. “Like the problems you have are what ends up dictating what happens, instead of you having the control?” 
 
    He watched Ryoko. She wasn’t looking at him, and a few silent seconds passed. Long enough to make him think that she wasn’t going to offer an answer. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said, quietly. “Pretty often.” 
 
    “What do you do when you feel like that?” asked Jack. “Is there even anything you can do?” 
 
    “Not every problem is actually a problem,” said Ryoko. “Sometimes it depends on your perspective. Sir.” 
 
    “That’s good advice,” he said. 
 
    He only took a few more bites out of the pizza before finishing with it, and Ryoko didn’t eat much of hers, either. He spared her from having to engage with her uncle again by making a quiet exit, and the two of them walked back to where they’d left the car at the mayor’s mansion. 
 
    The sun made a reappearance just as Jack was climbing into the backseat. He winced at the brightness of it, suddenly feeling the familiar itchy throat and dizzying rush of his bloodthirst. The car’s windows were tinted, which was a small blessing, but he still felt the compulsion growing as they drove back to the mansion. 
 
    “Sir?” Ryoko turned to look at him as she parked the car in front of the mansion’s main entrance. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “…I’m fine,” muttered Jack. “Just feeling a little tired.” 
 
    Ryoko hurried around to his door, opening it and extending her arm to help him out. Jack accepted it, and almost immediately regretting putting himself in such close proximity to her. She had an incredible smell to her, almost like fresh crushed mint. A crow cawed from somewhere in the cliffs beyond the mansion, and Jack felt the sound reverberating through him. 
 
    “You look so pale,” said Ryoko. She set the back of her hand on his forehead. “And you’re so cold! Sir, I think you’re coming down with something.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. He did feel cold, and he was even shivering a little. Ryoko put her arm under his shoulder. She was so warm, and her neck was right next to him. An insistent, dull throbbing began to pound against his temples with the strength of a hydraulic piston. 
 
    “You should rest in your room,” said Ryoko. “I can bring one of the electric heaters up to help you stay warm.” 
 
    “Stay…” muttered Jack. 
 
    Stay away. That was what he’d been trying to say, but even just having his mouth open felt dangerous with Ryoko’s neck so nearby. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. “I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes as she slowly walked him upstairs, trying to bring himself back under control. Each step seemed to sap at his willpower. Ryoko pulled his sheets back, even going as far as to take his shoes off for him as she helped him into bed. Jack wanted to shout for her to run, but his mouth was no longer on the same page as his mind. 
 
    He felt the draw of his bloodthirst as though it was an inevitability. Like the wax and wane of the moon, or the shifting of the tides. His bloodthirst was on its way up. Jack tried to form words. He wanted to warn Ryoko, to say something to get her as far away from him as he could. He wanted to go to sleep. But most of all, he wanted her. He wanted to pull her close to him, gently, and bring his lips as close to her neck as he could. He wanted to taste her. To experience her. 
 
    “I’m going to call Ms. White, sir,” said Ryoko. “This seems like it might have something to do with your condition.” 
 
    Jack still had the energy to nod his head. Katie would be able to help. She’d let him drink her blood again, and then he’d be able to go back to normal. Katie’s blood. So thick and sweet. It had such a perfect consistency to it, and that delicious, sweet and sour taste. 
 
    Did he really have to wait for her? He thought about what Ryoko had said about being able to take care of the needs of his condition in Katie’s absence. Was it that big of a deal? Maybe he was overthinking the consequences. It might take Katie a while to arrive, and Ryoko was right there. And he was so thirsty. 
 
    “…Sir?” Ryoko leaned over him on the bed. Her smell was all Jack could think about, so sweet and compelling.  
 
    His body moved on its own as his willpower broke. Jack leapt up from the bed and seized Ryoko by the shoulders. She let out a small squeal, but didn’t pull back. Jack blinked, trying to reassert control over himself through the fog of his bloodthirst. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” whispered Ryoko. “You aren’t yourself right now.” 
 
    He managed to stop himself, though only just. He held Ryoko in an embrace, and felt her hands gently pushing against his chest. He released her, opening his arms and feeling a rush of shame. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said, finally managing to speak. “You’re right. I… think it’s better if you leave me alone in here, Ryoko.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you alone like this, sir,” she said. “And I understand completely.” 
 
    She helped him back into bed. Jack squeezed his eyes shut, as though it might somehow cordon off his horrible compulsions. Katie would get to the mansion soon enough, he reminded himself. Ryoko was both ignorant and innocent, and he wouldn’t let himself bite her against her will. He repeated the words over and over in his head, like a mantra. He clung to them. 
 
    “Please, Ryoko,” he muttered. “I… need to be alone to rest.” 
 
    Ryoko looked gravely worried, but eventually she nodded and left the room. Jack took a few deep breaths and closed his eyes. His head was still pounding, but after a few minutes, he managed to fall into a state somewhere between sleep and a feverish fugue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Minutes slowly passed, turning to hours as the afternoon progressed into evening. Jack felt cold, but his body was sweating, and soon his clothes and sheets were completely soaked. Each time Ryoko poked her head in to check up on him, he did his best to compose himself enough to politely put her fears to rest. He didn’t trust himself to stay in control around the temptation she presented. 
 
    “Ryoko?” Katie’s voice came from the mansion’s entrance shortly before sunset, much to Jack’s relief. He took a deep breath, listening as Ryoko greeted her and began explaining what had happened. 
 
    Jack heard her coming upstairs, and then entering the room. He forced himself to sit up in bed, feeling a deep, primal urge kick in as he picked up her scent. 
 
    Katie was wearing a blue tank top and black yoga pants, and her brown hair had been styled into a neat braid. She had a musky, post-workout smell, and Jack had trouble focusing on anything other than the slender curve of the nape of her neck. 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Katie. “Damn it, Jack. I thought you’d be able to hold out for longer.” 
 
    She shut the door behind her and slowly moved deeper into the room, her mouth set into an annoyed frown. She had an intense look in her eyes, and there wasn’t a hint of fear in her body language, even though she’d just isolated herself with a hungry vampire. 
 
    “It started just after lunch,” said Jack. “And it’s just been getting worse since then.” 
 
    He had to look away as Katie came closer. His muscles felt twitchy, and he kept replaying the same, stupid scene in his head. The one where he leapt at her, threw her down on the bed, and sank his fangs deep into her neck to drink his fill. 
 
    “It’s possible that it’s because you were just turned,” said Katie. “Peter had a few accounts of vampires being unusually hungry for the first few days after their transformation.” 
 
    “You’re only telling me this now?” 
 
    “I just remembered now, jackass,” said Katie. “Besides, it’s not the same for each type of vampire, and even then, not in every case. It’s also possible that you’ve been using your blood magic and accelerating your thirst by burning through your blood essence reserves.” 
 
    “I haven’t been,” muttered Jack. “Well, not really.” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. “Right...” 
 
    “Have you taken the anti-enthrallment potion yet?” he asked. 
 
    “I took it when I left the gym,” said Katie. “It should have kicked in by now.” 
 
    Jack exhaled and let his eyes meet hers, trying and failing to control the obvious hunger in his stare. A couple silent, tense seconds by. Katie had an anxious expression on her face, with a hint of something else. Excitement? Guilt? 
 
    “Do you think you can make it down to the basement?” asked Katie. “It would be safer if we used the handcuffs again, and I don’t think one of those wooden bedposts would be enough to keep you contained.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. He kicked one of his legs over the side of the bed and tried to rise to his feet. A headache hit him hard enough to trigger a sudden wave of vertigo. He stumbled forward, but Katie was there in time to keep him from falling on his face. 
 
    “Easy,” she said. “Jeez. I figured the bloodthirst would affect you, but not to this degree.” 
 
    Her words sounded tinny and hollow to him. Katie had put one of her arms under his shoulder, which resulted in her body being against his, and her neck being irresistibly close. She started to take a step forward, and Jack felt his body moving on its own. 
 
    “Katie…” he muttered. He let his hands settle on her waist. She let out an involuntary shiver, but didn’t move away. 
 
    “Jack,” whispered Katie. “Let’s head downstairs and get the handcuffs, okay?” 
 
    He held her from behind in a firm, but not forceful embrace. Katie stayed where she was, even as Jack brought his face in closer, inhaling her smell. 
 
    “Idiot,” she said. “The handcuffs. Let’s get them first… so we can be… safe.” 
 
    He kissed her neck. Katie let out a gasp, and her entire body shuddered against his. He gently pushed her forward until she was leaning against the bed with her butt pushed out. Jack grinded against her, kissed her neck again, and then… 
 
    His fangs entered her with beautiful ease. Katie let out a squeal that sounded vaguely sexual, and her entire body tensed up, pressing back against him. Her blood was sweet, warm, and fresh, like the juice of an orange fresh off a sun-bathed tree.  
 
    His mouth was the central focus of the act of drinking her blood, but it was a full body process. Jack was aroused, and he could tell that Katie was, too. He caressed her all over, and he felt one of her hands sliding back to do the same through his slacks. He pulled her tank top up, and then her bra down.  
 
    They fell forward onto the bed as he pulled his mouth free of her neck, licking the last drops of blood off his lips. He gave Katie a deep, passionate kiss, and she let out a tiny moan as it ended. He slid his fingers into the stretchy waistband of her yoga pants and started to ease them down, feeling his arousal get the better of him. 
 
    There were no handcuffs to stop either of them, this time. Katie was already bucking her hips by the time Jack had her yoga pants down, and rather than stopping him from doing the same with her panties, she wriggled from side to side, making it easier to slide them out of the way. 
 
    She was clean shaven, and very girlish looking down below, but Jack only got a glance before she was pulling him onto her. She kissed him, probing into his mouth with her tongue. She seemed drunk on lust, and he didn’t feel much different. He all but tore his pants down, and his hands pawed over her soft body as he pressed forward to enter her. 
 
    He missed, sliding along and just under her crotch instead of where he’d been aiming. Katie bucked her hips and let out a wispy moan, squeezing her thighs together in a way that felt incredible, but inadvertently stopped Jack from immediately taking things further. 
 
    He kissed her again and squeezed one of her pale breasts. For a minute, the two of them continued bumping and grinding together, neither committing to proper the angle to actually have sex. They were like clumsy young teenagers, moving eagerly and awkwardly, overcome by the intensity of their emotions.  
 
    Katie was so soft, and Jack had wanted this for so long. He was so close in every sense of the word. So close… to taking things too far. To ruining Katie’s life. 
 
    The weight of what he was doing came back to him in a flash of clarity. Jack pulled back, rolling off the bed and standing up. He took a deep breath and tried to ignore both how turned on he was, and the incredible sight of Katie lying half undressed on his bed with one hand between her thighs. One of her breasts was still exposed, the bra cup pulled down just under the nipple and making it look a little larger than it actually was. 
 
    “Katie,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Are you… done?” she whispered. She shivered and slowly sat up, appearing to go through the same process he had in recovering through the emotional fog brought on by Jack’s bite. She glanced down, blushing hard, and pulled her bra and tank top back into position. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “As soon as I got in close to your neck, I just lost it.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” said Katie, feeling her neck with one hand. “You have to learn how to control yourself, Jack. Jesus Christ. That could have been so fucking bad.” 
 
    Jack nodded, unsure of what else he could say about it. He was still turned on, and the tense, silent moment that followed left room for his imagination to run wild with what they’d still probably be doing if he hadn’t managed to exercise his willpower. Katie was sitting on the bed with her legs crossed, taking slow breaths and casually rubbing one of her breasts. 
 
    “Ms. White?” Ryoko’s voice came from just beyond the door, in the hallway. “Mr. Masterson? Are you both okay? I thought I heard something…” 
 
    “It’s fine!” Katie said, a little too quickly. “I was just helping Jack out of bed.” 
 
    The door opened. Ryoko’s hand went to her mouth when she saw them, and she glanced back and forth between the two of them without much attempt to hide the questioning look in her eyes. Jack was a little surprised to see so much open curiosity on the face of an otherwise stoic and professional maid. 
 
    “Will you be staying for dinner tonight, Ms. White?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “In fact, both Jack and I have some business we need to take care of in town tonight. If you could just make sandwiches and leave them out, that would perfect.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “I’ll need you here for the night, as I told you this morning,” said Katie. “Just in case Jack has another fit while I’m not around.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Ryoko. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Katie nodded, and Ryoko took it as her dismissal. Jack frowned a little as he watched her walk off toward the stairs, remembering Katie’s secondhand message from earlier in the day. 
 
    “What did you mean by what you had Ryoko tell me?” asked Jack. “The thing about her being able to take of my needs if ‘my condition’ acts up, or whatever. I really hope you didn’t mean what I think you meant.” 
 
    “I did,” said Katie. “Obviously. If you need to feed when I’m not around, and it gets bad enough, consider Ryoko to be my backup.” 
 
    Jack scowled and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Does she even know anything about the supernatural, or what my grandfather was involved with?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Katie. 
 
    “Not… anymore?” asked Jack. 
 
    “There was an incident with her before she first came to work for the mansion as a maid,” said Katie. “Peter had to use a basic dream weaving spell on her to convince her that none of it had happened. It’s similar to what the Order of Chaldea does whenever a monster or warlock attacks a town publicly.” 
 
    “Dream weaving?” asked Jack. “How exactly does that work?” 
 
    “It’s a way of rearranging a person’s memories that’s safer than doing a full wipe,” said Katie. “By entering a person’s dreams with a spell, you can access their mind while their guard is down, and shift memories of things that actually happened into their dreams. They’ll wake up and usually start to forget whatever happened.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “But what was the incident that Ryoko needed to forget?” 
 
    “It’s not important right now,” said Katie. “Just know that it would be much better for you to bite Ryoko, rather than some random person off the street.” 
 
    He frowned. He didn’t like the idea of Katie hiding part of Ryoko’s past from him, but even more, he didn’t like the idea of feeding on her without her consent. 
 
    “I’m not doing it,” said Jack. “No. I’d rather endure the side effects of being an unfed vampire than take advantage of her like that.” 
 
    “Get over yourself,” said Katie. “You probably won’t have a choice if I’m not around and enough time goes by. I do have a solution to make it a little easier, however. I can give her the anti-enthrallment potion, along with a basic sedative. I’ll mix it into some tea leaves, and if it’s ever necessary, just add boiling water and give her a glass of it. Might want to add some honey, too, though, it’s pretty rough tasting stuff.” 
 
    “Do you even realize how fucked up that sounds?” He shook his head. “I’m not about to start putting roofies in my maid’s tea so I can drink her blood. Absolutely not.” 
 
    Katie folded her arms and gave him an intense look. “Jack, you’re a fucking vampire. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to find your broodmother tonight and kill her, freeing you from the curse. If we’re not, then this is something we’ll have to continue to deal with. There is no perfect solution here.” 
 
    Jack sighed, knowing that she was probably right. Still, he had no plans of dosing Ryoko against her will. If he felt the urge to feed and Katie wasn’t around, he would have to figure something else out. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Katie. “If you’re feeling better, we should head out and start looking for Mira.” 
 
    “I am,” said Jack. “Though I’m a little surprised that you’re willing to let me come along tonight.” 
 
    Katie smiled, and for an instant, she reminded Jack of the precocious, freckled girl that he had so many fond childhood memories of. 
 
    “I get the feeling you’d cause a ruckus if I tried to handcuff you and leave you behind again,” she said. “Besides, we’re up against an Aquinian vampire. I don’t have the best understanding of what blood magic can potentially do, or how to counter it. It might be helpful to have you along for your spectral magic, along with any other latent abilities you may have.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Jack. “There’s one other thing that I think you should know. The mayor invited me to his mansion for a conversation today.” 
 
    Katie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Dave?” she said. “Next to your grandfather, he’s probably the best man on this island. You can trust him.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to point out that she’d just ranked the mayor above her fiancé and continued with his point. 
 
    “He asked me if I’d heard anything about Bert’s disappearance,” said Jack. “I don’t know how much he knows, but he might make the connection if he finds the body in the warehouse.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Katie tapped a finger against her lips and started pacing the room. “Fuck. We probably should have done something about the body yesterday. It’s little things like this that Peter used to chastise me about. All right, we’ll head to the warehouse first.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
    He followed Katie out of his room and downstairs. Ryoko was in the laundry room, which meant that they were able to head into the basement without needing an excuse. Katie punched in the code for the workshop’s hidden door and led him inside.  
 
    “Here,” she said. “I forgot about something.” 
 
    She dug through a small cupboard next to one of the bookshelves, pulling out something and tossing it to Jack. It was a long black coat, a leather duster that felt a little heavier than it should have. Jack examined it, noticing that a layer of thin, flexible chainmail had been added throughout the inside. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. “Was this my grandfather’s?” 
 
    He tried it on and was surprised by how well it fit. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. She’d started to take off her tank top to change into her own leather catsuit and cleared her throat to help Jack take the hint. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. He turned around to give her some privacy. 
 
    “It was Peter’s, so don’t get the wrong idea about it being a gift from me, or something,” said Katie. “That coat has been through a lot. It isn’t bulletproof, but should hold up well enough against slashing weapons, claws, biting attacks. The more physical varieties of damage.” 
 
    Jack walked back into the basement, testing how the coat affected his mobility. It wasn’t heavy enough to slow him down, but it did trail behind slightly when he moved, almost like a cape. It felt strange on him, even though the fit was perfect. It was the same way he’d felt that morning when he’d seen himself in the mirror, almost like he’d become someone new. 
 
    “I’m ready,” said Katie. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    She shouldered her crossbow and then walked by Jack up the basement stairs. He followed behind her, trying not to stare at her butt as he received another reminder at how tight the fit of Katie’s catsuit was. 
 
    “What if Ryoko sees us leaving?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ll just tell her we’re heading out for the night,” said Katie. “She knows better than to ask questions.” 
 
    Ryoko wasn’t in the foyer, saving them the trouble. Jack thought they’d be heading for the garage, but Katie led him out the front door, instead. 
 
    “I think it’s better if we travel on foot,” she said. “Your broodmother will know we’re coming if she sees the headlights. Ideally, it would be best if we could get the drop on her.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll go back to the warehouse?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Katie. “But I doubt it. We’ll take care of Bert’s body and then find somewhere in town where we can set up a stakeout on top of one of the buildings. Odds are that she’ll need to feed at some point, and if we’re there, we might be able to catch her in action.” 
 
    Jack jogged down the road alongside her. It was a cloudy night, but it felt good to be in the dark, and Katie seemed familiar enough with the area to manage all right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    They took a left as they reached the outskirts of town, heading down the long, curving road that led to the abandoned warehouse. Katie slowed her pace as they covered the last stretch. The old building looked much the same as it had the previous night, with the door still hanging wide open. 
 
    “We’ll drag his body out of here and down to the coast,” whispered Katie. “It’s not going to be fun, but it shouldn’t take us more than an hour to dispose of.” 
 
    “An hour of carrying a decomposing dead body,” muttered Jack. “Yeah, I would not call that fun.” 
 
    He crouched low and moved alongside Katie as they approached the door of the warehouse. She listened for a couple of seconds before slipping in through the doorway and turning on her flashlight. Jack scanned the empty interior, frowning at what he saw. 
 
    The body was gone. There was a medium-sized blood stain on the floor where they’d left it. Katie swore under her breath and panned her flashlight around the rest of the space. 
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered. “Damn it.” 
 
    “Do you think the sheriff found it?” asked Jack.  
 
    “I would have heard from Bruce, if that was the case,” said Katie. “No, it’s worse than that. Jack, Mira came back and-” 
 
    The shadows behind Katie swirled like tufts of smoke, forming into a vaguely human shape. Mira emerged from within them an instant later, pulling Katie into an embrace before she could say or do anything. Jack watched in horror as Mira pressed her lips against Katie’s, surprising her with a sensual kiss that went on for several seconds. Katie blinked once as they parted, and then her eyes fluttered shut as her head fell backward. 
 
    Mira gently lowered Katie’s limp form to the ground, letting one finger graze across her lips as she let go. Jack flew forward, trying to tackle her and knock her away from Katie. Mira dodged out of the way using the same shadow magic she’d entered the warehouse with. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” said Mira. “Take a breath. Relax. The girl isn’t dead. Just sleeping, for a time.” 
 
    “What the fuck did you do to her?” he shouted. He regained his balance and hurried over to where Katie was on the ground, lifting her head up. She was still warm, and still breathing. 
 
    “A simple spell to put her to sleep,” said Mira. “Nothing more. She smells wonderful, but I wouldn’t dream of stealing your first potential thrall out from under you.” 
 
    Mira wore a low-cut white gown, along with matching slippers and elbow-length gloves. Her long blonde hair was loose and fell halfway down to her waist. Her eyes looked blood red, and Jack had trouble understanding how he’d ever mistaken them for being blue. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked.  
 
    Mira walked toward him slowly. It was hard for Jack to look at her without noticing her body, the way she’d carefully chosen her clothing to put her endowments on display. 
 
    “A better question,” she said, “is what you want, Jack.” 
 
    “I want to know why you turned me into a vampire in the first place,” he said. “And I want to do whatever it takes to go back to normal.” 
 
    Mira let out a laugh that strode the line between being musical and evil. 
 
    “Oh, dearest Jack,” she said. “You’re even more single-minded than Peter was. Which is saying a lot.” 
 
    “Are you going to answer the question?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Mira. “I turned you into a vampire because I couldn’t resist you. It was the only way to save you, Jack. And to help you understand.” 
 
    Jack stared at her, suddenly unsure of whether he was having a conversation with someone grounded in their sanity. 
 
    “Because you couldn’t resist me?” he asked. 
 
    “You smelled so good,” said Mira. “So much like Peter. It made me a little sad, and yet, so excited at the same time. Part of me wanted to just enthrall you, but it didn’t seem like it would have been what Peter wanted.” 
 
    “What do you care about what my grandfather wanted?” asked Jack. “The two of you were enemies.” 
 
    Mira laughed again, shaking her head. She gave him a small, elegant smile and shrugged. 
 
    “Were we enemies?” she asked. “I’m sure that’s what his apprentice told you. Yes, perhaps we were. But we so much more than that, Jack. I loved Peter, and he hated me. And I hated him, and he loved me.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” said Jack. 
 
    “There are so very many reasons why I felt the need to give you the Embrace,” said Mira. “You need to understand, Jack. You need to understand me. In the way that Peter never could, in the end.” 
 
    The tone she’d spoken the last few words in set Jack on edge. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” he asked. “Did you kill my grandfather?” 
 
    Peter Masterson’s apparent cause of death had been from cancer. He’d been old enough for nobody to question it, not even Jack, at least until after finding out about his supernatural background. 
 
    “What?” Mira looked genuinely insulted, and she shook her head back and forth several times. “Have you been listening to anything I’ve said? Of course I didn’t kill him!” 
 
    She glared at Jack and crossed her arms. For some reason, he believed her, though he almost didn’t want to. 
 
    “We’re getting off topic,” said Mira, regaining her composure. “My sweet Jack, I gave you a gift, whether you realize it or not. And I want you to explore what it is that you really want.” 
 
    She stepped in closer to him. Jack took a step back, but she closed the distance faster than he moved away from her. Mira pressed her body against his, staring into his eyes. She didn’t have a smell in the same way Katie and Ryoko did. She smelled normal, or at least, not intoxicating to his vampiric senses. But she was still beautiful, and the softness of her breasts pressing into his chest stirred a different kind of hunger within him. 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend anymore.” Mira caressed his cheek with her hand. “Whatever you want is yours for the taking. You don’t have to ask, and you don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he whispered. 
 
    “Stop what?” She pressed her lips against his. The kiss felt magical, erotic on a level that went beyond what a mouth and tongue should have been capable of. Jack wrapped his arms around her, cupping one of her buttocks in his hand as lust fogged over his senses. 
 
    “No!” He pushed her away, regaining his wits. Mira made an offended noise, but her expression was all smiles. 
 
    “Peter played hard to get, too, you know,” she said. “All right, then. I’ll make you want me eventually. But for now… is it her?” 
 
    Mira walked toward Katie. Jack tensed up, feeling anxious as he watched the beautiful vampire approaching his childhood friend. 
 
    “Stay back,” said Jack. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” asked Mira. “And she’s probably been the one helping you. How many times have you bitten her so far, Jack?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. 
 
    “Would you stop me if I tried to bite her?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack charged forward in answer to her. He slammed his hands against Mira’s shoulders and pushed her back with as much strength as he could muster. She flew through the air, but before hitting against the warehouse’s wall, her body dissolved into darkness again, reforming in a burst of shadows and smoke in the periphery of Jack’s vision. 
 
    He rushed at her. Mira had a wicked smile on her face, and her eyes briefly flashed crimson as half a dozen Spectral Hand tendrils extended outward from her body, seizing him by his arms and legs and lifting him into the air. They held him aloft like the appendages of a dark octopus, swimming through a cloud of its own ink. 
 
    “You have no idea what power is, Jack,” said Mira. “You’re a moth that’s drawn too near to the flame.” 
 
    “If you touch Katie, I swear to god I’ll kill you!” he hissed. 
 
    “If I touch Katie?” Mira laughed. “That seems to imply that you’ll spare my life if I leave her alone. I thought you came out tonight to put an end to your sinister broodmother?” 
 
    Slowly, Mira began to use her tendrils to reel Jack in, still holding him completely at her mercy. She smiled when he came within a few inches of her, and planted a quick, teasing kiss on his lips. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” she said. “And I’m not sure if you even would, if you could. You’re like Peter.” 
 
    She kissed him again, pushing her tongue into his mouth this time. Her hand slid across his chest, and then down his pants. Jack groaned as he felt her gentle fingers begin to caress him. She knew exactly what to do with her hand, her perfect, soft, stroking hand. 
 
    “Stop it,” said Jack. It was hard to put force into his words. Her touch was like magic to him, and he could only wonder if that was part of her connection to him as the one who’d given him the Embrace. 
 
    “You don’t want me to stop,” said Mira. “You want me to push you to your brink. You want me to keep going until it feels too good for you to stand, and then keep going, even still.” 
 
    She ran her thumb over the tip of his shaft and gave it a teasing squeeze that sent a burst of delicious pleasure coursing through him. He struggled against her tendrils, but it was halfhearted. Mira continued stroking, and Jack shivered and writhed from the intensity of it. She was a cruel goddess, torturing him with a mean, perfect pleasure. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how glad I am to have you as a part of my life,” she whispered. 
 
    He wished he could let himself enjoy it, but he couldn’t. Jack forced himself to focus, reaching out for his blood magic. He pulled from the ambient pulse of his blood essence to cast Spectral Hand, extending a dark tendril forward in a forceful blow.  
 
    It was basically as though he’d grown an extra arm from his chest, and he used it for a singular, powerful punch. The tendril struck Mira and knocked her back, freeing him from her embrace. She let out a surprised squeal and clutched at her stomach, dropping down onto one knee. 
 
    “That hurt!” she shouted. “You have no manners at all!” 
 
    He stared, dumbfounded, as Mira turned and left the warehouse. He followed her to the door and watched as she slowly made her way down the road, her thin white gown fluttering in the warm night breeze. 
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    Jack hurried over to Katie, first making sure that she was still alive and breathing. He shook her shoulder and called her name several times, but didn’t manage to wake her up.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if Mira’s sleep spell would wear off on its own, or if it was a form of magic that could only be broken by the caster. As easy as it would have been to take her back to the mansion and hope for the best, he didn’t feel comfortable taking that risk. 
 
    He carried her over to a corner of the warehouse, lying her down behind an old shelf, where she would at least be hidden from anyone who stumbled across the scene. Jack squeezed her hand before leaving, feeling more worried than he’d felt in a very long time. 
 
     He’d been expecting Mira to be long gone by the time he managed to give pursuit, but she wasn’t. Jack charged after her, testing the limits of how fast his body could move as a vampire. And Mira let him catch up. 
 
    Each time he’d close on her and throw himself into a strike or tackle, Mira would vanish into the darkness, reappearing further down the road. It was like a game of tag powered by dark magic, and Jack felt like he was always a step behind. 
 
    She was leading him somewhere. He knew that he was basically placing himself into her power, but his only other alternative would be a premature retreat. Jack kept chasing Mira even as she entered the outskirts of Lesser Town, shifting their game into a populated playground. 
 
    The town was quiet. It was a Thursday night, and though there were a few people out, most had already retired to their homes. Mira ran ahead of him with loping steps, dodging into a backyard, and then leaping over a fence separating the neighboring property. Jack followed after her, cursing the loudness of his footsteps in comparison to the silent speed she moved with. He attempted the jump and made it halfway, grabbing the top of the fence with his arms and tumbling over it.  
 
    She’d disappeared by the time he landed on the other side. Jack spotted her as he approached the town’s center. She was in an alleyway, and this time, she didn’t dissolve into shadows as he closed the distance between them. 
 
    “Why are you even bothering?” she asked. “Perhaps one day you’ll have the resolve to kill me, but not now. Not yet.” 
 
    Jack glared at her and made no move to attack. 
 
    “I know this is a game to you,” he said. “Whatever your plan is, it won’t work.” 
 
     “It already has.” Mira arched her back, running her hands across the smooth fabric of her gown like a grooming cat. “I have what I wanted. From the moment you first invited me inside Peter’s mansion, I’ve had exactly what I wanted.” 
 
    “If that was the case, you wouldn’t bother leading me around like this,” he replied. 
 
    “Oh, but of course I would!” Mira let out a single, melodious laugh. “We’re having so much fun. And we’ll be able to do this time and time again.” 
 
    Footsteps came from down the street, along with a feminine voice having a one-sided conversation. Jack turned to glance at whoever was approaching, and in that instant, Mira seized him with her tendrils, holding him securely in place and also covering his mouth, so he couldn’t shout out. 
 
    “Shhh…” whispered Mira. “We need to watch and see what happens.” 
 
    She moved to the mouth of the alley, carrying Jack with her using her blood magic bonds. A girl was walking past them, absorbed in a conversation on her cell phone. Ahead of her, a man and a woman in dark clothing had stepped out from around the corner. The man had a knife in his hand, and moonlight gleamed of its polished blade. 
 
    “I’ve been observing these two for a few nights, now,” said Mira. Her Spectral Hand tendrils ran over Jack’s body as they talked, caressing him and exploring the inside of his leather duster. “They have a pattern, you see. And they’re perfect for us.” 
 
    The girl on the cell phone only seemed to notice the man and the woman once it was already too late. She took a stumbling step back, putting her cell phone into her purse. The man rushed forward, grabbing her wrist and covering her mouth to silence the last half of her scream. 
 
    “Whatchu got in your purse, bitch?” asked the woman. 
 
    “She’s got a phone, at least,” said the man. “And some titties on her.” 
 
    He groped one of the girl’s breasts, and she let out a terrified whimper. 
 
    “I’m going to let you go, Jack,” whispered Mira. “It’s up to you what happens next.” 
 
    He felt Mira’s tendrils let go of him, and immediately stepped out into the street. The man was trying to pull the girl’s pants down, and the woman was busy rifling through her wallet. 
 
    “Stop it,” said Jack. “Now.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” shouted the man. 
 
    “Someone who you don’t want to mess with,” he said. 
 
    The male mugger roughly threw the girl to the ground and pointed his knife in Jack’s direction. 
 
    “You’ll take off if you know what’s good for you,” said the mugger. “This is a private matter.” 
 
    Jack took another step forward. The mugger acted as though he was conferring with his female accomplice, but Jack could sense what he was preparing to do from the way his fingers visibly tightened around the handle of the knife. 
 
    The mugger rushed forward in a blur of motion, faster than Jack had been expecting. He spun out of the way, but not fast enough to miss the blade completely. His duster shrugged off the slash as though it were the whip of a spry tree branch, and it was easy for him to follow up from there. 
 
    Jack used his blood magic, summoning a Spectral Hand tendril to close over the knife. He lifted the mugger’s arm into the air and threw two punches into the man’s unguarded body. One struck the man’s stomach, and the other hit his chin. He crumpled to the ground in a fit of spastic coughs. 
 
    The woman who’d been his partner in the mugging let out a surprised shout as Jack turned his attention to her. She’d been holding the girl, but hurriedly pushed her away. The girl took off down the street. 
 
    “Fine,” said the woman, in a petulant voice. “We learned our lesson. We’ll go.” 
 
    She walked over to the male mugger and started to help him to his feet. Jack had the knife pinned under his foot. He frowned, unsure whether this was the outcome he wanted. 
 
    Mira appeared next to him, entrapping both of the muggers with her tendrils and stretching their limbs securely out to the side. They both screamed, but Mira covered their mouths, just like she’d done with Jack before.  
 
    “This is the fun part,” Mira purred. “I was so excited when I noticed that one of these miscreants was female. She’s for you, Jack.” 
 
    Jack felt a confusing mixture of emotions as he watched Mira closing in on the male mugger. He was shivering and wouldn’t meet her gaze. Mira ran a finger over his cheek and brought her lips in close to his, almost kissing him. 
 
    She shifted her mouth at the last second, sinking her fangs into the man’s neck instead. His face contorted in pain. No, thought Jack. In pleasure. The man let out a soundless scream, his mouth no longer needing to be covered by one of Mira’s tendrils. 
 
    He could smell the man’s blood. It made his throat feel dry and itchy, and it made him aware of the female mugger’s even more enticing scent. She was staring at her partner with a horrified expression on her face. She looked from the man, to Mira, to Jack, only slowly connecting the dots and realizing that fate had something similar in store for her. 
 
    Mira pulled back from the man after another few seconds of drinking his blood. She licked her lips slowly, adjusting her gown, which had slid a little further downward than where it was supposed to be. She pressed herself against Jack, totally ignoring the tendrils that were still sprouting from her shoulders and back, holding the criminals in place. 
 
    “Have a drink,” she whispered. “There is nothing better than this, Jack. And we can enjoy each other for the rest of the night, rather than having to settle for them.” 
 
    Mira kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth and undulating against him like a cat in heat. Jack felt drawn into the moment, despite himself. He palmed one of her big breasts, his arousal getting the better of him. Mira pulled back from the kiss after a few seconds, glancing in the female mugger’s direction.  
 
    The woman was whimpering, and she shied away as much as her blood magic bonds would allow as Jack took a step in her direction. He was surprised by how enticing her smell was, a mixture of musky femininity and sweet peaches. It didn’t seem like it should belong to someone so barren of morality. And it made Jack want to bite her even more. 
 
    The female mugger managed to move enough to shake her head no as Jack moved in close. He set a hand on her shoulder, letting one of his fingers trace over the nape of her neck. She had gooseflesh there, probably from fear, rather than the cold. The rush that came just from touching her felt so good that it made him feel sick. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. He turned his back to the woman, feeling like the only way to remove the temptation was to put her totally out of his field of view. 
 
    “She deserves it,” said Mira. “She and her partner would have done worse to the poor girl they’d been tormenting.” 
 
    “The fact that they’re terrible people doesn’t mean that we can just do whatever we want to them,” said Jack. 
 
    “What a naïve thing to say,” said Mira. “You would torture yourself tonight, for the sake of what? Your own misguided sense of justice? Fine then.” 
 
    Mira exhaled, and the tendrils dissolved into puffs of shadow. The man fell to his knees, looking at Mira with an expression that was reverent, and a little sexual. The female mugger let out a surprised gasp and immediately began pulling her partner in crime away as fast as she could manage.  
 
    If not for Mira’s presence, Jack would have tried to get enough identifying information to ensure an easy arrest for the local authorities. But his broodmother loomed over him, smiling slightly, watching and waiting. 
 
    “You could have bitten that woman and drunk your fill,” said Mira. “You could have enthralled her and given her instructions to turn herself in to the local authorities. She would have done it, confessed all of her crimes, received a fitting punishment, and never hurt anyone again.” 
 
    “It… wouldn’t have been right.” Jack felt unsure even as he spoke the words. “She was a bad person, but that doesn’t mean she deserves to be bitten by a vampire.” 
 
    Mira laughed. “But Peter’s orphaned apprentice does? You’re already thinking about the next time you’ll see her, aren’t you? The next time she’ll offer her body to you and let you sink your fangs in deep?” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Jack. 
 
    “I bet you’ve imagined what it would be like to enthrall her,” said Mira. “To have her obey your every word. The things she would do. The fun you could have with her. She wouldn’t struggle against it, once it was done. She’d enjoy every second of it.” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Jack. 
 
    Mira moved with blinding speed, pulling him into an embrace and kissing him deeply. Jack pushed her back, wincing as she bit his lower lip in response. He swung at her, but his strike found only shadows. Mira’s laughter echoed through the empty street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The warehouse was empty. Jack had felt a growing sense of anxiousness on the walk back, and it had finally become real when he checked the spot where he’d left Katie and didn’t find her there. He spent a few minutes searching the nearby area, checking the trees and bushes, only to confirm what he already suspected. She was gone. 
 
    He tried to let himself hope that she’d be back at the mansion. Had this been Mira’s real purpose in leading him away? Did she have an accomplice, another vampire acting on her behalf, or maybe an enthralled human? Maybe she’d found a way to reanimate Bert’s body a second time and given him instructions to capture Katie while Jack was distracted. 
 
    His assumptions were thrown into question when he slipped through the mansion’s outer gate and saw an unfamiliar car in the driveway. Jack hurried to the front door and let himself in, trying to shake off the nervous, insidious sense of dread riding on his shoulder. 
 
    Katie was standing in front of the stairs in the foyer, dressed in her yoga clothing from early in the day, smiling and talking to someone. Talking to a man. Talking to a man who had one of his arms around her. She laughed at something he said, only then seeming to notice that Jack had returned. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “Hey. I was wondering when you’d finally get in. This is my fiancé, Bruce.” 
 
    Her voice sounded cheery, but her eyes were narrowed halfway and filled with an intense gleam that warned Jack against saying anything potentially compromising. He recognized the expression from when their first reunion after he’d arrived back on the island. It was an expression that demanded that he mind his place and not do anything to fuck with the life she’d created for herself. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” said Jack. “Yeah. I went for a little walk.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you from Katherine,” said Bruce. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Jack.” 
 
    Bruce let go of Katie and approached him, reaching out for a handshake. He was tall and muscular, with black hair, olive tanned skin, and a strong jaw line. Jack felt a little annoyed by the fact that Katie’s fiancé was basically handsome, though he recognized it as a superficial, paleolithic response. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Nice to meet you, too.” 
 
    Bruce squeezed his hand into a vice grip, which Jack was happy to reciprocate. He saw the look in the other man’s eyes as he realized just how much stronger Jack was, and he couldn’t help but smile. Katie watched them from a few steps away, fidgeting nervously. 
 
    “What’s with the trench coat?” asked Bruce, eyeing Jack’s duster. 
 
    “It was a gift,” he said. “From…” He glanced at Katie, and thought better of what he was about to say. “From my grandfather.” 
 
    “I think you’re a little too pale to pull it off, bud,” said Bruce.  
 
    Jack found himself wondering how pale Bruce would be after having a hole punched in his stomach by a supernaturally strengthened fist. He took a slow breath, reeling in his inner cave man. 
 
    “Bruce,” said Katie, in a chastising voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Bruce. “I like to speak my mind. Gets me in trouble with the wife, sometimes.” 
 
    It seemed like it would have been a little too petty for Jack to point out that they weren’t actually married yet. It would have been even more petty to point out that he’d had his finger inside a certain, tight, usually hidden part of Bruce’s “wife’s” anatomy the previous night. Jack just kept smiling, instead, knowing that it would more probably infuriate Bruce more than any other reaction. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “Can I talk to you for a second? I need to get your opinion on something. In private.” 
 
    Jack’s bloodthirst had been building slowly ever since the fight with the muggers. It reached the point where each breath he took made his throat feel dry and itchy. His temples were pounding in time with his heartbeat, miniature headaches laced with an edge of dizziness. 
 
    “We were just leaving,” said Bruce. He walked back over to Katie and put his arm around her again. “I’m sure you understand, Jack. Katherine’s been so busy lately that we haven’t had many nights together.” 
 
    Katie nodded slowly. She looked uncomfortable, but it was impossible for Jack to tell whether it was due to him or her fiancé.  
 
    “We can talk in the morning,” she said. “If you need anything, Ryoko’s here.” 
 
    “Katie, I-” 
 
    “See you later, bud,” said Bruce, cutting him off. 
 
    Jack watched them as they walked past him and out of the mansion. Bruce’s hand slipped from being around Katie’s waist to resting on one of her buttocks. He glanced back at Jack over his shoulder with a wide grin on his face as he shut the door. 
 
    The mansion was quiet. Jack stood alone in the foyer, and he knew he couldn’t blame everything he was currently feeling on his bloodlust. He was jealous, and it was stupid. As much as he disliked Bruce as a person from their relatively brief first meeting, he couldn’t ignore the truth of the situation. 
 
    Katie had lived a life without him in it for over a decade. It was unfair for Jack to show up on Lestaron Island and expect a damn thing from her, emotionally or otherwise. She’d been helping him, but his issues with Mira and with the changes he’d been going through were not her burden to bear. She wasn’t the little girl who’d promised herself to him. She was a grown woman, with a life and a future of her own. A grown woman who’d found love and agreed to marry someone in pursuit of it. 
 
    With that said, he wasn’t at the point of feeling sorry for himself, and he certainly wasn’t at the point of giving up. If she’d already been married, he probably would have thrown in the towel. Probably. Maybe. 
 
    Jack felt his headache ramping up as he made his way over to the stairs, forcing him to hang onto the railing to keep from losing his balance. He was annoyed with himself, and doubly annoyed over how he’d passed on feeding on the female mugger, even though he still thought it had been the right choice to make. He tried to breathe slowly and clear his head, hoping it would help limit his suffering. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” Ryoko’s voice came from the lounge, and the light turned on an instant later. “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat and forced himself to stand up straight. The last thing he needed was Ryoko worrying about him more, or even being around him, when his willpower was on the verge of failing. 
 
    “…I’m fine,” he said. “Just a little tired.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what were you doing outside so late, sir?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    She’d apparently been sleeping, as she had on a short blue nightgown. Her hair was down for the first time Jack had ever seen, and combined with her soft facial features, it made her look very young. 
 
    “I’m a night owl,” said Jack. “I just like to go on walks, sometimes.” 
 
    Ryoko bowed slightly, accepting his explanation without further question. 
 
    “Is there anything you need, sir?” she asked. “I was going to head to bed early, since I wasn’t sure if you’d be back or not tonight.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. “I don’t need anything.” 
 
    “Ms. White made some tea while she was here, if you’re thirsty,” said Ryoko. “I had some myself, actually. It’s quite good.” 
 
    The tea. Jack closed his eyes, trying to tamp down on the excited direction her words had sent his thoughts in. Katie had dosed the tea with the anti-enthrallment potion. He could bite Ryoko without having to worry about her sustaining serious lingering effects, if he wanted to. If he waited until she fell asleep, he might even be able to do it without her waking up. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” Ryoko walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Jack felt his muscles twitching, demanding that he grip her by the arms and sink his fangs in to her neck, right there and then. 
 
    “…It’s late,” he said. “You should head to bed, Ryoko. Please.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at her, trying to make her understand without having to say the words. Ryoko brought her free hand to her chest, her lips turning down into a worried frown. He must have looked even worse than he felt. 
 
    “If you’re sure, Mr. Masterson,” she said. 
 
    “Call me Jack,” he said. 
 
    Ryoko smiled. “Fine. Goodnight, Jack.” 
 
    It was a small victory, but it made him smile, and it gave him the resolve he needed. He watched her as she made her way back toward her room. The temptation was still there. It wasn’t a thing that could be banished through a single decision. It was constant and insidious, and it made Jack worry over whether he could trust himself for an entire night with Ryoko under the same roof. 
 
    He went up to his room and attempted to fall asleep. It wasn’t like it had been earlier in the day, when the bloodthirst had been counterbalanced by the fatigue and newness of the sensation. Instead, his throbbing head conspired with the dryness of his throat, forming a constant, looping demand for him to act on his urges. 
 
    Jack headed downstairs into the basement. He found the hidden panel and made a halfhearted attempt to guess the code that would open the door to the workshop. His hope was that there would be something inside that might help. A recipe for a potion, or a hidden incantation, or possibly a magical muzzle to physically prevent him from attempting to bite someone. 
 
    He didn’t manage to guess the code and hadn’t expected to. Jack slid down against the cold stone wall of the basement, trying to direct his frustration at Mira for turning him in the first place. He was sitting directly across from one of the wine racks and furrowed his brow as an obvious potential solution came to him. 
 
    It wasn’t classy, but he didn’t care. Jack found a bottle of one of the newer vintages, less likely to be missed, and opened it with an antique corkscrew on one of the nearby shelves. He drank straight from the bottle in long, unflattering gulps. The taste was flat and dull, though that may have just been due to what he was comparing it to. 
 
    He drank the entire bottle and was halfway through a second when he finally blacked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Jack awoke on the basement floor with a pounding headache and a blanket pulled up to his shoulders. He groaned as he sat up, unsure if the discomfort he was feeling was due to his bloodthirst or a hangover. 
 
    He was surprised to find that he wasn’t as desperate for blood as he’d been the previous night. It was, at least in part, due to his roiling, liquor-sick stomach, but even discarding that, the bloodthirst was notably muted.  
 
    He made his way upstairs slowly, wincing as he opened the basement door and stepped out into the foyer. Sunlight poured in through the windows, too bright for it to still be morning, or even early afternoon. Ryoko came out from the kitchen, smiling with relief when she saw him. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said. “I was starting to get worried. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Hungover,” said Jack. “But otherwise all right.” 
 
    “I tried to help you to your bed, but I wasn’t strong enough to carry you,” she said. “You didn’t feel like you still had a fever, so I thought I’d wait instead of calling for a physician. I wasn’t ignoring you, sir. I just thought it might upset you if I made too much of a fuss.” 
 
    “No, you did the right thing,” said Jack. “The blanket was all I needed.” 
 
    Ryoko smiled and bowed slightly at his praise. 
 
    “Would you like me to fix you something to eat?” she asked. “I was on my way to purchase groceries, but I can hold off for a minute if you’re feeling hungry. And there’s tea, if you’re feeling thirsty.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded and headed outside. Despite how rough his body and head felt, Jack was pleased with himself. He’d found a solution to his bloodthirst. Granted, not one that he could rely on indefinitely, and certainly not one that would be appropriate in most settings. But it was reassuring to know that he could stop himself from losing control by drowning his mental faculties in alcohol. He wondered if he could get the same effect with sleeping pills, or another drug, prescription or otherwise. 
 
    He was a little surprised that Katie hadn’t stopped by to check up on him. He wanted to know the details of what had happened to her after he’d left her in the warehouse, and he was sure the same was true in reverse. Thinking about Katie made Jack remember seeing her with Bruce the night before, and he ended up having to lie down on the couch in the lounge and play a game on his phone to chase off annoying thoughts related to that encounter. 
 
    Half an hour later, he heard a heavy knock at the mansion’s front door. Jack sat up and frowned. Ryoko usually came in through the servant’s entrance in the garage, and Katie still had a key. 
 
    He made his way to the door and opened it. Bruce was standing on the other side, dressed in his tan and yellow sheriff’s uniform. Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Bruce,” he said. “What’s up? Did Katie send you to grab something?” 
 
    Bruce shook his head once, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “You know damn well why I’m here,” said Bruce. 
 
    Jack met the other man’s glare and tried not to wince. He’d been wondering how Katie would end up handling the situation with Bruce ever since he’d first kissed her, handcuffed to the workshop’s weapon rack. The question had only become more prominent after the last time he’d fed on her, with the two of them going about as far as a man and a woman can without doing the deed. 
 
    “Ah,” said Jack. “Right. I suppose I do.” 
 
    He scratched the back of his head. He didn’t feel guilty, exactly. Especially not after the way Bruce had tried to go all macho on him the night before with his verbal barbs. But he did feel his fair share of regret, especially when he considered how Katie would be the one suffering the brunt of the fallout. He wouldn’t lie to Bruce if the other man wanted answers, at least not about this. It just didn’t seem right. 
 
    “How do you want to handle this?” asked Bruce, in a gruff voice. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, I’ve never really been in this position before,” said Jack. “I mean, I’m sorry. I’m not sure how much me saying that helps, on its own. You want something to drink? Wine? A beer?” 
 
    As hungover as Jack still felt from the previous night, it seemed like the conversation they were about to have was one that would need the extra social lubrication. Bruce furrowed his brow, looking more than a little caught off guard. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” he said. “It’s a little early, and weird as shit for you to offer, but I never turn down a free beer.” 
 
    Jack gestured for Bruce to come in, leading him into the lounge and grabbing them each a drink from the fridge. He handed Bruce one, and then took a couple of seconds to organize his thoughts. 
 
    “Listen,” said Jack. “I don’t know what Katie told you, but really, it wasn’t her fault. This is a… very strange situation. One that neither of us were expecting to be in.” 
 
    “What does Katherine have to do with anything?” asked Bruce. 
 
    Jack hesitated, suddenly getting the distinct impression that he’d totally misread Bruce’s intentions. 
 
    “Uh…” He shrugged. “Apparently nothing.” 
 
    “Where were you last night, Jack?” asked Bruce. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I was hanging around the mansion,” he said, quickly. “I went out for a short walk, but that’s basically it.” 
 
    Bruce nodded a few times. He took a long sip of his beer, draining most of the bottle in a few sips. Then, he spiked it against the floor, and the sound of shattering glass echoed off the walls as his expression shifted into open disdain. 
 
    “I knew there was something off about you,” said Bruce. “The stupid trench coat should have been a dead giveaway.” 
 
    His voice was laced with cold, barely bridled anger. It prickled Jack, and not just for the obvious reasons. His bloodthirst bubbled in the background, feeding into his irritability. 
 
    “I don’t like your tone,” said Jack. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not sure you do, either.” 
 
    “The sheriff wants to have a word with you, bud,” said Bruce. “We know what you’ve been up to. It’s better for your health if you come along quietly.” 
 
    The sheriff. Of course. Bruce had shown up in uniform. He was there on duty, though how seriously he took his role was an open question. He’d accepted the beer from Jack, after all, though perhaps he’d been hoping that it might get him talking. 
 
    Bruce smirked at him, and Jack had to work to keep from reacting in the worst possible way. How in the world had a man like him, of all people, won Katie’s affection? He tried to keep his annoyance out of his expression, shrugging and doing his best to play innocent. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Bruce,” said Jack. “I’m not even from around here. What could I possibly have-” 
 
    Bruce lashed out, grabbing him by the cuff of his shirt. Jack suppressed the instinct to retaliate immediately and violently. He was so tempted to throw a punch or an elbow into Bruce’s face, but it was during the daytime, and the lounge was bathed in sunlight. Still, even without his vampiric strength, he might be able to do some damage if he aimed his blow properly. 
 
    No. Resisting arrest was not a good look. Especially not when it would give Bruce that much more leverage over him. Jack took a slow breath and forced himself to smile instead of fighting back. 
 
    “You stupid fucker,” said Bruce. “You’ll admit it to me, and then I’ll let you talk to the sheriff.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. He was, at the very least, now relatively sure that Bruce didn’t know about the depths of his recent nighttime activities. If Bruce had actually scratched under the supernatural surface, the last thing he’d ever consider doing would be putting hands on him. 
 
    “Admit what?” asked Jack. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “We found your fucking wallet in Bert’s tent,” said Bruce. “And he’s been missing for almost a week, now.” 
 
    His wallet. Jack was still wearing the same clothes he’d had on last night. His hands went to his pocket out of habit, where he always put his wallet. It wasn’t there. 
 
    It could have fallen out of his pocket easily enough, but Jack knew that it hadn’t. He thought back to the moment when Mira’s Spectral Hand tendrils had felt inside his duster while she’d been talking to him. One of them had probed inside his pocket, and apparently stolen his wallet in the process. She’d framed him, though Jack couldn’t begin to fathom what she had to gain out of it. 
 
    “Speechless?” asked Bruce. “Figures. I would kick the fucking shit out of you if I didn’t think it would piss Katherine off. I still don’t understand how she can claim that you were like her brother, once.” 
 
    Jack winced at the last revelation. Katie saw him like a brother? He shook the thought off, knowing that there were more important issues at hand. 
 
    “Fine,” said Jack. “I’ll talk to the sheriff.” 
 
    “I wasn’t giving you a fucking choice.” Bruce pulled out a pair of handcuffs that were, as far as Jack could tell, identical to the ones Katie had used on him. The metal felt cold and sharp against his wrists. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The ride into Lesser Town was a silent affair, with Jack sitting handcuffed in the back of Bruce’s sheriff’s cruiser. He wondered what they would have talked about if they’d gotten off on a different foot. For all of Bruce’s faults, it did seem like he cared about Katie, in his own angry, possessive kind of way. 
 
    It was because of those faults that Jack found it hard to feel guilty about the secret he and Katie shared, and the lines they’d crossed because of it. He didn’t like the idea of sneaking around with an engaged woman behind her fiancé’s back, but he’d stay silent for the sake of Katie’s overall wellbeing, and for the fact that she was taking a risk of her own by helping him. Katie had a life that, for whatever reason, included Bruce, and Jack cared about her enough to not fuck it up. At least, if he could help it. 
 
     The sheriff’s office was down the street from the mayor’s mansion. Bruce parked in a small, private lot around back and then opened the cruiser’s passenger door. Jack smiled and nodded to him, acting like he did whenever Ryoko was tending to her maid duties and enjoying the reaction he received in return. 
 
    “You better be on your best fucking behavior,” said Bruce. “Sheriff Carter is getting on in years and gets a little scattered sometimes. You just admit to what you did and don’t get in the way of us carrying out justice.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t resist grinning at him. 
 
    “Are you sure the sheriff is the one who gets a little scattered sometimes?” he asked. 
 
    Bruce yanked on his cuffs and let out a noise that was half frustration and half surprise when the movement barely did anything. They were in the shadow of the building, and that made a difference. But as much as Jack enjoyed the advantages of his vampiric physical enhancements, he wasn’t interested in earning himself a resisting arrest charge. 
 
    He eventually let Bruce lead him inside. The interior was small and open, with a chain link partition separating the waiting area from the back. A single dispatch officer, an older woman with curly grey hair, sat at the desk, looking half asleep. 
 
    “Is Kurt in his office, Melinda?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “Mhmm,” said the woman. 
 
    Bruce pulled Jack through a door in the side of the partition. There were a couple of empty jail cells further down the hall, but they walked past them and into a small, rectangular room in the corner. 
 
    Sheriff Carter was, as several people had mentioned to Jack, rather old. The youngest he could have guessed would have been seventy, and that was probably being generous by at least a decade. Sheriff Carter wore a pair of thick, dusty glasses and still had all of his hair, though it had passed beyond grey into snow white.  
 
    What caught Jack’s attention were his eyes, which still harbored an obvious intelligence. The sheriff scanned him over quickly, frowned a little, and then turned his attention to Bruce. 
 
    “Why is he in handcuffs?” asked Sheriff Carter. 
 
    “You told me to bring him in,” said Bruce. 
 
    “For questioning,” said Sheriff Carter. “Not for arrest. Take those blasted things off him.” 
 
    Bruce opened his mouth as though he intended to protest further. The sheriff’s expression took on an intense edge that reminded Jack a little of when Katie decided to get fierce. 
 
    “Deputy Booker,” said the sheriff. “Do I have to repeat myself?” 
 
    “No!” said Bruce. “Of course not.” 
 
    His hand shook slightly as he got the key into the handcuffs. Jack rubbed at his wrists as they came off, unsure what to make of the old sheriff. 
 
    “Sheriff Carter,” said the old man, extending his hand. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Jack. Sheriff Carter flashed a familiar smile and nodded. 
 
    “Have a seat, young man,” he said. “I have some questions for you.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” Jack sat down, feeling a little nervous. 
 
    “We’ve met before, you know,” said Sheriff Carter. “Back when you were just a boy. I was a good friend of your grandfather.” 
 
    He smiled, his expression briefly taking on a faraway, nostalgic quality. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued the sheriff. “You came into town to settle his estate?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jack. “I got in the day before yesterday, in the afternoon.” 
 
    “You still have the stub from your plane ticket?” asked Sheriff Carter. 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” said Jack. “It should be in my wallet.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter folded his arms and looked at his deputy. Bruce coughed awkwardly and hurried out of the office. He returned a minute later, red faced and holding both Jack’s wallet and the ticket stub. 
 
    “Bert went missing over a week ago,” said Sheriff Carter. “You couldn’t have been involved. I’m assuming you were in his tent, but that’s not a crime. Especially when the mayor already mentioned that he’d asked you to look into the disappearance.” 
 
    Jack nodded, feeling a smile sneak onto his face at the wiliness of the old man. 
 
    “Bruce, give this young man a ride back to his house,” said Sheriff Carter. “And apologize for being an asshole.” 
 
    “I… what?” Bruce glared at Jack, his hands balling into fists. “…Sorry.” 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty, Jack,” said Sheriff Carter. “And I’ll give you my own in return. I hope you stick around. Peter was a good man, and this island needs more of those. If you’re even half the man that he was, you’ll have my respect.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Jack. “Thanks.” 
 
    Bruce was fuming as they headed back out into his cruiser. Jack grinned at him as he climbed into the front passenger seat, doing his best not to say anything he might regret later. 
 
    “He’s senile,” said Bruce, out of nowhere. “Doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s barely lucid, most of the time.” 
 
    “He seemed pretty lucid to me,” said Jack. 
 
    “He’ll be retired by the end of the year,” said Bruce. “I wouldn’t read too deeply into all the bullshit and smoke he tried to blow up your ass.” 
 
    “One of you certainly is blowing smoke,” said Jack. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    Bruce scowled and sped the car up as he pulled onto the road up the slope, clearly intent on having him out of the car as soon as possible. 
 
    The two-way radio in the cruiser’s console crackled to life as they approached the last intersection before the mansion’s driveway. Bruce pulled off to the side of the road and grabbed the mic. 
 
    “Yeah?” he snapped. 
 
    “A kid reported strange noises up at the old quarry,” said the feminine voice on the other side. “Also said he thinks he saw Bert.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Bruce. “I’ll go check it out.” 
 
    Jack felt his heart start to beat a little faster. He and Katie had thought it weird that Bert’s body wasn’t where they’d left it in the warehouse. Had they actually defeated the ghoul, after all? Or did Mira have a blood magic spell that let her revive a dead body a second time? 
 
    “Mind if I tag along for this?” asked Jack. 
 
    “What?” asked Bruce. “Fuck off. This doesn’t involve you.” 
 
    “It does, seeing as how you accused me of being involved in his disappearance.” Jack leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And just between you and me, I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    Bruce glared at him, but he didn’t object any further, gunning his cruiser forward up the slope, past the road that led to the mansion. 
 
    The eastern half of Lestaron Island was mostly rocky, impassable terrain, but there was at least one road leading up along the jutting cliffs. Jack watched Bruce slowing the pace of the car as the road narrowed, in some places thinning out to barely a single car width. 
 
    The road meandered back and forth along the cliffs, forcing them to spend fifteen minutes covering a relative distance of only a mile or two. The old quarry was at the road’s end, set atop a particularly expansive cliff ledge that a deep mining pit had been bored into. 
 
    Bruce parked the car and glanced at Jack. He scowled and rolled his eyes, and then climbed out of the car. 
 
    “If you do anything suspicious, I’m pulling my gun,” said Bruce. 
 
    “Paranoid much?” asked Jack. He got out of the car and started looking around. 
 
    An abandoned storage building with a chained door and a heavily rusted metal loading dock stood off to one side. The quarry pit itself had a chain fence surrounding it, but it was collapsed in places where the edge of the rocks had crumbled free. A wider circle of orange caution tape surrounded the fence, and Jack ducked under it as he slowly began exploring the area. 
 
    A noise came from behind the storage building. Jack felt a pervasive sense of déjà vu as he slowly rounded the corner next to Bruce. He spotted Bert immediately, recognizing the denim jacket and dirty jeans. Bert was standing upright, but facing away from them, slouched forward slightly and staring off at nothing in particular. 
 
    “Bert?” shouted Bruce. “What are you doing up here, bud?” 
 
    “Careful!” said Jack. “There’s something off about him. He might be dangerous.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much he could say about what he knew, or rather, how much Bruce would believe. 
 
    “He’s not a bad guy, just a little down on his luck,” said Bruce. “Come on Bert. Let’s get you back to town and see if the sheriff can find you somewhere to stay for…” 
 
    He trailed off as Bert turned around to face them. His face was a complete mess. One of his eyes was missing from the socket where Jack had stabbed Katie’s silver crossbow bolt into. His cheeks and mouth were stained with blood, and his jaw still hung open at a dislocated angle. 
 
    Beyond just that, Bert looked visibly different than he had the other night. His body was swollen, and his arms and legs stretched his clothing like overstuffed sausages. He took a step toward them, moving with an unwieldy, stumbling gait. 
 
    “Fuck!” Bruce drew his pistol and took a step back. “Bert! What the fuck happened to you?” 
 
    Bert let out a hideous, gurgling growl in response. He took a stumbling step back, and then surged forward with a sudden rush of movement. 
 
    Bruce opened fire, and Jack didn’t blame him for it. The gunshots were deafeningly loud and didn’t slow Bert down any more than a strong breeze would have. Jack was a pace ahead of Bruce, and he brought his arms up to defend himself when he realized Bert was heading for him. 
 
    He tried focusing his blood magic and only received a pulsing headache in return. Scowling, Jack remembered what Katie had said about him using his powers during the day. The sun was out, which meant that he was basically on the level of a normal human in a physical fight. 
 
    Bert slammed into him before he could get out of the way, knocking him through the air. Jack hit the fence surrounding the quarry pit at high speed. The chain links groaned against his weight, and for a terrifying second, he thought they would give out under the pressure. 
 
    Bruce fired another round of shots at Bert, but the ghoul didn’t seem to be paying him much attention. Jack rolled as he slid off the fence, hitting the dusty ground and stumbling back to his feet. Bert was still moving toward him. If he charged again, Jack would have the pit at his back. It was both a danger and an opportunity. 
 
    “Fuck this!” Bruce shook his head and made a hurried retreat toward his cruiser.  
 
    Jack had all of his attention on Bert, but the sound of the car starting and hurriedly turning around wasn’t something he could ignore. He glanced over in time to see Bruce fleeing in his cruiser, not even attempting to swing the car by Jack to offer him a chance of joining the escape. 
 
    He would have felt offended if not for the life-threatening danger Bert currently presented to him. Jack tried to circle around to the side, but the ghoul was quicker than he looked. He moved with stumbling steps, sometimes dropping onto all fours, but always managing to cut Jack off before he got a chance to reposition himself away from the fence and the quarry pit behind him. 
 
    Bert pressed forward, entering attack range. He made a wet, coughing noise and suddenly lurched the upper half of his body forward. A glob of green phlegm the size of Jack’s fist sprayed out of the ghoul’s throat. Jack dodged to the side, watching as the disgusting ooze hit the fence where he’d been standing and instantly disintegrated the metal links. 
 
    “You really are a foul creature,” he muttered. “And here I was, hoping we could be friends.” 
 
    Bert let out a roar and leapt at him, swinging his arms with wild, flailing strikes. His elbows seemed like they were dislocated at the joint, which caught Jack off guard and let the ghoul get a strike onto his shoulder. It felt like being hit by a metal nunchaku and made most of his arm go numb. 
 
    Jack was wary of putting his hands in direct contact with the monster, so instead, he attempted to launch a front kick at Bert’s chest to push him back. He realized his tactical error he’d made as soon as his foot was off the ground. Bert didn’t try to dodge, instead throwing all of his weight forward into Jack and knocking him off balance. 
 
    They both slammed into the fence. The chain link metal groaned, and then gave way. Jack grunted as he fell backward. Luckily, the fence bent, but it didn’t break, instead tipping inward to hang down the inside lip of the quarry pit. 
 
    Jack managed to get his fingers through a few of the links to hold on, but Bert had his ankle in a tight grip. He swore out loud, wishing that it was dark enough for him to use Spectral Hand to get an additional grip on something. 
 
    Bert thrashed, and the movement caused one of the posts securing the bent fence to come loose. Time seemed to slow as the other posts followed suit, dropping Jack and the ghoul backward into a pitch-black pit of indeterminable depth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    The fall seemed like something outside of time, a suspended moment of terror and impending doom. Jack was out of breath when he hit the bottom, though the sensation of landing flat on his back against the rock would have been enough to force any remaining air out of his lungs. 
 
    It took a few senses to come back to reality on the cold stone, and he felt bewildered at the fact that he was still alive and able to feel his body. He hurt all over and could feel blood dripping from a cut on the side of his forehead. His ribs, hip bones, and shoulders were screaming in pain, but nothing felt like it was broken. 
 
    The inside of the pit was nearly pitch black. The angle of the cliffs surrounding the quarry on three sides, combined with the depth of the mine itself, meant that it would only ever be in full sunlight for a few minutes each day, when the sun was directly overhead. Which left room for Jack’s vampiric abilities to function, saving him from otherwise certain death from the landing. 
 
    He groaned as he sat up, cutting the sound of it short as he realized that he still wasn’t out of danger. Bert was in the pit with him. Jack started hoping that the fall had been enough to put the ghoul out of his misery, because the alternative was the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    A scratching noise came from the other side of the pit, extinguishing that hope. Jack went still, his terror rooting him in place. It was an insidious kind of fear, old and familiar, and compelling enough to cut his legs out from under him. 
 
    He still couldn’t see anything, but then again, of course he couldn’t. He had his eyes closed. He wasn’t there in the pit anymore, but back in his childhood. In the blank section of his memories, right before he’d last left the island. He remembered that smell of death and decay. The darkness and the hopelessness. It all had something to do with how his parents had died. 
 
    Trying to remember it was like searching for an object out of a dream. What was it that Katie had said about dream weaving, again? Using magic to trick a person’s mind into forgetting inconvenient memories. Was this the type of experience that such an extreme measure would be reserved for? 
 
    The scratching noise came again, and Jack knew he couldn’t stay afraid. He couldn’t, and he didn’t need to. He had power now. He wasn’t a child. Mira had taught him that much, even though she was his enemy. Jack took a breath and forced his eyes open. 
 
    They took several seconds to adjust, and when they did, he almost hated having them open. The pit was a truly revolting place, both in smell and in appearance. A significant amount of trash and refuse had been dumped into the bottom. So much so that it was almost impossible to pick out which shadowed lump was Bert, who hadn’t started moving enough to stand out. 
 
    Still, he wasn’t about to let the circumstances paralyze him again. He wasn’t going to run, at least not without finishing the fight. He wasn’t powerless, and he’d recovered from the fall first. He had the advantage. 
 
    He took a step toward the center of the pit, resisting the urge to flinch back as his foot brushed across a garbage bag buzzing with flies. A gurgling noise came from the other side, and he could just barely make out Bert’s silhouette as the ghoul staggered to his feet. 
 
    “Took a bit of a tumble, did you?” shouted Jack. “Well, come on then. Let’s finish this!” 
 
    A second wet, coughing noise came from another section of the pit. Jack felt his confidence crumble like a sand castle against the tide as a second monstrous form began to rise upward amidst the trash, followed by a third from behind him. 
 
    Three against one. He and Katie had struggled against Bert when the odds had been in their favor. And that wasn’t even bringing into account the fact that she’d had her crossbow with her. Jack spun in a slow circle, trying to figure out a way of positioning himself that would at least give him a chance. He tried not to think about the acidic phlegm Bert had hacked up earlier, and how quickly the fight would be over if he took a glob of it to the back of his head. 
 
    One of the additional ghouls let out a low, rumbling hiss as it reached its feet. It was slightly smaller than Bert, but shifted to the side with quick, jerky movements that gave the impression of a dislocated sort of dexterity. It hadn’t started closing the distance toward him yet, but it would, soon. They all would, soon. 
 
    Jack needed a weapon. He had his blood magic, but the idea of using Spectral Hand against three lumbering monsters seemed overly optimistic. Katie had said that it was possible to use spectral magic to form weapons or shields, and Jack had seen Mira using hers almost like whips. Why not a sword, then? 
 
    Bert had slowly started toward him, and Jack could also now hear the ghoul behind him crumpling through the trash. He snapped his arm to the side, reaching inward for his blood essence and focusing it into a spell. He pictured exactly he wanted in his mind’s eye, and felt his magic stirring to life to oblige him. 
 
    The spell he manifested was similar to Spectral Hand, but functionally different. A sword formed within Jack’s fingers, a black blade with red accents in the pattern of veins. It was long, almost four feet from handle to tip, and tiny puffs of black smoke curled around it in the same way that a warm object in the cold might give off condensation.  
 
    The blade was perfectly symmetrical, with no cross-guard or obvious hilt. It felt substantial in his grip, but it weighed far less than it should have, barely enough to slow his arm down. It was a sword formed from blood magic. A Spectral Sword. And it was exactly what Jack needed. 
 
    Bert stumbled toward Jack through the trash, as did the ghoul to Jack’s left, but there was no coordination between the two monsters. Bert was like a runaway train, kicking through the garbage as he moved. The other ghoul scampered on all fours, letting out a sinister, oozing hiss. 
 
    Jack’s sword fighting experience was limited, basically extending only to playing with sticks as a child with Katie. He swung his sword in a somewhat frantic, two-handed slash, a bit like a batter trying to connect with a baseball. The ghoul on all fours was within range, but it twisted back at the last second, only taking a shallow cut across the stomach.  
 
    Bert was still closing on him, but Jack’s sword was light and maneuverable enough to allow him to quickly shift into a reverse strike. He swung for Bert’s head, but the ghoul shifted his neck to the side slightly. The ethereal blade clipped what was left of Bert’s ear, scoring an injury that was no more than superficial to the lumbering monster. 
 
    The third ghoul slammed into Jack from behind, catching him completely off guard. He stumbled forward, and one of his feet caught on an old tire, sending him sprawling into the disgusting trash and grime that coated the pit’s floor. 
 
    It was all Jack could do to keep from impaling himself on his own weapon. He kept his sword tight in his grip and quickly rolled back to his feet. All three of the ghouls were closing in on him, managing to unify their attack by luck, if not through actual strategy. 
 
    He swung his blade wildly, fending off each ghoul as it drew close. It was like trying to keep a pack of wolves at bay with a tree branch. They flinched backward more out of surprise and uncertainty than out of respect for Jack and his weapon. He gritted his teeth, feeling a sudden rush of anger, both at the monsters and the hopelessness of his situation. 
 
    The ghoul behind came a little too close. Jack spun around, whipping his sword into a horizontal slash intended to push his opponent back. The ghoul’s proximity put him within range of the attack, and the Spectral Sword cleaved into the monster’s abdomen like an axe cutting through rotten wood. 
 
    Jack pressed his advantage on reflex, feeling his anger build with each strike. He pulled his sword loose and followed up with an overhead cut that severed the injured ghoul’s arm completely. The hideous monster let out a gurgle and collapsed into a pile of garbage and disgusting smelling blood. 
 
    A blow struck Jack in the side of the head hard enough to knock him over and mottle his vision with black stars. Bert had snuck up on him while he’d been busy with the third ghoul. Jack rolled over onto his back, holding his sword up defensively, ready to cut at a foot or a hand if another strike came. 
 
    Bert didn’t hit him. Instead, the ghoul sucked in air, making the hideously recognizable wet noise that telegraphed someone about to let loose with their spittle. Jack vividly recalled what the acidic green goo had done to the metal fence, and immediately began to move. 
 
    He rolled over his back shoulder and onto his feet, not wanting to take even a step further into Bert’s spitting range. The other ghoul left standing was on all fours to Jack’s right, slowly coming toward him more in the manner of a crawling insect than a sentient creature. 
 
    Jack felt like he couldn’t focus on one without ignoring the other. He took a step backward and heard a tin crunch as his sneaker scraped across a discarded metal trash lid. An idea came to him, and reached down to scoop it up, wielding it by the handle like a medieval knight’s shield. 
 
    Bert suddenly jerked his head forward, releasing his acid attack. Jack let out a terrified shout and desperately tried to take cover behind his new shield. He heard the acidic phlegm impact, like droplets of water against a tin roof. It burned tiny holes into the metal lid, but it didn’t continue through onto his face. Which was about as much as he could have asked for. 
 
    The crawling ghoul picked that moment to launch itself into a shrieking tackle, flying through the air like a movie monster in the midst of an ambush. Jack shouted again as he slashed his sword in a wide arc. He was only holding onto it with one hand, but the weapon still did serious damage to the ghoul, all but disemboweling it in midair. 
 
    Unfortunately, the strike didn’t stop the monster’s momentum. The ghoul landed on Jack, knocking him onto his back and pinning him to the ground. Jack cringed as he struggled to pull free, feeling as though he was swimming though blood, garbage, and unidentifiable nastiness. 
 
    The ghoul tried to bite down on Jack’s face. He forced what remained of his shield into the monster’s mouth, and then swung his sword in a desperate, flailing strike across its back. The ghoul twitched as the blade made contact. Jack swung again, and again, and blessedly, the creature went still. 
 
    It took him a second to roll himself loose. Almost no sooner than he’d found his feet did Bert slam into his shoulder and knock him down to his knees. Jack tried to pull himself up, but Bert slammed a fist down on his back. 
 
    It hurt. It hurt a lot. Jack was pretty sure something had broken or at least cracked in his spine, and he fell forward onto his stomach from the force of the impact. Bert continued striking him, landing blow after blow in such quick succession that it was all Jack could do to curl up and attempt to keep his head protected. 
 
    He did manage to reposition himself after a few seconds, orienting his feet toward Bert. He reached back with his free hand, leveraging himself against an old piece of furniture, and kicked hard with both legs. The blow caught Bert in the stomach and knocked him back with the same forceful punishment that might have come from a startled horse. 
 
    Jack scrambled to his feet, rushing toward Bert before the ghoul could rise again. He started hacking with his sword, swinging it in clumsy, violent strikes. For all the elegance of his weightless, ethereal weapon, the desperate salvo he unleashed on Bert was anything but. 
 
    He cut off Bert’s arm, and then one of his legs. He watched Bert attempt to crawl away from him, gurgling and pushing himself across the floor with his sole remaining foot. Jack kicked him hard between the shoulder blades and used the sole of his shoe to hold the ghoul in place. He let the edge of his black and red sword settle against the monster’s neck for a moment, and then brought it down in a powerful, cleaving strike, separating head from body. 
 
    The other two ghouls were still alive, though hobbled beyond the point of being threatening. Jack repeated the grisly procedure with each of them. He felt that strange, unwanted rush again. It was a mixture of primal, ancient emotions, and it reverberated through him. He was the victor. He was the one left standing. He was still alive, and it felt so good that it was a little unnerving. 
 
    The pit was silent in the wake of the fight, and the ensuing calm left room for Jack’s anxiety to slither its way back in. He let go of his Spectral Sword and felt a subtle magical pressure subside as the blade evaporated in a puff of shadow and smoke, dismissed for the moment. 
 
    It was time for him to leave. He wasn’t interested in spending a second longer in the pit than he absolutely had to. 
 
    Behind him, against one of the curved, rocky walls, Jack found the mechanical lift that had once brought miners to and from the surface. He stood inside of it, fumbling around with his hands until he found the mechanism to work it. The switches were covered in grime, and none of them did anything.  
 
    Instead, he felt around for the metal elevator line connecting the lift to the surface. It was rusted and painful to grip, but also frayed to the point of being easily climbable. Jack slowly began to pull himself up, alternating between reaching with his hands and squeezing his legs against the thick elevator line to hold himself in place. 
 
    He was surprised when he reached the top and discovered that the sun was still out. The darkness of the pit had felt eternal, like something that would follow him through the rest of his life. A shiver went down his back as he considered what had just occurred down below. Mira had gathered those ghouls for a purpose, and he hadn’t the slightest idea what it was. 
 
    It was a long walk back to the mansion, but it gave Jack’s remaining adrenaline a chance to burn itself out. His throat felt a little itchy, but overall, his bloodthirst was more manageable than it had been for the past few days. He wondered if the sunlight affected how strongly it came on, or if maybe what Katie had said about it being stronger for the first few days after being turned was close to the truth. 
 
    Ryoko was sweeping the foyer floor when Jack entered, and she flinched in surprise when she saw him. Jack frowned and looked down at himself. He did have some blood on him, mostly from the ghouls, but the dirt from the pit and the rust from the elevator line had more or less covered it up. His clothes were ruined, and he smelled terrible, but there was nothing criminally suspicious about his appearance. 
 
    “I’ll set out a new outfit for you, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. “Are you curious about how I ended up like this?” 
 
    “A little,” she replied. “But it wasn’t uncommon for Mr. Masterson, er, your grandfather, to get a little dirty on his adventures. It must run in the family.” 
 
    She winked at him, and Jack felt a flush come across his cheeks. Ryoko didn’t tease him like that very often, and it was refreshing to be reminded of the girl underneath the uniform. 
 
    She hurried off to the kitchen, returning to hand Jack a plastic garbage bag while he was on his way upstairs. He took the hint, stripping his clothes off and depositing them in the bag for disposal before stepping into the shower. 
 
    He took his time, scrubbing the filth from every inch of his pale body. Something about what had happened in the pit still had him on edge. At first, he’d thought it was akin to an adrenaline hangover, but there was a different quality to it, less excitable and more calculated. He wiped a hand across his face, wincing as a soap bubble popped near his eye. It was more than just his circumstances that were changing. He was changing along with them. 
 
    Jack dried off and headed for his room dressed only in a towel. Ryoko was coming out just as he reached the door, and she jumped in surprise and brought a hand to her mouth. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jack. “I didn’t realize I was walking so quietly.” 
 
    “It’s my fault, sir.” Ryoko bowed, blushing a little as she looked at him. “Your clothes are, er, ready for you.” 
 
    Jack frowned a little and glanced down at himself. The towel wasn’t covering him quite as completely as he’d assumed. He hurried to readjust, feeling his cheeks heat up as he realized that he’d just accidentally flashed his maid, while Ryoko hurried off down the hallway.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    She’d set out comfortable clothes for him, a t-shirt, sweatpants, and a loose-fitting windbreaker. Jack pulled the clothing, savoring the sensation of the soft, clean fabric against his skin. 
 
    He heard the sound of conversation as he made his way downstairs, and he wasn’t surprised to find Katie drinking tea in the mansion’s lounge. She had on black leggings and a tunic-style sweater, and her hair was hanging in a neat brown braid. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack. “Good to see you.” 
 
    He took a seat next to her on the couch, leaving some room in the center between them. The last time he’d seen her had been when she left with Bruce the previous night, and the last time they’d had a chance to talk freely had been back before his encounter with Mira.  
 
    “Likewise,” said Katie. “Now make with the explanations. I need to know what the fuck happened last night. And Ryoko said you went on some kind of adventure today?” 
 
    Jack heard her question, but it barely registered over his own thoughts. He was still thinking about the quarry pit, and about the darkness. About the missing memories from the period surrounding the time he’d last had a near-death experience. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “What do you remember from the time when my parents died?” 
 
    She frowned at him. 
 
    “How is this at all relevant?” she asked. “That was twelve years ago, Jack.” 
 
    “I never found it weird that I didn’t remember, given how much it affected me,” said Jack. “Until now. I should at least have some memories from that time, but it’s all blank. What happened?” 
 
    A hint of concern entered Katie’s expression, and she slid one of her knees up to hug against her chest. 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t really know, either,” she said. “I remember that time, but it was all so sudden. I found out about the car crash from Peter, and I never got a chance to see you again after it happened. You left the island pretty much immediately.” 
 
    Jack rubbed at his forehead, as though he could use his fingers to coax life back into his recollection. 
 
    “There is something there,” he said. “Something I’m not seeing.” 
 
    “I wish I could help you,” said Katie. “But seriously. We need to focus on the present right now. What have you been doing, Jack?” 
 
    Her tone shifted as she asked the last question, and though it wasn’t exactly accusatory, it did have an edge to it. 
 
    “I’m not even sure where to begin,” said Jack. “A lot has happened.” 
 
    He went on to relate the events of eventful night and morning. Katie frowned as he gave her the gist of what had happened with Mira and warned him not to listen to her. Her frown deepened as he talked about the attempted mugging. As Jack moved on to explaining his near arrest that morning and the call that had brought Bruce to the quarry, Katie folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “You can’t blame him for running away from a ghoul, Jack,” said Katie. “Multiple ghouls, by your account.” 
 
    “I can and I do,” he said. “He was the one with a gun. I was totally unarmed.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking vampire,” said Katie. “And he’s just… normal. It’s part of why I love him.” 
 
    Her words stung him a little, even though he knew they shouldn’t. He brushed off his ego and continued telling her about what he discovered, not letting himself worry about Katie’s decisions. 
 
    “I think the ghouls were there for a reason,” he said, describing the pit. “It was like they were waiting for something. Almost like when we first found Bert in the warehouse.” 
 
    “She’s probably using it as a place to hide them during the day,” said Katie. “Or maybe, the pit is where she dumps them when she’d done with them. It wouldn’t be the first time someone’s been caught using it to dispose of things they don’t need.” 
 
    Jack frowned. For some reason, he didn’t like the idea of Mira being so flippant about people’s lives, even though he’d already seen other examples of her callousness. She’d turned him into a vampire on a whim, as a way of proving a point to his dead grandfather. Why was it hard for him to believe that she could be the type to kill indiscriminately? 
 
    “I guess it’s possible,” he said. 
 
    “You sure you got all of them that were down there?” asked Katie. 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, remembering the rush he’d felt as he’d fought for his life and cut through the monsters with his sword. 
 
    “Yeah, I got them all,” he said. 
 
    “Anyway, you’re lucky to have made it through the fight alive,” said Katie. “Ghouls are serious business. Even as a blood mage, you could have easily died if they’d overwhelmed you.” 
 
    Jack shrugged, but he was too tired to focus much on what Katie was saying. Now that he was back at the mansion, he had a chance to breathe for a minute and consider what he should do next. 
 
    “Were you planning on going out later and looking for Mira again?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t tonight,” said Katie. “Bruce has been getting so angry about how often I’ve been out lately.” 
 
    Jack nodded, feeling a strange sense of relief. The plan was still for them to find Mira and kill her. If they could do that, it would mean ridding himself of vampirism, and returning to life as a regular human. That was still what he wanted, but he was beginning to feel intrigued by the possibilities of his blood magic, in the meantime. 
 
    “I think I’ll go out on my own, then,” said Jack.  
 
    “You had better fucking not,” said Katie. “This isn’t a game, Jack.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” said Jack. “Which is why it makes sense for us to keep up the pressure on Mira.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” said Katie. “You won’t stand a chance against her on your own. Promise me you won’t try it.” 
 
    “Katie…” 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Seriously, Jack. I know you’re not an idiot. Promise me.” 
 
    Jack heard a hint of something that sounded suspiciously like concern in her voice. He nodded after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I won’t go after Mira.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Katie. 
 
    He smiled at her, and she smiled back. A silent second passed, and the tension and potential of the moment was thick in the air. It had been almost an entire day since Jack had last fed, and he couldn’t stop his eyes from lingering on the supple nape of Katie’s neck. 
 
    He slid closer to her on the couch, feeling a little like a middle schooler making his first move on a girl. Katie tensed up, and a shiver ran through her as Jack let his fingers touch her neck. 
 
    “Jack,” she whispered. “I… don’t think you should.” 
 
    “Isn’t this why you came here, Katie?” He spoke the words into her ear, quietly, confidentially. “I’m going to have to feed again soon. We both know it.” 
 
    “I know,” said Katie. 
 
    The urge to sink his fangs in was almost overwhelming, but it was interlaced with other desires. He wanted to kiss her neck, and her lips. He wanted to hold her close. He wanted to forget that she was engaged to another man. 
 
    “You don’t want me to bite you,” he said, stating it, rather than asking the question. He drew a little closer to her, one of his hands settling on her thigh on autopilot. 
 
    “I…” Katie’s eyelids fluttered, and she licked her lips. “It’s the way it feels, Jack.” 
 
    “Does it hurt you when I do it?” 
 
    “No!” she said, quickly. “No, it’s not that. It’s the opposite of that. The feeling, Jack. It’s like I’m lifting off the ground. It’s this rush, almost like I’m…” 
 
    She swallowed hard and shook her head slightly. Finally, she turned to meet his gaze directly, her face only inches away from Jack’s. 
 
    “Do you remember the silly things we used to say to each other when we were little?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I remember.” 
 
    “I thought that was the boy that would be coming back to the island,” she said. “And it seemed like it was, when you first got here. You were supposed to be sweet and innocent, Jack.” 
 
    He wasn’t about to claim that he was those things, not anymore. He started kissing Katie’s neck, driven by both his bloodlust and another, more intense emotion. 
 
    “Fuck,” whispered Katie. “This isn’t fair. You weren’t supposed to…” 
 
    She trailed off. Jack pulled her into an embrace, his lips pressing into hers. He let his kisses travel across her cheek, and then used his fingers to brush back a few strands of her hair. He gently sucked on the sensitive skin of the nape of her neck, and then opened his mouth wide, preparing his fangs. 
 
    “Ahem.” Ryoko’s voice shattered the reverie they’d both been pulled into. “Ms. White. Mr. Masterson. I was just about to start dinner and wanted to run a few things by you.” 
 
    Katie leapt to her feet, pushing Jack back with one hand and clutching her chest with the other. She took a slow breath before clearing her throat and turning to face Ryoko. 
 
    “I… can’t stay,” said Katie. “I was just stopping by to check up on Jack.” 
 
    Ryoko smiled and bowed slightly. The fact that her demeanor was so professional and non-judgmental made Jack feel even worse about the situation. He’d kissed Katie, and this time, he couldn’t blame it entirely on the emotions of his bloodthirst. He had made the decision and let himself do it. He’d put her in an impossible position, and now they would both suffer for it. 
 
    “I should go,” said Katie. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Jack. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    “I’m sure if you need anything, Ryoko will be able to handle it,” said Katie. “She’s here for a reason.” 
 
    Jack frowned, but he could tell that there wasn’t anything he could say to sway her. Katie adjusted her sweater and then headed for the door. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Ryoko. “Was there something in particular that Ms. White was alluding to?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not.” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath, trying to ignore the growing itchiness of his throat. The setting sun filled the mansion’s windows with a deep orange glow. It was going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Ryoko did not hold back when it came to making dinner, even though it was just Jack that she was cooking for. He spent the interim between when Katie left and when the food was served playing a game on his phone and sipping red wine. 
 
    He knew that he would have to feed before the night was through. His bloodthirst was manageable, but with each moment that passed, he felt it growing slightly more distracting. He was careful to keep from getting too close to Ryoko when she finally called him to dinner and struggled to avoid staring at the way her maid uniform emphasized the lines of her neck. 
 
    “I hope you enjoy it, sir,” she said. “I haven’t been able to cook many proper meals for you since you arrived.” 
 
    “It looks fantastic, Ryoko,” said Jack, admiring the plating of the steak, salad, and potatoes. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ryoko bowed and started to leave the dining room. 
 
    “You’re not hungry?” Jack called after her. 
 
    She frowned and gave a small shake of her head. “I usually take my meal at the breakfast nook in the kitchen. It isn’t appropriate for the serving staff to eat with their employers.” 
 
    “It just me and you here, Ryoko,” said Jack. “You don’t have to stand on ceremony. Come on, take a seat.” 
 
    Ryoko hesitated, and then bowed again, setting her own plate down on the table across from him. Jack was glad for the company, even though they ate in silence for most of the meal. He wanted her to eventually start to feel more comfortable around him.  
 
    He hated Katie’s idea of him biting Ryoko and drinking her blood against her will. What if he instead told her the truth about what had happened to him, and let her decide for herself? He only considered the idea for a second before deciding that it was more than a little ridiculous. Even if she believed him, it would be asking for way too much from someone who he still barely knew. 
 
    The food tasted fantastic, but it didn’t sate Jack. He tried not to stare too much at Ryoko during the meal and took a deep sip of his wine each time he started to feel the compulsion. He complimented the food, made small talk about what she had planned for the menu for the rest of the week, and maintained a deliberate effort to act normal. 
 
    The mansion’s phone rang right as the meal came to an end. Ryoko paused in the middle of cleaning the table to hurry into the lounge to answer it. She called out to him a few seconds later. 
 
    “It’s Mayor Stinson, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. He took the phone from her and brought it to his ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Jack, Dave Stinson here,” said Dave. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your dinner. I’m afraid I’ve called with some news that you aren’t going to enjoy hearing.” 
 
    Jack felt a chill run through his blood as he considered the various possible bad outcomes that opening could lead to. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. 
 
    “A friend of mine called my office last night,” said Dave. “Said that she was almost mugged by a couple of the local riffraff. Her retelling of events was a little weird, but she described you almost perfectly, even down to the clothes you were wearing for our meeting.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Jack. He winced. How much had the girl seen of him and Mira? Had they used their blood magic in front of her? Had she seen Mira drinking the blood of one of the muggers? 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for being the good citizen and stepping in,” said Dave. “The thing is, I haven’t been able to get in touch with the woman in question. She left a message on my office’s answering machine, but she wasn’t at the address she gave, and she didn’t show at her job today. I spoke to the sheriff this afternoon, of course, but we’ve had no luck locating her so far.” 
 
    Jack frowned, trying to work out the most likely outcome. Had Mira followed up on the girl and decided to enthrall or kill her? It seemed unlikely that she would have let her escape in the first place, if that was what she had planned. But the muggers, on the other hand. The ones she’d been about to report to the sheriff. What would they have been willing to do to avoid jailtime? 
 
    “I haven’t seen or heard anything,” said Jack. “I only stepped in to break up what I thought was a fight. The girl ran off immediately after.” 
 
    He let out a slow, heart-wrenching sigh. He’d been the one who’d allowed the muggers to get away. Mira’s idea would have taken care of them, but Jack had refused to consider it. He was responsible for this outcome. 
 
    “Well if you hear anything new, give me or the sheriff a call,” said Dave. “I know I’ve been dropping a lot on your shoulders, and I apologize for it. It’s the kind of stuff your grandfather used to look into for the town.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Well, I guess someone has to keep the ball rolling.” 
 
    He said goodbye to mayor and hung up the phone. Ryoko was watching him from her seat across the table, her brow furrowed in worry. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” she asked. “Would you like me to put your plate in the fridge for later?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “That would be great. I might be out for a while. You don’t have to wait up for me.” 
 
    He felt a little bad about heading out at night after his conversation with Katie, but technically, he wasn’t breaking the promise he’d made to her. She’d asked him not to go looking for Mira, and this was another matter completely. 
 
    Jack stopped by his room to pull on his grandfather’s leather duster and then headed out into the dark. It was still early in the night, but he had a sense of where he needed to be and what he needed to be doing. 
 
    He jogged down the slope and into Lesser Town, slowing his pace to keep from attracting too much attention to himself as he reached the streetlights. The few people out were mostly congregated around the entrances of the town’s bars. Jack ignored them, instead heading down an alleyway, and around the back of a building close to where the mugging had taken place. 
 
    He silently climbed up the fire escape and found an inconspicuous spot to set up his stakeout. He planned on finding one or both of the muggers, and it seemed as though the easiest way to do it would be to wait for them to return to the place of the crime. 
 
    From above, it was easy to get a good look at people without the same being true in return. Jack waited patiently, distracted only by the slow, building compulsion of his bloodthirst. He took slow breaths and used the guilt he felt over the disappearance of the woman he thought he’d saved motivate him to see his vigil through. 
 
    It was past midnight when Jack finally spotted one of the muggers. It was the woman from the night before, dressed in jeans and the same dirty flannel shirt she’d had on the night before. Jack had trouble recognizing her at first, but she gave herself away, hovering at the mouth of an alleyway and pulling out a switchblade to toy with while she waited for her next victim.  
 
    He forced himself to stay patient. The female mugger waited for a while, but nobody stumbled into her trap. She seemed to give up for the night after about half an hour and started down the street with her hands in her pockets. 
 
    If she noticed that Jack was following her, she didn’t make it obvious. He did his best to blend into the shadows, leaving a hundred yards or so between them. He followed the woman to the outskirts of town, where every other house was abandoned or at least in a state of disrepair. 
 
    The woman pulled keys out of her pocket and unlocked the door of a rectangular, single story dwelling. Jack waited until she disappeared inside and then considered his next move. The neighborhood was silent, but the emptiness of the night was just an illusion. If he tried to break her door down and force his way in, the noise would attract attention. 
 
    Besides, he wasn’t sure that his working theory of the muggers being responsible for the innocent woman’s disappearance was the truth. Mira was unpredictable, and she very well could have decided that she needed a drink, or a thrall. It was possible that the woman’s body was now at the bottom of the quarry pit, hidden amongst the garbage and ghoul corpses. 
 
    It was possible, but he didn’t find it convincing. And he still hadn’t questioned his primary suspect yet. Jack approached the door slowly, taking light, silent steps. He didn’t bother trying the handle, as he’d heard the lock click into place after the woman had closed it. Instead, he took a slow breath and focused his Potential to cast Spectral Hand. 
 
    It was different from how using his magic in a fight felt. He’d created his Spectral Sword spell in the fight against the ghouls, but this time, Jack was now conjuring a thin, pliable tool. A Spectral Lockpick, though calling it that minimized the elegance of what he was actually doing. Jack slid it into the lock like a shapeshifting finger, slowly probing until he had all of the tumblers in place. 
 
    He turned the door’s handle and smiled to himself as it opened. No shouts of alarm or angry questions came from within the residence. He waited for another few seconds and then slipped inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    The shower was running, and the only illumination on in the house came from the sliver of light escaping from under the bathroom door. The interior was small, basically just a combination living room and dining room with a few bedrooms attached to it. 
 
    Jack moved slowly and silently, taking in the relevant details. The carpet was stained in places and had a strange smell. Several empty baggies were scattered across the living room table, along with a syringe and a few rubber bands. Apparently, the heroin epidemic had not spared Lestaron Island’s remote community. 
 
    It fit with what he’d already suspected and made him fear for the life of the woman he’d saved the night before even more. He could picture a couple of junkies going to extreme measures rather than having to face up to what prison would mean for them and their addiction. Especially ones who already had a proven penchant for violent crime. 
 
    The shower turned off. Jack took silent steps across the floor, positioning himself directly to the side of the bathroom door. He waited, feeling a little unsure of how to approach what came next. 
 
    The door opened, and the female mugger stepped out into the living room, wearing only a towel and humming a song to herself. She cleaned up surprisingly well. Her dark hair was short, a little longer than a pixie cut, and it left her neck completely visible. Jack could smell her, too, and it was a nice scent. Not as nice as Katie or Ryoko, but feminine, with an intriguing, peach-like edge to it. 
 
    “Don’t scream,” he said, in a quiet voice.  
 
    The woman froze. To her credit, she didn’t scream. Jack could read her body language. She was either about to attack him, or about to grab a weapon. 
 
    “It’s not going to end well for you if you do anything stupid,” he said. 
 
    The words felt natural, and so did the role he’d fallen into. He was a predator, and she was his prey. He’d watched and waited and set a trap for her, all in a manner that would have been incomprehensible to him back before being given the Embrace by Mira. He was a little unnerved by how easily he was able to roll with it. 
 
    “Did… did Rufus send you?” asked the woman, her voice shaky. “I told him that I’d have his money by the end of the week. I still have a few days. I’ll get it, I swear.” 
 
    “Turn around,” said Jack. 
 
    The woman slowly turned around. She had a scar on her face, and there was a glassy dullness to her eyes that made her look almost like an old children’s doll. 
 
    “Do you recognize me?” he asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. He shouldn’t have been surprised by that. It’d been dark out, and she didn’t have the same level of night vision that he did. 
 
    “What happened to the woman?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re—” 
 
    “The woman from last night,” said Jack. “The one that you tried to mug. The one that nobody has been able to find today.” 
 
    The female mugger took a step back, shaking her head.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “We didn’t do shit.” 
 
    Jack took a step forward. 
 
    “You should come clean,” he said. 
 
    “Or what?” said the woman, looking him up and down. “I thought you were one of Rufus’ guys, but instead, you’re just some stupid little shit. I bet if I called the cops, you’d run away like a little bitch. You’re the one breaking the law right now.” 
 
    She flashed a self-satisfied smirk and turned to walk away. Jack moved without thinking, grabbing her arm before she could reach for her phone. The action brought her close enough to him for him to get another whiff of her scent. She was clean and she was young, and it made his bloodthirst surge. 
 
    “Hey!” cried the woman. “What are you…?” 
 
    What was he doing? His fingers traced along the nape of her neck. The woman’s towel fell to the ground, exposing her nudity, but he wasn’t interested in her like that. He did let himself plant a single kiss on her neck, but only to mark the perfect spot before sinking his fangs in. 
 
    The woman shuddered, letting out a gasp that sounded more than a little orgasmic. Her blood was smooth and sweet, though it tasted a little dirty. It wasn’t as clean and pure as Katie’s blood. And yet still, it managed to instantly sate Jack’s thirst, and he felt the same rush of intoxicating, erotic desire. 
 
    There was more to it than just that. The feeling, the thrill, was as much of control as it was of satiation and pleasure. It was the same thrill he’d felt when he’d fought and killed Bert and the ghouls. It was dark and seductive, like a call from the abyss. 
 
    The woman pushed her naked butt against his crotch, moaning and shivering as he continued to drink her blood. Jack was just lucid enough to keep in control, to resist the feeling that called to him. He wasn’t about to compound one rash decision with another. But if the circumstances had been only slightly different, he wasn’t sure if he would have been able to resist. 
 
    He was still drinking her blood. The woman’s shivering was less pronounced now. He was still drinking her blood, and he needed to stop before he took too much. Jack forced his arms into motion, pushing the woman away from him as he pulled his mouth back. She fell onto the couch, and he licked the last few drops of her blood from his lips. 
 
    “That…” The woman stared at him, her expression hazy, one hand rubbing against her crotch. “That was… incredible.” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat, feeling a little embarrassed now that it was over and done with. She was still naked, and the way she was looking at him made her seem like she was waiting for instruction. And that was exactly it, he realized. He’d just enthralled her with his bite. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “Gina,” said the woman. 
 
    She looked hopeful. Out of all the possible reactions, Gina looked him with hope in her eyes. It made Jack feel ashamed of himself, until he remembered the missing woman, and the fact that if he’d enthralled Gina a day earlier, she might still be alive. 
 
    “Gina,” said Jack. “Did you kill the woman you tried to mug last night?” 
 
    Gina nodded. Jack took a slow breath. That woman’s blood was as much on his hands as it was hers. He felt like a naïve idiot. What had he been expecting would happen? 
 
    “Gina, I want you to go to the sheriff first thing in the morning,” said Jack. “Tell the sheriff what you did. Confess your crime, go to prison, and behave when you get there.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “If you want me to, I will.” 
 
    She looked so vulnerable sitting there, naked and complying to Jack’s will. He felt conflicted, unsure of whether he was doing the right thing even though it seemed to be leading to a just outcome. 
 
    “How do you feel right now, Gina?” he asked. 
 
    She frowned at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you happy?” he asked. “Do you feel angry at me, for what I’ve done to you?” 
 
    “I liked it,” said Gina. “I want you to do it again. It made me feel… incredible.” 
 
    She brought her hand up to one of her naked breasts and bit her lower lip, letting out a low moan. 
 
    “If anybody asked you about this,” said Jack. “About me biting you. What would you tell them?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell them anything unless you told me I could,” said Gina. “Not even Johnny.” 
 
    “Johnny?” asked Jack. “Is he your husband?” 
 
    “My boyfriend,” said Gina. “Though it’s more like an open thing…” 
 
    “Was he the man who helped you with the mugging?” he asked. 
 
    Gina nodded. “He lives here, but we’ve been fighting a lot. He doesn’t come home every night.” 
 
    “And he killed that innocent woman with you?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes,” said Gina, her voice emotionless. “Johnny was the one who got rid of the body.” 
 
    Jack had already suspected as much, but something about that detail didn’t fit. Mira had bitten Johnny, meaning she’d enthralled him just as Jack had enthralled Gina. Why would she let him return to his normal life after that? 
 
    “Will Johnny be back tomorrow?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He said he’d sleep here tomorrow night,” said Gina. 
 
    “Good,” said Jack. “Don’t report yourself to the sheriff until he gets back. I want you to call my cell phone when Johnny comes back, and then make an excuse and turn yourself in.” 
 
    He spoke his number out loud to her until she could remember it, not wanting to write it down and leave any evidence of his presence. 
 
    “All right,” said Jack. “Until you next see Johnny, just go about your normal life.” 
 
    He frowned, glancing at the drug paraphernalia on the table again. 
 
    “Okay,” said Gina. “Can you do the thing again, before you leave? The way you kissed my neck?” 
 
    She stood up and took a step toward him. She was still very naked, though her smell seemed more muted than it had before. Jack shook his head, feeling no impulse to drink her blood, now that his bloodthirst had been sated. 
 
    “You can do other stuff,” said the woman. “Johnny’s not here, and he won’t care anyway. We’d have all night.” 
 
    She pressed her body against his. Despite everything he knew about the woman, Jack felt a sudden temptation to throw her down on the dirty couch and ravish her. Katie had explained to him how feeding had an erotic component to it that was oftentimes hard to resist, and he could still feel the afterglow of it, like a half-finished sexual encounter. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “You should get into bed and go to sleep.” 
 
    It didn’t feel right. He’d enthralled the woman, and it felt too much like taking advantage of her. Even if she did end up enjoying it. It was a path Jack wasn’t interested in going down if he could help it. 
 
    He watched Gina following his command and heading into her bedroom, and then slipped out through the front door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the mansion left Jack time to be alone with his thoughts, which forced him to think about what had just happened. He felt guilty, not because of what he’d done, but because of how easy it was to imagine himself doing it again. 
 
    Katie had been against him feeding off innocents, and Gina, a serial mugger and accomplice to murder, was no innocent. Jack suspected that Katie wouldn’t see the distinction if he admitted to what he’d done. Which meant that he wouldn’t be able to tell her, and that only fed into his sense of guilt. 
 
    It had been so easy and natural. When Katie had let him bite her, it had been an experience of forced restraint. He’d felt like a dog carefully eating a scrap from a human’s palm, trying to avoid nipping the hand underneath. Biting Gina had felt like fending for himself, finding food that was his by right, and feeling confident that he could do it again. 
 
    He wouldn’t let himself do it again… would he? He couldn’t decide if the question made sense to ask himself or not. He and Katie were still hunting Mira. It was possible that they’d find her and put an end to his curse before he needed to feed again. He wasn’t supposed to fall into the rhythm of being a vampire. 
 
    The lights were off in the foyer when Jack arrived back at the mansion, and as far as he could tell, Ryoko was asleep. It saved him from having to explain where he’d been, though he doubted that she would have asked, even if she’d caught him. 
 
    He slipped into bed, and after a few minutes, he managed to fall into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ryoko and Katie were in the dining room when Jack made his way downstairs the next morning. Katie had on a white tank top, black yoga pants, and a grey zip up sweatshirt. Ryoko was in her maid uniform, as usual. 
 
    “You slept in late,” said Katie. “It’s almost ten.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I guess I needed my rest.” 
 
    Katie whispered something to Ryoko, who bowed and immediately headed toward the kitchen.  
 
    “Let’s talk in the lounge,” said Katie, frowning at him. Jack resisted the urge to scowl and followed her into the next room. 
 
    “I know that tone of voice,” said Jack. “You’re annoyed at me.” 
 
    “It’s my normal tone of voice,” said Katie. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Katie set her hands on her hips and let her gaze meet his. She didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, almost like her goal was to force him into a guilty admission. 
 
    “Ryoko said that you went out last night,” said Katie. 
 
    “I did,” said Jack. “I figured I might be able to track down Mira on my own.” 
 
    He’d considered telling Katie the truth, or at least most of it, and then decided not to. She wouldn’t be all right with him biting and enthralling someone, even if they were a mugger and a murderer. And if he told her the rest and omitted that one detail, she would have still had a chance at connecting the dots after hearing about the strange circumstances Gina would eventually be confessing to the sheriff under, through her fiancé. 
 
    “Are you fucking stupid?” snapped Katie. “Did you not stop to consider why that might be a horrible idea? She’s a powerful blood mage. She could have killed you outright, or used any number of spells to do, well, essentially whatever she wanted.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “But it went okay. At least, in the sense that nothing happened. I didn’t encounter her.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’d be here if you did,” said Katie. 
 
    She didn’t say anything for another few seconds, and the weight of her suspicious gaze only grew harder to endure.  
 
    “Why are you giving me that look?” he asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “Because you’re a vampire,” said Katie. “And I don’t think you’re getting the dangers and risks associated with, well, existing. The Order of Chaldea has an incredibly long reach, Jack. They could get tipped off to your presence, or hell, to Mira’s presence, and come to the island.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned the Order of Chaldea a few times now,” said Jack. “Mind explaining to me what it is, exactly? Because I can only guess, based off what you’ve told me.” 
 
    Katie glanced back into the kitchen, making sure Ryoko was still occupied. 
 
    “The Order of Chaldea is an ancient organization dedicated to the research and control of magical forces,” said Katie. “It was born in the wake of the Chaldean Dynasty, a line of ancient kings with the Potential that briefly ruled over a small corner of Mesopotamia in 10th century BC.” 
 
    “10th century B.C.,” said Jack. “You’re trying to tell me that this Order is 3,000 years old?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Katie. “The Order has fallen and been re-founded several times over its history. The only things tying the current order back to ancient Chaldea are its philosophy and a few historical texts, but not many. Along with a bunch of archaic spells recorded in stone tablets and artwork depicting demons being summoned from the Other Realms.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jack scratched the back of his head. “Uh… what are the Other Realms, exactly?” 
 
    “If I keep giving you answers, you’re just going to keep asking more fucking questions,” said Katie with a sigh. “The Other Realms refer to the ethereal dimensions where magical essence and power come from and return to. And where most of the true demons come from, the ones that nightmares are made of. The ones that make vampires and ghouls look like annoying bugs.” 
 
    “The Other Realms,” repeated Jack. “Can people travel to them?” 
 
    “They can,” said Katie. “There are several spells that can open the required portal. But nobody who has ever gone through one has come back.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Jack. 
 
    “We’re getting off topic,” said Katie. “My point is, the Order of Chaldea is kind of like the United Nations of the supernatural world,” said Katie. “It consists of wizards, witches, shapeshifters, summoners, illusionists, and, well, basically the whole spectrum of people with the Potential who are willing to cooperate and organize with each other.” 
 
    “And they don’t like vampires?” asked Jack. 
 
    “There are some that they tolerate,” said Katie. “To keep the analogy going, if the Order of Chaldea is the U.N., vampires are the terrorists.” 
 
    “I don’t like this analogy,” said Jack. 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn’t have let your broodmother stick her fangs in your fucking neck,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack sighed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “What’s your relation to the Order of Chaldea, then? Were you and my grandfather members?” 
 
    Katie frowned and glanced over her shoulder, looking a little upset at the mere mention of Peter. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I wasn’t. I’m not a real mage, just a low-level alchemist.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Jack. “Because when I picture an alchemist, I think of crossbows and tight leather.” 
 
    “Enough with the jokes, Jack,” said Katie. “Your grandfather wasn’t a member either, but not because he wasn’t powerful enough. He had some… ideological differences. But he still worked with them from time to time, hunting and identifying threats whenever they popped up.” 
 
    “So that’s why you’re concerned?” he asked. “You think I’m one of these threats now? And they’ll come and arrest me if they hear that I’m up to no good?” 
 
    “They won’t arrest you, Jack,” said Katie. “They’ll kill you. And their standard for being a threat is basically not immediately surrendering, in regard to vampires.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    Jack crossed his arms and leaned against the back of the couch. He wasn’t surprised by what she was telling him. It had felt so simple and rewarding to bite Gina like he had. In fact, the only downside he’d seen in it last night was how easy and tempting it would have been to do again in the future. It made sense that the Order of Chaldea would have issues with vampires running around unchecked. 
 
    “Now,” said Katie. “Are you ready to come clean with whatever you’re keeping from me?” 
 
    “What?” Jack frowned and tried to meet her icy gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You look good, Jack,” said Katie. 
 
    “Thanks?” he said. 
 
    “You look fed,” she said, in a harsher tone. “It’s been almost two days since I last let you drink my blood. You shouldn’t look this healthy.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “And that’s a bad thing?” He took a step closer to her, knowing that he needed a distraction. “I thought you didn’t like it when I fed off you.” 
 
    Katie’s resolve didn’t falter, though Jack saw a slight shiver run through her as he placed a hand on her shoulder. He leaned in a little closer, bringing his face in near enough to her neck for his breath to start tickling her skin. 
 
    “I am a little thirsty right now,” he said. “Do you want me to bite you?” 
 
    Katie hesitated for a second. 
 
    “I want you to tell me who else you’ve been feeding off of,” she said. 
 
    Jack hated lying, but again, it was better than the truth. 
 
    “I finally gave in and bit Ryoko,” he said. “The tea put her into a deep sleep, and I was as gentle as I could be. She didn’t wake up while I was doing it.” 
 
    Katie blinked a few times in quick succession. She started to say something and then stopped. She looked conflicted, and it wasn’t the reaction Jack had been expecting. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Well, good. It makes sense for you to start feeding off Ryoko, given how she works here at the mansion, and is around all the time, and… That’s good. You didn’t do anything weird to her at the same time, did you?” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack shook his head, resisting the urge to dig deeper into the slightly possessive tone of Katie’s voice. A few silent, awkward seconds passed by. Jack had to avert his gaze from Katie’s neck. The conversation was starting to trigger his thirst, but he knew that it would be exactly the wrong time to try to convince Katie to let him feed off her. 
 
    And he would have to convince her, next time. She wouldn’t offer her neck to him again, not after the lie he’d just told. Jack wanted to kick himself for being so stupid and not having a better excuse ready. If he wanted to feed again in the near future, he’d either have to talk Katie into it, or bite Ryoko while she was sleeping, against her will. 
 
    Or… There was a third option. He’d enthralled Gina. It would be easy to show up at her house. He still planned to, anyway, to deal with Johnny and resolve the murder he’d inadvertently let happened. He could feed off Gina while he was there, and maybe even keep her around to feed off again, in the future. And hell, the mansion had plenty of rooms. Would it be so weird for him to host a guest for a little while? 
 
    Yes, he thought. It would be incredibly weird, and Katie would see right through it. 
 
    “Jack?” Katie was frowning at him. She’d just said something, and he’d totally missed it. 
 
    “Sorry, what?” he asked. 
 
    “What are your plans for today?” asked Katie. “And for tonight, too. I want to keep tabs on where you are and what you’re doing from now on.” 
 
    Jack scowled at her. His annoyance was directed at Katie, but also at Ryoko for consistently reporting his movements to Katie. Though, given how much longer she’d known Katie for, he couldn’t really blame her. 
 
    “I have no plans,” said Jack. “I’m still new to this island, remember? I don’t even really know what there is to do.” 
 
    “Somehow, I get the sense that you usually had ‘no plans’ even when you lived a normal life,” said Katie. 
 
    “Hey!” said Jack. “That’s a low blow.” 
 
    “Come by the gym around lunchtime,” said Katie. 
 
    “You want me to attend one of your yoga classes?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t picture you doing yoga,” said Katie. “No. I just want to check up on you midway through the day. It’s apparently necessary, given how fucking mysterious your behavior has been recently.” 
 
    Jack sighed and shrugged. 
 
    “Whatever,” he said. “It’s not like I have much better to do.” 
 
    Katie kept looking at him with her intense gaze for another few seconds, then left without saying goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Ryoko had set out a simple breakfast of toast, bacon, and eggs. Jack took his time eating, though given how muted the flavors were compared to the taste of blood, he chewed slowly out of necessity, rather than choice. 
 
    “Sir?” Ryoko appeared at the door that connected the kitchen to the dining room. 
 
    “Good morning, Ryoko,” said Jack.  
 
    “Good morning,” said Ryoko. “I was wondering if you had any plans for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “Are you asking me on a date?” He grinned, taking a certain amount of enjoyment in the way the question left her flustered. 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m so sorry, sir!” Ryoko brought her hand to her mouth and hurriedly gave him a deep bow. “I just meant that it’s a Friday night, and… well…” 
 
    Her face reddened as her explanation only served to dig her in deeper. 
 
    “I’m just teasing, Ryoko,” said Jack. “I’m fine with anything. I’m heading to the gym for the afternoon, but I should be back by the evening.” 
 
    He’d be back, and he’d be ready to finish taking care of Gina and her boyfriend Johnny. He’d need to come up with a proper excuse to give Katie, in case she expected to spend the night hunting Mira. 
 
    “Okay,” said Ryoko. “Thank you, Mr. Masterson.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what she was thanking him for, but she bowed again and then hurried out of the dining room. He finished his food and returned to his room. 
 
    He spent a couple unproductive hours playing a phone game, and then got ready to head into town. Ryoko had packed gym clothes into a small duffel bag. Jack opted to change before he left so that he could jog down the slope rather than having to ask for a ride. 
 
    It was bright outside, so bright in fact that Jack had to double back into the mansion to find a pair of sunglasses. He was becoming more and more aware of the way the sun affected him, immediately cutting him off from his blood magic, and stunting his enhanced strength and speed. 
 
    It wasn’t as bad as the way vampires in folklore were described as reacting to the sun, but it still hampered him. He ran at a normal pace down the slope toward Lesser Town, feeling a prickling sense of paranoia in wake of how vulnerable he was. 
 
    The island was apparently hosting tourists for the weekend. A large cruise ship dwarfed Lesser Town’s small port, visible over the houses and buildings from a distance. The town hummed with activity, with gift stands set up and restaurants packed with customers. 
 
    It felt strange to be a part of it, even on the outskirts. The mayor had described Lestaron Island to Jack as a waypoint, a place that people passed through, and Jack saw what he meant. He could tell the locals apart from the tourists at a glance, and the way they moved through the area with an air of exploration about them neatly showcased the mayor’s point. 
 
    He jogged past it all, heading for the Lestaron Gym. It was a medium-sized building with long rectangular windows, through which pedestrians could experience a small guilt trip in watching the physically fit gym members exercising. 
 
    Jack headed inside through the front door and waited at the front desk for the gym’s manager to greet him. The cost of a day pass was a relatively small fee, and the manager waived it entirely when he mentioned Katie’s name. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Positive,” said the manager. “Katie is a gem. I’ll leave it to her to convince you to sign up for a membership.” 
 
    “Is she here right now?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Teaching a class in the group fitness room,” said the manager. 
 
    Jack nodded and slowly made his way into the weight room. It was sunny outside, but he still wanted to spend some time getting an idea of just how much stronger his improved physique had made him. Though admittedly, he was a little lost at where to begin amongst the weights and exercise machines. There were only half a dozen or so other people in the gym, and they all seemed to know exactly what they were doing. 
 
    “Hi.” A dark-skinned woman with straight black hair, a pink tank top, and black boy shorts walked up to him. “Are you new to the island, or the gym, or both?” 
 
    “Both.” Jack smiled at her. “I’m Jack.” 
 
    “Synda,” said the woman. “You wouldn’t happen to be the same Jack that Katie was talking about, would you?” 
 
    “The one and only,” he said. 
 
    Synda laughed. She looked to be in her late twenties and had a lean body with just the right amount of curve left on it. Jack found himself liking her instantly, and it took him a second to realize why. She smelled amazing. A lot like the cherry trees outside the mansion, except with more depth and intrigue. 
 
    “I’m one of the personal trainers on staff,” said Synda. “I can show you how to use some of the equipment, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I am very interested,” said Jack. 
 
    His bloodthirst was still sated from the night before but having Synda in close proximity to him stirred it back to life. Did she smell better than Katie? Maybe, though it was close. What did that say about what her blood would taste like? 
 
    “Jack?” Synda frowned at him. “Hellooo? Are you home?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He shook his head, feeling a wave of shame come over him at the direction his thoughts had been heading. “I’m not used to the, uh, gym environment.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of picked up on that.” Synda flashed a somewhat condescending smile and gestured toward some weights. “Why don’t we start with something easy?” 
 
    She led him over to an empty weight bench and then looked him up and down. 
 
    “Since you’re a fitness rookie, let’s just start with you lifting the empty barbell to build good form,” she said. “Lie down on the bench with your legs out to either side.” 
 
    She walked Jack through a basic bench press, correcting his form and encouraging him. They were next to a window, and the direct sunlight sapped at his strength. When Synda added a small amount of weight to each side, it was almost too much for him to handle. 
 
    “You’ll have to build up from here,” she said. “Don’t be embarrassed. It takes time.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. 
 
    A thick, rumbling black cloud slid in front of the sun, and just like that, he felt his vampiric strength seeping back into his muscles. He grinned, feeling as though he had no choice but to use it as an opportunity to test his limits. He stood up from the bench and started sliding more weight onto the bar in 45-pound increments. 
 
    “That’s… almost four hundred pounds,” said Synda. “I appreciate your enthusiasm Jack, but I don’t want to see you hurt yourself.” 
 
    She tried to get in between him and the bench. Jack slipped by her, flashing a coy smile as he got back into position. 
 
    “Let’s just see what happens,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    He gripped the bar, lifted the weights up slightly into position, and then lowered it to start the bench press. He could feel the weight, but he could also feel his body, his muscles, and the supernatural advantage of his vampiric condition. He managed ten reps in quick succession, and could have done more, but he played it safe in case the sun came back out in the middle of his set. 
 
    “That… was unbelievable,” said Synda. “You lied to me!” 
 
    “Must be beginner’s luck,” said Jack, grinning at her. 
 
    She made a face and looked him up and down, as though expecting to see fifty pounds of hidden muscle that she’d missed on first examination. 
 
    “You know, the way Katie talked about you made me expect some dopey little kid,” said Synda. 
 
    Jack winced. 
 
    “What kind of things has she been saying about me?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I just mean, well, she mentioned how the two of you were together, as kids,” said Synda. “She said that you made her promise to marry her when you both grew up.” 
 
    “I didn’t make her promise that!” snapped Jack. “That was her idea.” 
 
    Synda laughed. “You do get flustered pretty easily. She was telling the truth about that, at least.” 
 
    He sighed and did another ten reps. Synda watched in fascination, and when he finished the set, he felt her hands settle on his shoulders. 
 
    “Your muscles must be sore after that,” she said. “I give massages, you know. There’s a private room with a massage table in back. And my rates are pretty low.” 
 
    “This was your plan from the beginning, wasn’t it?” Jack sat up on the bench and crossed his arms. “You just wanted to sell me a massage.” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” said Synda, looking abashed. “It’s a small island, and I don’t have many clients. A girl’s gotta eat, you know.” 
 
    And so do I, thought Jack. A massage in a private room. A chance to be alone with a pretty girl with a fantastic smell and a beautiful neck. 
 
    “Jack!” Katie’s voice cut in before he could decide either way. “I thought I told you to check in with me when you got here.” 
 
    Katie was watching him from the door that led to the yoga room with her hands set solidly on her hips. She was wearing workout clothing, tight black leggings along with a white and pink top. 
 
    “You were teaching when I got here,” he said. “Besides, your friend was here to help me out.” 
 
    Synda still had one hand on Jack’s shoulder, and she only reluctantly seemed to pull it back. Katie looked more irritated than usual and shot an accusatory glare at her. 
 
    “I was just showing him how to do a bench press,” said Synda. “And seeing if he was maybe interested in getting a massage. Why do you look so mad?” 
 
    “I…” Katie scowled and shook her head. “I’m not mad at you, I’m mad at him.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything wrong,” said Jack. “And my muscles are feeling pretty sore. I think I’ll take you up on that massage, Synda.” 
 
    “No, he won’t!” snapped Katie. 
 
    Synda looked confused, and she started backing away from them slowly. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “I have another client, anyway. Why don’t I give you two some space?” 
 
    Katie seized Jack by the wrist before he could follow Synda off toward the massage room. He felt his head clearing as Katie pulled him out of range of her scent, and then fogging up again as it was replaced by Katie’s. She smelled sweet, like lemons, except mixed with a post-workout, musky edge. 
 
    “You’re incorrigible,” said Katie, as they left the gym through the front entrance. “The entire reason I wanted you to stop by was so I could make sure you weren’t doing things like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like thinking about fucking biting someone!” snapped Katie. “One of my friends, no less.” 
 
    “You’d rather I bite you instead?”  
 
    He’d meant the words in a teasing way, but as he spoke them, the idea instantly began to appeal to him. He had to take a slow breath to keep from fixating on Katie’s neck. The gym, he decided, wasn’t a good place for him to hang out. At least not on days when Synda was around, trying to tempt him into buying a private massage. 
 
    “I’d rather you not bite anyone,” said Katie. “But, I mean… If it’s between an innocent person and me, then yes. But only after I’ve taken the potion. We’re walking a dangerous line, Jack.” 
 
    Her words were surprisingly reasonable, but they weren’t what Jack needed to hear at that moment. It made it so much harder for him to hold out. He didn’t want to wait. He wanted to bite her, right there and then, and drink as deeply as he could. Drink until the two of them were both writhing from the intensity of it. 
 
    “I just need some space,” he said. “God. It’s really hard to control myself, sometimes. I think I should just head back to the mansion for now.” 
 
    “I think that would be for the best,” said Katie. “I have a couple’s date night with Bruce and some of our friends tonight, but I should be able to get back to the mansion around midnight so we can hunt for Mira.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    She nodded to him and then headed back into the gym, watching at the door until he started walking in the direction of the mansion. It was a little annoying, but he understood her reasoning for being as suspicious as she was. 
 
    And admittedly, hunting Mira had almost become a secondary concern for him. His desire to return to normal seemed less compelling than it had been in the beginning, though it was still on his mind. He needed to take care of Johnny and Gina, first. Given that killing Mira was the only way to free himself of the curse, he’d also need time to train his abilities if he wanted to be a match for her in a fight. 
 
    He took his time, walking instead of jogging like he had on his way out. The tourists were still around, but Jack could tell that most of them were already starting to get a little tired of the island. He understood that feeling, a mixture of cabin fever and boredom. He also understood how much lay beyond a place like Lestaron Island, a place remote enough to be overlooked. 
 
    It was late afternoon when he arrived back at the mansion. He took his shoes off in the foyer and started to head up his room to change. He’d only made it to the stairs when he heard the sound of shattering glass, followed by a pained cry. 
 
    Jack reacted instantly, surging through the lounge and dining room, and sliding as he came around the corner into the kitchen. Ryoko was down one knee, one hand clutched over her stomach, where red oozed out through the space in between her fingers. She’d been attacked. Was it Mira? Or was it Johnny and Gina, taking retaliation for his intrusion the night before? 
 
    “Ryoko!” He started toward her side, but she held up a hand, urging him back. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “Please, don’t come any closer.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “Ryoko, I can-” 
 
    “Mr. Masterson!” she snapped. “There’s still broken glass on the floor. Let me clean it up first.” 
 
    Ryoko had let her hand fall away from what Jack had assumed was a stab wound. He could see now that the color wasn’t right, or the smell. And one of the larger glass shards amidst the mess on the ground had a tomato sauce label stuck to it. 
 
    “The cover was stuck,” said Ryoko, glaring down at the unfortunate stain on her outfit. “It tried running it under hot water, and it almost worked, but the jar slipped out of my hands.” 
 
    Jack breathed a sigh of relief and started laughing. Ryoko blushed even harder and gave a deep, apologetic bow. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ryoko,” he said. “I misread the situation. I’m just glad that you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine, sir,” she said. “And I have more tomato sauce, so the pizza should be, too. For tonight.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “What’s happening tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought you knew, from what you said this morning,” said Ryoko. “Peter always hosted a pizza and movie night for everyone in the mansion on Friday nights. Um… including the servants.” 
 
    “He did?” The revelation didn’t contradict anything Jack knew about his grandfather, but it did give the old man a new dimension. “But you’re the only servant still here, now.” 
 
    Of course, Jack realized. Ryoko was the only servant working full time at the mansion. She’d probably had a social life before, when Peter had more staff in residence. Friends, maybe even a boyfriend. Now she just had her job, and a new boss to go with it. 
 
    “Pizza night sounds like a great idea,” said Jack. “Let’s keep the tradition going, Ryoko.” 
 
    She bowed again, and Jack wasn’t sure if it was out of appreciation or to hide the smile on her face. He grinned at her as she stood up straight again, and to his delight, her own enthusiasm won out over her guarded mannerisms. She had a beautiful smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Jack took a long, luxurious shower while the pizza was in the oven. His night was shaping up to be a busy one, but he still felt confident that he’d be able to cover his bases. He’d watch a movie and eat pizza with Ryoko, slip out to take care of Johnny after getting in touch with Gina, and be back in time to continue the search for Mira with Katie. 
 
    He changed into slacks and a white t-shirt and headed downstairs to check on dinner’s progress. Ryoko was in the middle of pulling the pizza out of the oven, and he was surprised to see that she’d also changed her clothing. She wasn’t wearing her maid uniform anymore but casual clothes for the first time Jack had seen since meeting her. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, sir,” said Ryoko. “The uniform I stained was my last clean one. It was so clumsy of me.” 
 
    Ryoko had on a pair of black sweatpants and a grey sweater that fit her nicely. Jack gaped at her for a couple of seconds, feeling like he was looking at a different person. She looked so normal, even down to her flower-patterned, pink socks. She looked like a girl getting ready to spend a cozy Friday night watching movies on the couch, rather than a practiced and disciplined maid. 
 
    “Sir?” prompted Ryoko. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jack. “It’s fine, Ryoko. You look really cute.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Can you please make a serious attempt at calling me Jack, just for tonight?” he asked. “If it’s pizza and movie night, I want you to be able to relax.” 
 
    “I… can try.” An unsure smile played across Ryoko’s lips. “Jack. The pizza just needs to cool, and then we can eat. Do you want to pick out a movie for us?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Any preference on your end?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “I like scary movies,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack chuckled and headed into the lounge to pick something out. His grandfather had a Netflix account, and it only took him a few minutes to find a zombie movie that fit the bill. He felt a little strange reading the description and comparing the details to his own experiences with the real supernatural world. 
 
    He left the movie paused in the opening sequence until Ryoko came out with the pizza. She sat down on the couch next to him, and after they’d both taken a slice, he started the movie. 
 
    The vibe in the room was different from anything Jack had experienced before with her, or really, with anyone. The movie was the focus for both of them, but he found Ryoko’s presence to be distracting, and far more compelling than the cookie cutter horror movie plotline. 
 
    They both shifted on the couch as they finished eating, moving closer to each other through some unspoken, mutual agreement, until their shoulders were in direct contact. Jack could feel Ryoko reacting to the movie, tensing up during the scary scenes, occasional gasping at jump scares. 
 
    She smelled fantastic, but feeding was the furthest thing from his mind as he sat next to her on the couch. He felt a sudden appreciation for Ryoko, for everything she’d done for him in his short time back at the mansion. She was the unsung heroine of the past few days of his life, and maybe that was why Jack felt so reluctant to take Katie’s suggestion about drinking her blood. 
 
    Jack put his arm around her, feeling like it was the most natural thing in the world. Ryoko immediately rested her head against his shoulder. Were her thoughts moving in the same direction as his? Was she happy to have him in her life, too? 
 
    “This is nice,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    They were silent for several minutes after, neither of them needing to say anything. It was a different kind of rapport from the aggressive, argumentative banter he usually shared with Katie. He could relax around Ryoko, and he hoped the same was true in return. 
 
    “I was a little worried,” whispered Ryoko. “When Katie first told me you’d be coming to stay at the mansion in Peter’s place. It just seemed so… sudden.” 
 
    “It was sudden for me, too,” said Jack. “I never expected to end up staying for this long.” 
 
    “I thought that it might be weird, without the other servants and just the two of us in the mansion,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Is it weird?” asked Jack. 
 
    She lifted her head up, and he turned his face to meet hers. Was it weird? On the surface, it felt like it should be. Ryoko, confined to her role as a perfect maid. Jack, still getting used to the authority he had over her and the needs of his vampiric condition. 
 
    “No,” whispered Ryoko. “It’s nice. Not weird.” 
 
    She nestled her head against his shoulder again, and Jack squeezed her a little tighter against him. Nice, he echoed in his thoughts. Not weird. 
 
    Ryoko got up midway through the movie, excusing herself to brew a kettle of tea. She offered some to Jack when he came back, and he politely refused. He felt his temptation knocking at the door as she drank the tea, laced with guilt over the fact that Katie had drugged it. 
 
    She’d probably been thinking of situations just like this when she’d made that decision. He and Ryoko, alone in the lounge, watching a movie. If not for having fed off Gina the night before, Jack wasn’t sure he would have had the willpower to stop himself. 
 
    Ryoko’s breathing slowed, and after a couple of minutes, she fell asleep, her head still resting against his shoulder. Jack carefully repositioned her on the couch and grabbed a blanket from one of the guest rooms to lay across her. He turned the movie off and headed up to his room to prepare for what came next. 
 
    Gina’s text couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. He was in the middle of donning his grandfather’s duster when his phone vibrated to life, alerting him of a new message. 
 
    GINA: Johnny just got back, if you still want to confront him. 
 
    Confront him. Was that what Jack was heading out into the night to do? He could already feel a tension in his body, and it wasn’t just from his guilt over letting the muggers go in the first place. He could feel a dark temptation, a pull from the sinister part of him that had come to life since he’d first been turned into a vampire. Oh, he would confront Johnny, all right. 
 
    JACK: I’ll be there in ten minutes. Wait outside for me. Make sure Johnny doesn’t leave. 
 
    He left through the mansion’s front door as quietly as he could and started down the road. His strides lengthened as the darkness welcomed him, and the back of his duster trailed behind him like a dark, ominous cape. 
 
    Jack stayed out of sight as he entered Lesser Town and headed for Gina’s house. He didn’t have any pressing reason to, but it felt natural and right. It was easy to travel through the alleyways, and his vampiric physical conditioning let him jump high enough to pull himself onto the roofs of single story buildings when he needed to take a more discreet route. 
 
    Gina was waiting outside, just as instructed. She didn’t react as Jack slipped out from a nearby building and silently approached her. It wasn’t until he tapped her on the shoulder that she seemed to realize that he was there. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “You’re here. I’m so glad.” 
 
    “He’s inside?” asked Jack. 
 
    Gina nodded. 
 
    “We don’t have to worry about him,” she said. “He won’t even notice that I’m gone. Come on, let’s go. I really… I want you to kiss me again. Like you did before, on my neck.” 
 
    She slid in closer, pressing her body against Jack’s. He would have been lying to say that it wasn’t tempting. It was the middle of the night, and he was acutely aware of the pull of his bloodthirst at the edge of his awareness. Feeding off Gina was an exciting prospect for so many different reasons. 
 
    “Not now,” he said. “Stay out here. If anyone asks about the noise, just tell them it’s the TV.” 
 
    “…Okay.” Gina nodded. One of her hands was clutching at her breast, and the other slowly rubbed the inside of her thigh. “Then you’ll kiss me again?” 
 
    Jack didn’t answer her. She’d left the door unlocked, and he took a breath as he stood outside of it, preparing himself for what he was about to do. 
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    He opened the door and slipped through it in a single, smooth motion. Johnny wasn’t hard to find. He was sitting on the floor in front of the messy living room table, with a rubber band around his arm and a loaded syringe in one hand. 
 
    “What the…?” Johnny stared at Jack in bewilderment for a fraction of a second.  
 
    There was a gun on the table, and Jack noticed it a second too late. He cast Spectral Hand, trying to reach out with the dark tendril to knock the weapon away. Johnny got a grip on it first, and instead, old, dirty needles and a couple of empty pill bottles went scattering across the room. 
 
    “You made a big fucking mistake,” said Johnny, pointing the gun at him. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing here?” 
 
    Jack stared at him. He wasn’t sure how threatened he should feel at the prospect of staring down a loaded pistol. Katie had said that regular bullets weren’t enough to take down most vampires, and his instincts weren’t screaming in terror as they would have been, back when he was a normal human. 
 
    “You killed a woman,” said Jack. “You were afraid of what she’d tell the sheriff, so you killed her.” 
 
    “I’ve killed a few women,” said Johnny. He let out a ragged laugh and flashed a gap-toothed smile. “You’re talking about the one the other day? She was fun.” 
 
    Johnny slowly stood up. His clothes were in rough shape, ripped in places and covered with unidentifiable stains. It infuriated Jack that a man like him, barely able to take care of himself, could do so much damage to others. 
 
    “You an old boyfriend of hers or something?” asked Johnny. “They haven’t found the body yet, so you don’t even know, do you?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what I don’t know?” said Jack. 
 
    “I had fun with her,” said Johnny. “The stupid cunt screamed at first, but she was enjoying it by the end. Oh, she was fun. Forgot how much I like it when a bitch struggles.” 
 
    Johnny’s words got under his skin. He wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t known the woman, and it shouldn’t have been a surprise that the scumbag standing in front of him was capable of demeaning someone like that. Jack took a slow breath, feeling his own blood pulsing under his skin, urging him on. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want, anyway?” asked Johnny.  
 
    He let himself consider the question. What did he want? Vengeance, for a woman he hadn’t known? Relief from his own guilt over having made a decision that led to her death? No, it was more than just that. He was taking pleasure in what he was doing, and his muscles were already twitching at the prospect of what came next. He felt the thrill that came with the hunt. 
 
    Jack burst into action, moving faster than he would have thought possible for himself. He conjured a Spectral Hand tendril, seizing the loaded syringe Johnny had left next to the table, and then stabbed it through his dirty jeans and into his calf. Johnny yelped as Jack pushed down the plunger, momentarily throwing off his aim as he tried to scratch the needle loose. 
 
    The fight was already over at that point. Jack stripped the gun out of Johnny’s hand and then flipped him down onto the table. He slammed his fist into Johnny’s face, breaking bones and knocking teeth loose. Johnny screamed. Jack leaned his forearm down against the man’s windpipe to cut off the intrusive noise. He slammed his elbow into Johnny’s ribcage and broke something else. 
 
    It felt so good that it almost scared him a little. It made his senses feel alive and sent an excited tickle through to the tips of his fingers and toes. Jack punched Johnny again and rolled him onto the floor. He stood up, considering what the most enjoyable way to finish the man off would be. He didn’t deserve the chance to go to prison, a chance at making an attempt to reform. 
 
    “Take a breath, Jack.”  
 
    Mira’s voice surprised him, coming from just over his shoulder. Jack whirled around in time to see her standing behind him, dressed in her thin white gown, with her golden blonde hair hanging loose across her shoulders. She was gorgeous, and she was smiling. Her eyes were as red as rubies, and they were completely fixated on him. 
 
    “What… are you doing here?” asked Jack. He took a step away from Johnny, giving himself room to maneuver. 
 
    “Isn’t that what Johnny just asked you?” Mira smiled at him. “It’s kind of a pointless question, all things considered. The important detail is that I am here, Jack.” 
 
    Jack let himself consider attacking her, for a moment. She’d been so far beyond his level during their last encounter that it was only a fleeting thought. And if she’d been interested in fighting him, she would have taken advantage of the element of surprise and done it without announcing herself. 
 
    “Are you here to help me?” asked Jack. “Or are you here to stop me?” 
 
    “Obviously, I’m here to stop you,” said Mira. “You’re about to break something of mine.” 
 
    “Johnny?” asked Jack. “So you did enthrall him, after all.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Mira. “It’s not like you normally have much choice about it, when you bite someone. Though I suspect you know that already.” 
 
    Her smile had morphed into a dark, delighted expression. She slowly licked her lips, and Jack could almost imagine the warmth and wetness of her tongue moving across his body. 
 
    “He’s a murderer and a rapist,” said Jack. 
 
    “He’s my property,” said Mira. “Granted, I’m not really that fond of him, either. That’s why I left him to his own devices. No need for me to attract attention to myself over the likes of him.” 
 
    It took a considerable amount of willpower for Jack to keep making eye contact with her. She had a presence that was almost like a physical pressure pushing against him. It was closer to being seductive than it was to being evil, at least in the normal sense of the word. 
 
    “But what about Bert? You turned him into a ghoul, more than once. And not just him. You had enough ghouls in that quarry pit to attack the town, if you wanted to.” 
 
    Mira let out a single high-pitched laugh. 
 
    “I had enough ghouls to attack the town?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Your perspective is limited, my sweet Jack. I had enough ghouls to protect this town, and to protect you.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Jack. “Unless you’re going to try to argue that stealing my wallet and using it to frame me was also protecting me.” 
 
    “No,” said Mira. “That, I did for fun. To give you a gentle push in the right direction. You wouldn’t have been able to submit to the custody of the sheriff, and it would have forced you to rise to your new potential. More than anything, I want to help you realize that.” 
 
    “My potential is none of your business,” said Jack. “Neither is Bert, and neither are the other people you sacrificed to turn into monsters.” 
 
    “Bert was already dead,” said Mira, rolling her eyes. “I found his body after he overdosed on heroin. And the others were criminals with rather… disturbing pasts. I can assure you, they were not pleasant, undeserving people.” 
 
    “I’m sick of this,” said Jack. “There’s no point in us talking if you’re going to dance around my questions.” 
 
    “You’d rather a different kind of dancing, then?” Mira glided across the floor toward him. “So would I. Dearest, so would I. And we do have all night…” 
 
    She was against him before Jack could react, her hand cupping his cheek. Her body felt cold and warm at the same time. The sensation of her breasts against his chest stirred a fire within him. She kissed him, and Jack kissed her back, more on reflex than out of intention. 
 
    “No,” he said, turning his face away from hers. “This isn’t what I’m here for.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Mira’s hand ran over the crotch of his track pants. “It’s okay, Jack. You can take what you want. It’s what I want, too.” 
 
    “What I want is to bring this man to justice,” said Jack, forcing the words out. “He’s a criminal. And he has to pay for it.” 
 
    “There is a cost for everything,” whispered Mira. “You’re asking me for one of my thralls. I would need something in exchange, of course.” 
 
    She kissed him again, her tongue briefly darting into his mouth. Her gown was so thin, and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it. One of his hands moved of its own volition, sliding under the bottom hem of her gown and across one of her naked buttocks. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    “Simple,” said Mira, breathing against his neck. “It’s a little thing, really. My sweet Jack… I want you to enthrall Peter’s apprentice. The girl you were friends with as a child.” 
 
    Hearing Mira mention Katie was finally enough to trigger his resolve. He pulled away from her, gasping as their bodies broke contact. Mira crossed her arms and pouted at him. She looked so young and petulant with that expression on her face, though the intensity of her eyes betrayed the depth of her years. 
 
    “Never,” said Jack. 
 
    “You’re feeding off her, already,” whispered Mira. “I’ve smelled her blood on your lips before. She probably has some of Peter’s magic protecting her, or maybe a potion of some sort. Do away with it and bite her while she’s vulnerable.” 
 
    “Why would you care about something like that?” said Jack. “What does it have to do with you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Mira shrugged. “Everything. Peter was… such a beguiling man. He died before I ever had a chance to…” She sighed and shook her head, losing her train of thought. “Regardless. I like the idea of seeing his apprentice enthralled.” 
 
    “Why not bite her yourself?” asked Jack. It felt almost like a minor betrayal to put the suggestion out there, but his curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    “She’s a cautious sort, and stronger than she looks,” said Mira. “But truly? There is an irony in having you enthrall her which I’m not sure you can fully appreciate. It nearly makes me shiver with delight.” 
 
    “I would never do that to Katie,” said Jack.  
 
    “Even for me?” Mira approached him again, running her hands up the length of her body, over her breasts. “This is just the beginning, Jack. We could leave this island together. Start a life somewhere new. And we’d take her with us. We could take your maid, too. I’m sure you’re starting to grow fond of her.” 
 
    Mira pulled him back into her embrace. She gave him a deep, passionate kiss, biting his lip slightly as it ended. Jack could feel her undulating against him, stirring his arousal. It was hard to think, hard to process any of what was happening beyond the sensation of her soft, busty body against his. 
 
    “I’m offering you everything you ever wanted, and more,” whispered Mira. “You’d have Peter’s apprentice. You’d have me. You’d have no limits on where you could go, and what you could do. You could feed without hesitation, and give in to your destiny, like Peter never could.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth and shoved Mira back as hard as she could. She was flung a surprising distance across the room, banging into a shelf on the other wall as she landed. She made a hissing noise and rose into an aggressive, crouching stance. 
 
    “Fool!” screamed Mira. 
 
    She tensed as she stood up straight, extending a dozen shadowy Spectral Hand tendrils out of her body from her shoulder blades. Several of them crashed out through the house’s window. Jack heard Gina squeal as Mira hauled her back inside along the same path, heedless of the way the remaining glass shards tore at her clothing and skin. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he shouted. 
 
    Mira had grabbed Johnny, too, though he seemed barely aware of what was going on. She held both of them aloft for a moment, and then stabbed her tendrils through them like spikes, killing them instantly. Jack felt a confusing surge of emotions as he watched them fall to the ground, the delicious smell of Gina’s blood almost overpowering him. 
 
    “You’re connected to these two,” said Mira. “And now, they’re dead. Another push, my sweet Jack. You’ll come around, soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” Jack glanced down at the bodies on the ground, then toward the door.  
 
    Mira moved before he could even attempt an escape. She seized him with her tendrils and pulled his arms out straight. Jack tried countering with his own, singular Spectral Hand tendril, but he felt like a toddler trying to fight off a fully-grown adult. 
 
    “You just don’t understand,” whispered Mira. Her eyes were glowing a deep, crimson red. “But I won’t give up on you, my sweet.” 
 
    The way the tendrils extended out from her body reminded Jack of a spider, and the thought only exacerbated the terror he felt as she drew in close to him again. She used one of her fingers to trace the line of his cheek bone, biting her lower lip slightly as she stared at him. 
 
    She started groping him, her hand cupping his crotch. She used her tendrils to pull one of his arms outward, forcing his palm onto her breast. Jack felt his body reacting, despite the opposition of his rational mind. Mira’s smile widened as she noticed the effect she was having on him. 
 
    “You are still a man, Jack,” she whispered. “Let me take care of you.” 
 
    She kissed him. He didn’t move his lips, at least not at first. She was good at seduction, so good that even when it was forced, it was compelling. Would it be so bad to give in to this? Would it really be so bad to stop fighting? 
 
    “Look at me,” whispered Mira. “Just look at me.” 
 
    She pressed her palm against his chin and tilted his gaze back toward focusing on her. Her other hand was still moving, rubbing over the zipper of his slacks and drawing out his arousal. 
 
    The house’s front door smashed open. Mira screamed and fell to the side. Jack blinked, his eyes focusing on the foot-long silver crossbow bolt jutting from her ribcage. Katie, clad in her leather catsuit, crossbow braced against one shoulder, stood in the doorway. 
 
    “You harlot!” screamed Mira. “You shall not interrupt us!” 
 
    Katie rushed to reload the crossbow. Mira lashed out, but not in time to stop her from getting another bolt in place. She still held Jack where he was and seemed to come to a decision just as Katie was taking aim for a second shot. 
 
    “I apologize for this, my love,” Mira whispered into his ear. 
 
    Jack felt one of her tendrils gouge into his chest. The pain was indescribable, simultaneously burning hot and icy cold. He gasped and then coughed, spitting blood onto the floor. His own blood tasted strange, coppery and thick, and unappetizing. 
 
    “No!” shouted Katie. “Fuck! You crazy fucking bitch!” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Mira, holding a hand over the crossbow bolt still sticking out of her. “Kill me. End the curse now and see what happens to him.” 
 
    “I’ll make you pay for this,” said Katie. “I swear I’ll make you pay.” 
 
    Mira let go of Jack and slipped past Katie into the night. Jack fell back against the wall, sliding down to a sitting position. His vision was fluttering and filling with black spots as his body threatened to lapse into unconsciousness. 
 
    “Jack!” said Katie. “Come on, Jack. The car’s outside. You’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Katie…” he whispered. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    She slid under one of his arms and gently lifted him up. He put the last of his strength into his legs, trying to walk along with her as she started helping him outside. Blood was pouring from the wound in his chest. Too much of it. Too fast. 
 
    “You’ll be okay,” said Katie. “Vampires are made of tough stuff. Jack? Stay with me.” 
 
    He tried to nod in response, but only succeeded in letting his head droop forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Jack floated in and out of consciousness. Reality was playing out for him in a series of disconnected frames. He was in the car. Katie was speeding down the road. She was helping him out, pulling toward the mansion’s front entrance. He was lying on the floor, wincing at the deep, thrumming pain of the gash in his chest as she wrapped bandages around it. 
 
    He fluttered into a half-awake state, lying on the mansion’s couch. It was dark, and there was a warm body next to him. Katie’s body. He felt her neck, so near to his face and mouth that he could almost… 
 
    He sank his fangs in without giving it a second thought. Warmth flooded through him as he took a deep drink of her blood. It tasted different, sweeter, with a minty edge. Not Katie’s blood. He wasn’t biting Katie. 
 
    His vision came back into focus, and he stared into Ryoko’s sleeping face. She was deep asleep, but she was still reacting to his bite, shuddering and pressing herself against him. Much as he had when biting Katie, he felt a sudden surge of arousal. Her body was so soft and perfectly feminine, ripe for the taking. 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself as he continued feeding. One of his hands slid under her shirt and across her taut stomach. He slowly began grinding into her, and Ryoko’s body reciprocated almost immediately, even though she continued to breathe at an even, sleepy pace. 
 
    It went on for several seconds until he finally had the presence of mind to pull his mouth back. Jack shook his head in horror and tried to roll away, wishing he could take back what he’d just done. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Katie standing behind the couch. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she whispered. “The blood should help your body heal faster, but you’re still wounded. Try not to move if it hurts.” 
 
    “Katie,” he said, his voice shaky. “What… have you done? You made me… bite Ryoko?” 
 
    “It was the only way to keep you from dying,” said Katie. “If I’d waited to make another batch of the potion and take it myself, it would have been too late. She should be fine, though, as long as she drank some of her tea tonight.” 
 
    Jack remembered her drinking some with the pizza, which was probably why she’d fallen asleep so early. It didn’t lessen the guilt and shame he felt over it, however. He’d bitten Ryoko without her knowing. Biting Katie, fully informed about the supernatural and willing to take the risk, was one thing. Even biting Gina, who’d been guilty of crimes of her own, had been somewhat justifiable. This was different. 
 
    “Why are you making that face?” asked Katie. “You’re alive. Be grateful.” 
 
    It was entirely his fault. He’d lied to Katie about feeding off Ryoko already. She’d assumed that he’d be all right with taking her blood again, and maybe even that he preferred it. Jack gritted his teeth, berating himself internally for being such a complete, utter, fool. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” he said. He wasn’t even sure whether he was referring to Ryoko, his own situation, or both. “None of this is fair. I barely feel like I’m in control of myself anymore.” 
 
    “Hold it together, Jack.” Katie crouched down next to where he was sitting. Her hair was up in a bun, but the chaos of the night had scattered a few strands loose. “We almost had her. There will be a next time.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    There would be a next time. But would it be before Jack hurt someone else? Would they resolve the situation before he started to feel the dark urges that had compelled him to bite Gina and punish Johnny? And what would happen to Ryoko, oblivious and vulnerable, an unaware mouse in the den of a wolf? 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” asked Katie. 
 
    Jack stood up and took stock of his body. His wound had healed remarkably well, given how deep it was, though he could still feel the scab covering the gash in his chest threatening to break as he shifted. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” said Jack. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “What the fuck were you doing out there on your own, anyway?” she asked. “The only reason I managed to find you was because of how much noise you were making.” 
 
    “I…” He hesitated. “I don’t know. I guess I was just trying to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Well, knock it off,” said Katie. “Get some sleep tonight and quit going out on your own. Wait for me next time.” 
 
    “You sound almost worried,” said Jack. “I’m touched.” 
 
    Katie glared at him, but she was blushing a little, behind the expression. Jack smiled in return, stifling a weak laugh. 
 
    “I should get going,” she said. “Bruce is already going to be annoyed at me for ditching him tonight.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded to her, and an awkward tension settled over the space between them as they continued to look at each other. 
 
    “I guess I don’t really need to be over here so much anymore, since you can feed off Ryoko now,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at her tone. Katie sounded almost disappointed. It reminded him a little of how Gina had sounded when talking about how much she enjoyed his “neck kisses.” But Katie had been taking the anti-enthrallment potion, which should have countered any of the lingering effects of his bite. 
 
    “I won’t always be able to feed off Ryoko,” he said, with a shrug. “It’s not like I can bite her when she’s awake, anyway.” 
 
    He wasn’t really willing to feed off Ryoko at all, if there was a better option. Katie looked conflicted, as though she’d only just realized where her comment and Jack’s response could lead. He was suddenly aware of her smell, along with the fact that his vampiric healing was taking a toll on his blood essence reserves. He could already feel his bloodthirst starting to build again. 
 
    “We’ll talk later,” said Katie. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie nodded to him. She rubbed her neck with one hand as she turned and walked down the hall into the foyer. For a moment, Jack wondered if she’d be all right heading out into the night alone, before stopping to consider that Mira was probably in a similarly injured state. 
 
    He made his way over to the couch where Ryoko was sleeping peacefully. His body didn’t feel up to carrying her to her bed, so instead, he made sure she was still properly tucked in with the blanket before heading upstairs. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to get to sleep. He felt like he needed it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” whispered Ryoko. “Mr. Masterson, sir?” 
 
    Jack was in bed, and Ryoko was sitting next to him, gently shaking him awake. He still felt groggy and captured by the gravity well that all warm beds seemed to emanate each morning. His eyes fluttered open for a moment. It wasn’t morning. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” repeated Ryoko. “I hate to wake you, but it’s getting late into the afternoon. I thought you might want a chance to eat something before tonight.” 
 
    Jack sat up. His body felt remarkably recovered from the day before. He ran his hand over where his wound had been on his bare chest, finding only an odd, shiny spot, more like the aftermath of a moderate burn than a life-threatening injury. 
 
    “I slept in late, then,” muttered Jack. “Thank you, Ryoko. It is time to get up.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She didn’t smile at him, but there was something very pleased about the tone of her voice. Ryoko was doing a good job of keeping her gaze averted from him, probably due to the fact that he only had on a pair of boxers, but Jack noticed her sneak a quick glance as he shifted his legs off the bed. 
 
    Had the anti-enthrallment potion worked well enough on her? She seemed a little more affectionate toward him than usual, but that could be due to the two of them drawing closer during dinner and the movie the night before. 
 
    And it wasn’t as though Jack could give her a harmless command as a test. Her default state, as a maid, was to follow his directions. He frowned slightly, looking at her with a discerning eye. Was there any way he could know for sure? 
 
    Ryoko noticed him staring, and her eyes met his for an instant. She immediately glanced away and stood up, apparently deciding that she didn’t need to linger around him in his near naked state any longer than necessary. 
 
    “Should I prepare an early dinner for you, sir?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I’m fine. If I get hungry, I’ll raid the fridge.” 
 
    Ryoko bowed and left the room. Jack pulled on some casual clothing, still feeling a bit drained, even though he’d slept through most of the day. His bloodthirst was affecting him in a few subtle ways, but it seemed to fade into the background as he focused on what he was doing. 
 
    It was a strange sensation to wake up and walk out into a mansion lit by the late afternoon’s orange-tinted light. It made him feel nostalgic, though whichever memories the ambience was tied to were beyond his recollection. 
 
    It made him think of one of the few times he could remember with his grandfather. They’d been outside, in the mansion’s courtyard, playing hide and go seek. Katie had been there, too, and his grandfather had been trying to find them both. 
 
    He’d known where they were, of course, but he’d made a show of being unable to find them, until Jack and Katie’s excited giggling had made it too obvious to even pretend to ignore. Jack felt as though the game had swung around full circle. Now he was the one searching, looking for clues about what kind of man his grandfather had been and what he would have done in his shoes. 
 
    Jack was drawn toward the basement, to the hidden door that led into his grandfather’s workshop. It took him a few clumsy minutes of searching to find and activate the secret panel. The number lock input hidden behind it proved to be another worthy obstacle, and he ended up getting Katie’s number from Ryoko so he could text her to ask for the passcode. 
 
    She called him back to give it to him, listing off each number in her no-nonsense style. It took Jack two attempts to enter it successfully, but the door finally slid open once he’d punched it in.  
 
    The workshop had a musty smell to it, like incense and dried flowers. Jack had been caught up by the effects of his bloodthirst the last time he’d been inside, and he hadn’t gotten a chance to get a good look around. It was his grandfather’s workshop, and it was just about all he had left to know the man from. 
 
    Jack ran his fingers across the spines of old books, some of the titles written in languages and scripts that he didn’t even remotely recognize. On top of the bookshelf was a ship in a bottle, and he had to do a double take when he noticed what was off about it. 
 
    The ship was really floating, suspended in water that had been enchanted to flow incessantly, simulating the waves of the ocean. It rocked up and down, navigating a stationary yet turbulent sea like a man sprinting on a treadmill. 
 
    The weapon rack which had drawn Jack’s attention the first time he’d been in the workshop now seemed almost tame, in comparison. But there was one weapon which he hadn’t paid much attention to, before.  
 
    An old, gnarled wizard’s staff hung from two metal hooks above the swords and conventional weaponry. Jack reached out and set a single finger against it. Almost instantly, he felt a cold chill run up his arm and had the sense to pull back. 
 
    There was a hidden history behind the staff that he couldn’t help but wonder about. Had his grandfather used it as a magical focus for casting spells? How many enemies had he fought against with it? What kind of power was hidden within its knotted wood?  
 
    He made a mental note to ask Katie if it might be something he could use as a weapon, then immediately discarded the idea. He had a feeling he knew how she’d react to the idea. 
 
    Directly to the right of the weapon rack was a wooden plaque, embossed with several lines of intricate script. Jack ran his fingers over the title, which read “The Masterson Code.” He remembered Katie mentioning it right after he’d first been turned into a vampire. 
 
    
    	 You can’t save the world, but you can probably change it 
 
    	 Trying is accomplishment’s underrecognized little brother 
 
    	 There is no such thing as good and evil, only different perspectives 
 
    	 Never trust an illusionist, succubus, or vampire 
 
   
 
    Jack winced as he read the fourth line. It was strange how strongly it made him feel like he’d disappointed his grandfather, despite how distant they’d been for most of his life, and despite the fact that he was dead. He sighed, wondering if coming into the workshop had done more to damage his resolve than restore it, then moved on to the fifth and final line. 
 
    
    	 Jack would forgive you. 
 
   
 
    It was hard for him to read those words without feeling a little annoyed, like he was getting a glimpse of a secret he wasn’t in on. Forgive him for what? Jack didn’t have any memories of his grandfather having wronged him. Of course, the gaps left in what he could remember during the time around his parents’ deaths were still unknown to him. Just why was that, he wondered? 
 
    His gut had been telling him for a while now that there had to be more to the car accident than what he’d been told. It was hard for him to not wonder if there’d been a supernatural element to it, beyond the story he’d been told. But it was also possible that his judgement was clouded, and he was letting his reaction to the changes in his life color his assumptions. 
 
    Thinking about it left a bittersweet taste in his mouth, along with a depressing awareness of how many members of his family he’d lost. He would never get another chance to get to know his grandfather. It was a practical loss, considering the secrets and knowledge the man might’ve been able to share with him, but it also made Jack’s heart feel like it was missing a piece. 
 
    He realized that at least some of the reason why Katie seemed so irritated with him was probably more about his grandfather than about him. Jack had only returned to the island after his grandfather’s death, and that left him unable to properly see the shadow Peter had left behind.  
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” Ryoko’s voice from the top of the basement stairs stirred Jack from his thoughts. “I’ve drawn you a bath.” 
 
    Jack sighed, taking a second to glance over the workshop and see if there was anything else he’d missed. He hoped that there was. He hoped for a hidden journal, or maybe an encoded note. Anything that could give him a better sense of who Peter Masterson had been, and what he would have done under similar circumstances. 
 
    He slid the door to the workshop firmly shut and headed back upstairs. Ryoko was waiting outside the bathroom, holding a fresh towel and wash cloth. She beamed at him as her eyes met his, brushing a single, spiraling strand of black hair out of her face and behind her ear. 
 
    “I laid clothes out in your room for you when you’re finished, sir,” she said. 
 
    Jack nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    She waited, watching him for a few seconds, then bowed and turned to leave. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “What was my grandfather like?” 
 
    It was an obvious question for him to ask, given how little he remembered of the man, but also one that made him feel an odd sort of shame. 
 
    “He was kind,” said Ryoko. “And he was strong.” 
 
    Kind and strong. Those words said everything about the man, while also saying nothing about him. Jack didn’t press Ryoko for more, instead nodding and heading into the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Jack took a long bath, soaking in the hot water and letting his muscles relax. He’d expected his chest wound to give him some trouble, but other than looking a bit unusual, it didn’t cause him any pain. 
 
    He started to feel the nagging tension of his bloodthirst as he dried off. It wasn’t hard to ignore, not in the early stages, but knowing where it would lead made Jack brood a little. He was sick of needing to bite people, especially innocent people. Katie and Ryoko didn’t deserve what he was putting them through.  
 
    The line of thinking left him in a particularly dark mood as he arrived back at his room. Ryoko had left out a blue silk dress shirt, brown slacks, and a black leather belt and shoes. Jack frowned, a little confounded by the choice of clothes. 
 
    “Jack?” Katie’s voice came at the outside of his door, along with a quick, incessant knock. “Are you in there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I was just-” 
 
    The door swung open before he could finish explaining. Katie flinched and clamped a hand over her mouth, turning bright red as she took in the sight of him naked. Oddly, she didn’t shut the door immediately, almost as though her surprise, or something else, had locked her in place. 
 
    She was wearing a short, sleeveless burgundy dress, along with loose copper bangles around her wrists. She’d done her makeup and wore her hair down, which hung to her shoulders with a slight, curling buoyancy in the ends. Jack had never seen her dressed up before and was momentarily mesmerized by how good she looked. Then he scowled, realizing that he was still naked – and still being stared at. 
 
    “Sorry!” she said, closing the door. “I didn’t realize you were so, uh, naked. You need to hurry up, though. Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m not hungry…” 
 
    For food. His bloodthirst was there, nagging at him, and his normal hunger was barely an afterthought in comparison. 
 
    “They’ll be some food there, anyway, but everyone will have already eaten dinner,” said Katie. 
 
    “Food where?” 
 
    “At the Mayor’s Ball,” said Katie. “He did invite you, didn’t he?” 
 
    Jack faintly remembered the invitation from his meeting with Dave. He started pulling on the clothes Ryoko had left out for him. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I’ll meet you downstairs.” 
 
    Katie’s footsteps disappeared down the hall. Jack felt a sudden urge to call her back and ask if she’d let him bite her before the night got rolling, but he pushed it aside. He didn’t like the feeling of his bloodthirst controlling him, the constant demand for satisfaction at any cost. 
 
    He finished tying his shoes and headed downstairs to the foyer, where an unwelcome surprise awaited him. Katie was waiting for him, and so was Bruce, who had his arm around her and was whispering something into her ear. 
 
    The tension in the room was almost palpable as Jack walked over to them. Bruce didn’t try to hide his disdain, sneering openly. For the most part, Jack tried to act like Katie’s fiancé wasn’t there. He didn’t let himself dwell on how Bruce had left him to die at the quarry. He especially didn’t dwell on the valid reasons Bruce might have to resent him, and the dangerous territory he and Katie seemed to cross into each time he fed off her. 
 
    “Jack,” said Bruce. “Good to see you, bud. You feeling all right? You look a little tired.” 
 
    Jack flashed a humorless smile, holding Bruce’s gaze. 
 
    “I feel fine,” he said. “I’m not the biggest fan of parties, but I’m not the kind of guy to run at the first sign of trouble. How are you feeling, Bruce?”   
 
    Bruce looked like he was struggling to hold back his reaction. Katie made an annoyed, scrunched up face and glared at both of them. She pulled at Bruce’s arm, and he responded by pulling her in a little closer to him and rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Can you guys try to get along?” asked Katie. “I know that you’ve had some issues in the past, but I’d really like it if we could all put that aside for tonight.” 
 
    “Is this necessary?” asked Bruce. “I’m sure Jack is capable of making it to the mayor’s mansion on his own.” 
 
    Jack was about to agree with Bruce, which he found incredible, when Katie shot him a look. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “He’s still new to the island, and I don’t want to risk him getting overwhelmed. Can you both please be civil to each other?” 
 
    She looked back and forth between them, pleading with her eyes. 
 
    “Ms. White?” Ryoko appeared from the lounge, bowing as she entered the room. “Can I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    Katie nodded and hurried over, leaving Jack and Bruce alone in the foyer. Jack couldn’t help but smile as he saw the other man’s face and felt the raw friction between them. 
 
    “You listen and you listen good, bud,” said Bruce, as he jabbed a finger dangerously close to Jack’s face. “I know you’re into some shit.” 
 
    “Bruce,” said Jack. “You should take Katie’s advice. She has you best interests at heart, in more ways than I think you know.” 
 
    “Katherine’s advice,” corrected Bruce. “And I’ll be all smiles tonight. Because I know that you’ll slip up, sooner or later. I don’t know what the fuck is going on in this town right now, but I do know one thing. You’re connected to it.” 
 
    Bruce took a step forward, entering his personal space. It took all of Jack’s willpower to keep pushing from him back, or worse, casting Spectral Hand and striking out at his head. 
 
    “You’re paranoid, Bruce,” said Jack. “It’s fine if you don’t like me. I don’t like you very much, either. But you should stick to what you know.” 
 
    “You think you’re so clever,” said Bruce. “Even now. That smug look doesn’t belong on your face, bud. You have no idea who you are messing with.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. He couldn’t help himself. He saw how it set Bruce off, and the way his expression shifted from anger into unreasonable fury. Jack was ready. 
 
    “Bruce!” said Katie. “Jack! Is this a conversation I should be a part of?” 
 
    Both men glanced at Katie, and then back at each other. Jack noticed the simmering gleam in Bruce’s eye, and the boiling tension in his body language. It wasn’t over. It hadn’t even started yet. 
 
    “We were just talking about the party,” said Jack. “I hope there is plenty of wine, by the way.” 
 
    Katie shot a scowl at the two of them. 
 
    “Bruce, I think I’m going to have Ryoko drop Jack and I off,” she said. 
 
    Bruce scoffed. “Katherine, that’s ridiculous. It’s going to look weird if you show up with him, instead of me.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t resist, even though he knew it was a terrible place to inject his own opinion. 
 
    “Why would it look weird, Bruce?” asked Jack, letting his tone imply the one thing that he knew the other man must already suspect. “Katie and I are just old friends. Clearly.” 
 
    “Jack!” snapped Katie. “Knock it the fuck off. And Bruce… It might look weird for me to show up with him, but it’s better than letting the two of you go at it.” 
 
    Bruce fumed. Jack could hear the other man’s teeth grinding together, and they weren’t standing all that close to each other. It was a moment he would have savored, if not for the violence he could feel hovering just under the surface. 
 
    “Fine!” said Bruce, forcing the word out of a clenched jaw. He turned around and stomped out of the mansion. 
 
    Jack’s immediate priority in the wake of Bruce’s departure was the pulsing of his headache, and the bloodthirst behind it. Unfortunately, Ryoko was standing in the foyer with them, waiting like the dutiful maid she was. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “Before we go, maybe we should talk? In private?” 
 
    “Not now,” said Katie, with a sigh. “Not after that. Just hold on for now, okay?” 
 
    She walked out to the car without giving him a choice. Jack followed her, riding in the backseat, since Katie had beaten him to the front and Ryoko was driving. It wasn’t a long drive, but he decided he’d walk home when he was ready to leave. He needed a chance to clear his head, away from everyone and everything. 
 
    It was cloudy, and the dark sky made it seem later than it really was. There were more people outside than on an average evening, milling about on the streets and waiting for the weekend to bring excitement to the island’s few bars and taverns.  
 
    They parked outside the mayor’s mansion. Jack got out first, feeling the wind whip across his face as he thanked Ryoko and shut the car’s door behind him. The air had the humid, electrified scent of an oncoming storm.  
 
    He didn’t wait up for Katie, feeling as though there was no point, given that he’d be mostly on his own once they were inside the party, anyway. He headed up the steps and through the front door on his own. The mayor’s secretary recognized him and greeted him with a warm smile, waving him into the ballroom. 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. The ballroom was wide open, with a high ceiling and expensive chandelier, but everything else about it was casual, almost laidback. A central table held bowls of chips, vegetables, dip, and various other finger foods. The mayor’s guests chatted in small groups, drinking wine and beer and laughing amongst themselves. 
 
    A projector had been set up on one side of the ballroom, and several people were watching a sailing tournament play out across the wall, the colors muted slightly by the ambient light. A group of six or seven men was playing darts in another corner, and a few people were dancing to the ambient music playing over the speakers on the ballroom’s left-hand side. 
 
    There were maybe a hundred people in attendance, which was a decent chunk of the island’s population. Of those hundred, it felt like ninety or more were paying Jack an undue amount of attention. He felt countless sets of eyes on him as he slowly walked over to where the bowls of chips and dip were set up. He picked up a stick of celery and began nibbling at it, more to give his hands something to do than out of hunger. 
 
    “Sir?” A serving girl approached him from behind, startling him slightly. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “A beer would be nice,” said Jack. 
 
    The girl nodded and hurried off. She smelled really good. A beer would be really nice, he decided. Both to calm his nerves and to numb his bloodthirst.  
 
    There were still people watching him, and he tried to make himself look as approachable as he could. Their interest made sense. He was the grandson of someone who, as far as he could tell, had been a major figure on the island. They were probably wondering if he was planning on staying, or selling the mansion, or investing part of his monetary inheritance back into the island. 
 
    He felt a little awkward just standing there. It didn’t seem fair for him to not know anyone and yet also be a target of the room’s attention. Jack was half hoping that Katie would come over and rescue him with a few introductions, but she’d reunited with Bruce and was in the middle of walking over and greeting another couple with him. 
 
    The serving girl finally returned with his beer. Jack thanked her and took a deep sip. He finally spotted someone that he recognized as he turned back in the direction of the makeshift dance floor. Synda, Katie’s friend from the gym, smiled at him and gave a small wave. 
 
    She was wearing a tight white dress that emphasized the curves of her chest and butt. Her hair was twisted up into a tight bun, and she wore a pearl necklace that hung across her neckline and cleavage. Jack was already moving in her direction when someone grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him aside. 
 
    “Jack!” said Dave. “I am absolutely thrilled that you could make it!” 
 
    The mayor had a broad smile on his handsome face that would have looked insincere on anyone else. The wine glass in his free hand was nearly empty, and Jack suspected it wasn’t the first drink the man had had that night. 
 
    “Mayor Stinson,” said Jack. “Thanks for inviting me. It’s good to be here.” 
 
    “Please, you can just call me Dave,” he said. “We’re all just having fun tonight! I have a rule at my parties. No business allowed!” 
 
    He chuckled at his own joke, and Jack smiled and nodded. Dave gestured for him to walk over behind the snack table, where there were fewer people. Jack felt a growing suspicion that the mayor was about to break his own rule. 
 
    “Walk with me, Jack,” said Dave. “I felt good about our conversation the other day. You have a solid head on your shoulders. I get the sense that you’ve been feeling things out here on the island, seeing where you fit, right?” 
 
    “I think that’s fair to say,” said Jack. He took another sip of his beer, feeling the alcohol working on both his tension and bloodthirst. 
 
    “I bet you’re sick of hearing this, but your grandfather was a good man,” said Dave. “A principled man. He had his own way of doing everything, it was always so positive and healthy. And I see a lot of that in you, too.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. He wasn’t sure he’d describe the version of himself that had emerged in his time on Lestaron Island as positive and healthy. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    Dave’s smile seemed to lose its cheer as he leaned in a little closer. He glanced from side to side, making sure they were completely out of earshot. 
 
    “I don’t like beating around the bush,” said Dave. “So I’ll ask you point blank. Gina and Johnny. What happened to them?” 
 
    Jack froze. His fingers squeezed the neck of the bottle in his hand. He knew that Dave was watching him, reading into his hesitation, but he couldn’t think of a way to reply that didn’t involve lying. 
 
    “The sheriff said he’s never seen anything like it,” said Dave. “I do think that’s a bit of an exaggeration, given how much weirdness our little island is prone to. But still. The timing seems a little more than coincidental. Jack… Did you kill Gina and Johnny?” 
 
    That was a question he could answer honestly, at least. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. He looked Dave straight in the eyes as he answered, and saw the man relax visibly. Dave nodded, and his grin returned, as sincere and cheerful as ever. 
 
    “That’s all I care about, really,” said Dave. “I was conflicted, because truth be told, I don’t know you yet, Jack. But I do think that your grandfather’s spirit is in you. I really do.” 
 
    He poked Jack in the chest and then put an arm around his shoulders. Jack chuckled, again wondering just how much the mayor had had to drink. 
 
    “I told the sheriff not to consider you as a person of interest,” said Dave. “You’ll want to talk to him sometime soon anyway, though. Not tonight. He never comes to my parties anymore. Too old for them, he says.” 
 
    Dave laughed and then seemed to spot someone in a group across the room. He ruffled Jack’s hair as he walked off, finishing the rest of his wine and gesturing to the serving girl as she passed by. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Talking to the mayor had been a nice distraction, albeit a temporary one. Jack felt awkward, standing alone again. It was only made worse by Katie and Bruce standing across the ballroom, over by the projector. Katie was leaning her head against his shoulder, and they were talking quietly to each other. They looked like they belonged together. 
 
    Seeing them made Jack feel an emotion more complicated than simple jealousy. It made him feel profoundly alone. It had been a long time since he’d felt like he’d belonged somewhere, since he’d last lived on the island, in fact. Katie had been his closest friend back then, and he’d had his parents, his grandfather. A life, and a place that wanted him. 
 
    It was just a memory, and yet watching Katie and Bruce so happy together felt like having it ripped away from him. He knew he was being ridiculous, but he also knew that there was a kernel of truth to it. He didn’t belong on Lestaron Island. He didn’t belong in the mansion, his grandfather’s mansion, and he was probably trampling on the old man’s legacy by occupying it in his current state. 
 
    The rush of emotion gave Jack’s bloodthirst a sharper edge. His beer was empty, and he scanned the room, looking for the serving girl to signal her for another. His eyes found Synda instead, who smiled at him and walked over. 
 
    “Hi,” she said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jack forced a smile onto his. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “I guess I just feel like the new guy. Well, I am the new guy, but, you know.” 
 
    “I do know,” said Synda. “I was the new girl once, too, you know.” 
 
    She had a glass of wine and took a slow sip from it, her eyes never leaving Jack’s. He caught a whiff of her smell and had to clear his throat to keep from shuddering at how amazing it was. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he said. “What brought you to Lestaron Island, originally?” 
 
    Synda grinned, but she glanced away from him, her eyes acting shy. 
 
    “It’s kind of embarrassing, really,” she said. “I met a guy over the internet. He seemed like the one, you know? I used to be naïve and believe in that sort of thing.” 
 
    “It didn’t end well, I take it?” he asked. 
 
    Synda shook her head. “We lasted three weeks. He joined the army after we broke up, and I haven’t heard from him since. It was… a little overwhelming to be here afterward. You’d think it would be easy to slot into the community on a small island like this, but it really isn’t.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Jack. “These people have all known each other for so long. There’s so much history that they can draw from to relate to each other, and none of it is there for a newcomer.” 
 
    He glanced over at Katie again. She was whispering something to Bruce, and he had one of his arms around her waist. Jack exhaled through his nose, wondering if it was too early to sneak off and call Ryoko for a ride. 
 
    “It’s an upside and a downside,” said Synda. “Some people prefer newcomers for that very reason. I’m one of them, in fact.” 
 
    She stepped a little closer to him. Her smell was absolutely sublime. Jack felt so drawn in by it that he only barely managed to resist trying to kiss her neck.  
 
    “Are you, now?” he asked. 
 
    Synda nodded. She extended one of her hands, and Jack took it into his own. A few other people were already enjoying themselves on the dance floor, some drunker than others. Jack felt comfortable as he started moving across from Synda, rotating through the three dance moves he knew. 
 
     The song changed. Synda moved in closer to him, turning so that her back was facing him. Jack moved forward, brushing up against her and almost getting lost in her delicious scent. Synda turned around, and without really thinking about it, he set his hands on her waist and pulled her in closer. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, smiling. “So you do know how to lead?” 
 
    Jack didn’t hesitate. He slowly leaned forward, pausing to watch her reaction, and then kissed her. Synda made a satisfied noise and pressed her body against his. The moment stretched on for a couple of loaded, electric seconds. Her felt his arousal reverberating off his bloodthirst and urging him on. 
 
    There was only so much they could do in public, but both of them pushed it to the limit. Jack turned her around, pulling her into him from behind as though the two of them were engaging in playful, dirty dancing.  
 
    He let his hands slide across her stomach, up to the bottom of her breasts. Synda pushed her butt against his crotch, wiggling it from side to side. She glanced over her shoulder and smirked at him as she performed a move with her buttocks that had clearly been practiced, working Jack into a state of obvious arousal. 
 
    “You know,” whispered Synda. “My car is parked outside. If you wanted to, we could head outside and… talk about some of your dance moves.” 
 
    Jack knew he needed to tell her no. He needed to shake his head, apologize for kissing her in the first place, and politely get himself as far away from the temptation she presented as he could. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    He pulled her against him again, giving her a second, deeper kiss and feeling a surge of excitement. Synda laced her fingers through his, and they casually started walking toward the door. 
 
    They’d made it halfway across the floor when Jack heard heavy footsteps approaching them. He glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Katie as she grabbed his free hand and roughly pulled him away from Synda. 
 
    “Sorry!” said Katie. “I need to talk with Jack in private for a moment.” 
 
    Synda folded her arms, furrowing her brow and pouting a little as she watched him being led off. Jack followed Katie over behind one of the pillars along the edge of the room, not making any effort to hide his annoyance. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” he asked. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing!” hissed Katie. “You were halfway to biting her, right there on the dance floor.” 
 
    “I was certainly halfway to something,” said Jack. “But trust me. It wasn’t biting her.” 
 
    His words only seemed to make Katie angrier. She glared at him and jabbed a finger against his chest. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she snapped. “How do you think it would have gone down, if the two of you had been in private? Jack, in case you didn’t realize, you’re a fucking–” 
 
    “Vampire,” he said, glancing around again to make sure they were still alone. “Yes, Katie. I’m well aware of that. But that doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to have fun.” 
 
    “Having sex with one of my friends and potentially biting them goes way beyond having fun,” she said. Her voice had an edge of bitterness in it that Jack wasn’t sure how to interpret. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll head back to the mansion. Happy?” 
 
    “You can’t,” said Katie. “Not yet. If you leave early, it’s going to raise people’s suspicions. I’ve been listening to what people are saying. Jack, word has already gotten out about Peter Masterson’s weird grandson and his nighttime adventures.” 
 
    “And? I don’t care what people think.” 
 
    “It’s not what they think,” Katie said, speaking slowly. “It’s what they say. And what the Order of Chaldea eventually hears.” 
 
    Jack massaged his temples. His head was suddenly pounding. He’d been so close to sneaking off with Synda and… 
 
    And what? Had he been intending to bite her, after all? His bloodthirst felt stronger now than it had before, with an undercurrent of disappointment to it. Jack swallowed, sensing an oncoming headache. 
 
    “You look like crap,” muttered Katie. “Fuck. You’ll only enflame the rumors if you try to make it through the night as you are right now.” 
 
    “I need to feed,” whispered Jack. He felt ashamed to say it out loud, but he knew it was true. 
 
    “Maybe I could call Ryoko and have her meet you outside or something?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    Katie bit her lower lip. She exhaled slowly through her nose and seemed to come to a decision. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I brought a small vial of the anti-enthrallment potion with me, just in case. It’s concentrated, so it will only last for a few minutes after I drink it, but that should be plenty of time.” 
 
    The relief Jack felt at hearing those words scared him a little. He’d been ignoring Katie’s scent, but he let himself inhale, savoring the sweetness of it. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I know how much of a burden this is for you, Katie. I appreciate it.” 
 
    She smiled at him and rolled her eyes a little. 
 
    “Don’t get all soft on me,” she said. “And don’t let it go to your head. I’m only doing this because it’s an emergency. You should head outside first, so it’s not suspicious. I’ll meet you in the trees in the mansion’s backyard.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. 
 
    The party was continuing all around him, and nobody noticed as he headed for the mansion’s entrance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    At least, Jack had thought nobody had noticed. Synda caught up with him as he approached the mansion’s door, near the now empty receptionist’s desk. She didn’t say anything, but she crossed her arms and stared at him in a way that he couldn’t ignore without being rude. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I’m feeling a little under the weather. Figured I’d get some fresh air.” 
 
    “We don’t know each other that well, but I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t lie to me,” said Synda. 
 
    She stepped a little closer to him, and Jack resisted the urge to explain how it wasn’t a lie as his bloodthirst itched at his throat. 
 
    “I’m not trying to lie,” said Jack. “It’s just complicated.” 
 
    “Complicated,” echoed Synda. “I don’t think it is. I think this is more about Katie than it is about you.” 
 
    Jack shrugged.  
 
    “Katie is just a friend,” he said. “I’ve known her for over a decade.” 
 
     “The way she spins it is that you’re someone she last saw over a decade ago,” said Synda. “And that’s a long time to go without seeing someone. Do you even know how long she’s been together with Bruce for?” 
 
    “Long enough to be engaged,” he said, unwilling to admit that he didn’t. 
 
    “Five years,” said Synda. “And yet she still pulls shit like this.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” said Jack. 
 
    Synda smiled at him. She had a cute smile. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to feel guilty about taking what you want,” she said. 
 
    Jack let her words hang on the air for a couple of seconds, wishing he could believe them. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s the best advice for someone like me,” he said. 
 
    “Look, it doesn’t matter,” said Synda. “Katie’s my friend too, and I’m not here to convince you that she’s evil. Just know that she has a bad habit of wanting what she can’t have. I don’t think she likes the idea of her long-lost childhood friend moving on to someone else so soon after arriving on the island, even if she’s currently taken.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “You make it sound like she’s jealous or something.” 
 
    Synda gave him a knowing look. She stepped in a little closer, close enough to make all of the urges and emotions he’d been feeling during their dance come flooding back. 
 
    “Have a nice night, Jack.” 
 
    She gave him a quick kiss on the lips, and then headed back into the party. 
 
    Jack thought about what she’d said as he headed out into the night. Synda only had a small piece of the bigger picture. She didn’t know about Jack’s needs as a vampire. She didn’t understand everything. 
 
    It would have been reassuring to look at the situation from that perspective, except it forced him to admit that the same was true for him. He’d known Katie for less than a week after twelve years apart. She was still practically a stranger, though the familiarity they’d shared in his youth made it easy to convince himself otherwise. 
 
    He spotted a silhouette amidst the small grove of trees growing in the mayor’s garden and headed toward it. His mouth and throat tingled in anticipation of sating his bloodthirst. But something was wrong. There were three silhouettes, two stepping out from other, nearby trees. 
 
    “Katherine couldn’t make it,” said Bruce. “I thought the two of us could have a talk, instead.” 
 
    They were just far enough into the grove to ruin the line of visibility back toward the mansion. The sky was still overcast, and the wind was picking up, foretelling the arrival of a storm. 
 
    Jack slowly exhaled through his teeth. Why couldn’t they have confronted him over in the parking lot? He wished they had, more for their sake than his own. It was easier to keep himself in control when he was in public. He needed to stay in control. 
 
    “Bruce,” said Jack. “I can’t imagine what the two of us would have to talk about.” 
 
    The two other men with him were already moving into position behind Jack, cutting off his avenue of escape. He almost laughed at how ridiculous that was. If he decided to conjure his Spectral Sword, he could cut all of them down in a single, arcing slash. If he decided to.  
 
    His bloodthirst pounded in the back of his head. Apparently the alcohol he’d drank over the course of the night hadn’t quite managed to blunt out the effects of his cravings. 
 
    “It’s time for you to leave, Jack,” said Bruce. “We both know it, and so does Katherine. Sell the mansion, leave the island. Go back to your old life. You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Where the fuck do I belong, then?” asked Jack. He’d meant the question as a flippant counter, but he was surprised by how sincere it sounded. And he didn’t know the answer to it. He certainly wouldn’t be able to live back with his aunt and uncle. Leaving the island would mean going back to being alone again. 
 
    “You’re putting Katherine through hell,” said Bruce. “I know you’ve been dragging your feet. Refusing to agree to sell your half of the mansion and pretending to be sick so she’ll have to spend time with you. And I know that you’ve been somehow involved with all the shit that’s been happening over the past few days.” 
 
    “Like at the quarry, for example?” asked Jack. “When you turned tail and fled?” 
 
    Even in the dark, he could see the questioning glances on the faces of Bruce’s accomplices. He smiled a little at and wondered if maybe he should go into greater detail. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were connected to that, too,” said Bruce. The lack of shame he showed over being called out on his cowardice was galling to Jack. 
 
    “What’s the point of this?” asked Jack. “What are we doing here, Bruce?” 
 
    “You know what you’re fucking problem is?” Bruce lifted his hand and jabbed a finger at Jack. “You think you’re the good guy.” 
 
    The bloodthirst hit Jack in a sudden rush. He had to take a slow breath to focus through the pounding headache. 
 
    “That’s right,” continued Bruce. “You think you’re the good guy, but really, you’re not. You’re the spoiled rich kid flaunting his inheritance. You’re the asshole lurking around the corner, trying to scheme his way into the pants of an engaged woman.” 
 
    The words resonated with him, but in a way that made him feel numb, rather than angry. 
 
    “I grew up in this town,” said Bruce. “I’ve lived here my entire life. I’ve served the community for all of my adult life! I’m the good guy. And you, Jack, you don’t even realize it, but you’re the fucking bad guy.” 
 
    Taking things as far as he had with Katie when she’d let him feed off her. Enthralling Gina. Planning to kill Johnny. Biting Ryoko in her sleep. And that was all over the course of just a couple of days. 
 
    “The bad guy…” repeated Jack. “You might just be right about that.” 
 
    One of Bruce’s friends picked that moment to make a move. Jack saw the punch coming out of the corner of his eye and reacted with superhuman speed and reflexes. He ducked under the attack, and then caught the man’s follow-up swing with a sweeping block. Clamping down on the wrist with his hand, Jack twisted, breaking the man’s arm. 
 
    Bruce’s other accomplice leapt onto him, grabbing him from behind and attempting to get him into a headlock. Jack leaned forward, flipping the man off him and bouncing him against the ground. He grabbed him by the shirt and shoulders and threw him into a nearby tree, snapping branches and eliciting another scream. 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted Bruce. 
 
    He charged forward, but the fight was over almost before it began. Jack dodged his first punch, feeling emotions swirling in his chest. There was a dark, violent impulse inside of him, and it felt heady, insidious, and seductive. Jack cast Spectral Hand more to satisfy it than out of true necessity. 
 
    He seized Bruce by the neck with the shadow tendril and squeezed him tight. Bruce was already close enough that he could have done it with his arms, but it was a rather dark night, which meant that his blood magic wasn’t fully visible. Jack lifted Bruce into the air by the neck, listening to his panicked gagging as the pressure of the spell closed off his windpipe. 
 
    “Stop!” Katie’s voice came from behind him, and he felt her fist hit his back an instant later. “Jack! Stop it! Put him down!” 
 
    Jack hesitated. Did he want to put Bruce down? He did, but not in the way that Katie was asking for. Bruce was reckless and dangerous, with an outlook on the world that he doubted would ever be compatible with his own. He was Jack’s enemy, and even worse, from Bruce’s point of view, it was justified. 
 
    “Jack!” Katie slapped him across the face, putting her full strength into the blow. It was enough to bring him back to reality. He released Bruce, letting him fall to the grass in a tangled, gasping heap. 
 
    “Katie…” Jack held his hands up, shocked at how far he’d taken it. “I was… defending myself.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Katie. “No you fucking weren’t! And you should know better!” 
 
    “Katie, I–” 
 
    “Stay away from her!” Bruce’s voice was raspy and pained. “You fucking psycho!” 
 
    “Jack,” said Katie. “Don’t make this any worse.” 
 
    “Katie, just listen to me,” he said. “I didn’t mean for this to happen…” 
 
    “No, Jack,” she said. “You listen to me! You’re my oldest friend. I care about you, I really do. And I loved your grandfather, maybe even more than you did. But this is my life. And you don’t get to fuck it up just because you’re here and in a bad situation.” 
 
    She said the last few words with such bite and bitterness that Jack couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t say anything, either. An aching lump formed in his throat, and this time, he knew it had nothing to do with his bloodthirst. 
 
    He took a slow breath and then disappeared into the night. Thunder sounded in the distance as he left the grounds of the mayor’s mansion, followed by heavy rain.  
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    Jack walked aimlessly through the storm, acutely aware of how well the weather matched his emotions. Katie’s words had made an impact on him, and he wasn’t sure what to do, or where to go next.  
 
    Heading back to the mansion felt dangerous. Ryoko would be there, waiting for him and ready to serve his needs. He could still remember the way her blood had tasted, and he doubted that he’d be able to endure her presence and smell for more than a few minutes without being tempted by his thirst. 
 
    Of course, remaining in town presented its own set of challenges. It was the weekend, and despite the rain, Jack could see a few people on the street, walking through the night with umbrellas in hand. Could he trust himself to stay strong if an opportunity to bite someone presented itself? He wasn’t so sure anymore, and recognizing that really did make him feel like the bad guy Bruce had accused him of being. 
 
    Jack took a turn down an unfamiliar street, stepping into an alleyway between an abandoned building and an old factory. He leaned against the side of one of the walls, protected from the rain by an overhanging, but still soaked to the bone. He was tired, as much in spirit as in body. 
 
    A figure appeared at the mouth of the alleyway. Jack knew who it was as soon as he saw her silhouette. Mira sauntered over to where he was and took up a position next to him, letting her shoulder touch his. 
 
    She had on a shiny white raincoat that fell down to her knees and carried a matching umbrella. Jack was a little curious as to where she’d gotten them. She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, letting the sound of raindrops striking the edge of the roof overhead form a pattering, constant rhythm. 
 
    “I prefer your face when it doesn’t have such a morose expression on it,” said Mira. “You have a very nice smile, when you choose to show it.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood to smile,” he said. 
 
    Part of Jack wanted to attack her, and to make another attempt at freeing himself from the curse. She was the source of all his current problems. She was the one who’d done this to him, and yet, the anger just wasn’t there. And after his confrontation with Bruce, it was hard for him to see violence as anything other than a confirmation of the accusations that were still echoing in his head. 
 
    “You’re thirsty,” said Mira. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “So?” 
 
    “Why must you insist on stifling yourself?” asked Mira. “You can feed off anyone you choose. It’s not against the rules.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not against your rules,” he said. “But I hold myself to a different standard.” 
 
    Mira laughed. She pressed herself more against him for an instant, and even let her hand slide into his. It felt cold and soft. 
 
    “You sound so much like Peter,” she whispered. “Did he ever tell you about his code? Do you know what your grandfather thought of vampires, Jack? What he thought about us?” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. He knew what she was talking about, and part of him wished that he didn’t. What would his grandfather have done, in his shoes? What would Peter Masterson have done if he’d still been alive when Jack, his only grandson, was turned into a vampire? He didn’t know, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 
 
    “Dearest Jack,” whispered Mira. “Everyone goes through this. You’re in the gap, the space between who you were, and who you are. Maybe it forms after a bad breakup, or a death in the family. An illness. Something that fundamentally changes a person into someone new. Be the new you, Jack. Love the new you.” 
 
    “You’re out of your mind,” he said. “I’m not going to just accept what I am if it means hurting people and being a monster.” 
 
    He pulled away from her, feeling a bloodthirst induced headache surge in sync with the movement. Mira laughed. 
 
    “Do you really think you have a choice?” asked Mira. “We’ve been doing this dance for long enough. I’m waiting for you, Jack. Change is inevitable. Time is change. Existence is change. And I’ll be here, on the other side of it.” 
 
    Jack’s anger finally returned to him. He lashed out, first with his hand, and then with his Spectral Sword, whipping the dark conjured blade at Mira’s torso. She faded through it, becoming incorporeal just as the edge would have made contact. She rushed forward into him but didn’t attack. 
 
    Instead, she kissed him. Her lips were wet from the rain, and the sensation of her breasts and body momentarily stole Jack’s will to fight back. He let the kiss drag on, feeling a part of his will betray him. He considered what it would be like to give in, and to just stop fighting. 
 
    “…No,” he whispered, as the kiss broke. 
 
    “Yes,” said Mira. She kissed him again, deeper this time. They pressed together, Mira pinning him against the alley’s wall and letting her soft body mush against his. “Take me, Jack. Take me, now and forever. We’ll live as we want to. Go where we want. Be who we want to be.” 
 
    She opened her raincoat. She was naked underneath. Jack felt a deep, primal hunger, stronger than his bloodthirst, even. He groped at one of her pale breasts, feeling the tumult of his chaotic emotions feeding into his lust. 
 
    Mira ran a hand through her wet hair, brushing it back from her face in a single dark blonde lock. She bit her lower lip, letting her red eyes linger on his. Her hand slid into Jack’s pants, and she smirked as her fingers began discovering what was waiting for her there. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “We have all night. And in the morning, you’ll still be free to choose your own path.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and Jack couldn’t stop his hands from sliding over her perfect breasts, and down across her naked butt. He gritted his teeth, summoning the last of his willpower. 
 
    “No,” he said, making the word firm. “It’s not happening.” 
 
    “You’ll have me satisfy you here, then?” Mira slowly started sliding down, dropping to her knees in front of him. 
 
    “You almost had me,” said Jack. “But I won’t give in.” 
 
    He expected her to react angrily, and his muscles were tensed to dodge out of the way of an attack. But instead, Mira just closed her raincoat, crossed her arms, and continued smirking at him. 
 
    “So be it,” she said. “Though, I suspect you’ll reconsider once you see the surprise I left for you back at your grandfather’s mansion.” 
 
    Jack stared at her, feeling his blood run cold. 
 
    “What did you do?” he asked. 
 
    Mira took a step back, the smirk never leaving her face. Jack lunged at her, but she disappeared, her body going incorporeal in a puff of smoke. 
 
    “Mira!” he shouted. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Jack sprinted through town, running as fast as his legs and enhanced speed would carry him. His head pounded, and his growing dizziness made it harder to keep running straight than it would have otherwise been, but he ignored both. 
 
    The storm was still ongoing, and lightning illuminated singular frames of the night as thunder boomed in the distance. Jack tried calling the mansion’s landline on his cell phone, ignoring how difficult the deluge of rain made working the touchscreen. Nobody answered. 
 
    What had Mira done? And why had she done it now? Her unpredictable nature was more frightening to Jack than the fact that she was a vampire, or any other ways she’d attempted to get under his skin. He felt his anxiety building as he started up the slope and stared at the mansion in the distance. It was still standing, at least. Several lights were still on inside. 
 
    Had she bitten Ryoko and enthralled her? Or worse. Had she turned the kind, reserved, household maid into a vampire, like she’d given Jack the Embrace? Maybe she was trying to prove a point to him, one that needed more than just words to illustrate. 
 
    He did his best to keep his imagination in check as he approached the mansion’s door. It had been left slightly open, which made his heart skip a beat. Despite his growing anxiety, Jack didn’t let himself rush inside. He still hadn’t ruled out the possibility that Mira had set an elaborate trap for him, and he forced himself to move warily. 
 
    “Ryoko?” he called, as he stepped into the foyer. “Hello?”   
 
    His fears ran wild. It was easy to picture Mira sneaking into the mansion and catching Ryoko, defenseless and ignorant of the supernatural, completely unaware. He wondered if Mira had taken her hostage, maybe in an attempt at using her as a bargaining chip to make him more amenable. 
 
    Jack found Ryoko sleeping on the couch and breathed a sigh of relief. He was tempted to wake her up for a moment, but he stopped himself. It was possible that Mira had bitten and left her as a hidden thrall. Unlikely, but possible. He decided to wait until he’d finished searching the mansion. 
 
    The upper floors and bedrooms were empty. Jack peeked around each doorway, half expecting a ghoul to pop out at any moment. He did a thorough check of the kitchen, dining room, and the servant’s quarters, and still, found nothing out of order. His bloodthirst was beginning to weigh on him again, and he had to use his resolve to ignore Ryoko’s scent as he passed by her on the couch. 
 
    He headed down to the basement and froze when he reached the bottom of the stairs. The secret door was open. It looked as though it had been forced ajar, jammed sideways with the kind of leverage that necessitated a pneumatic piston, or supernatural strength.  
 
    Jack shook his head, dumbfounded at how she’d discovered the existence of the secret door, at least, up until he saw the tiny heart Mira had drawn in the dust coating the wall next to the panel. She was observant, and she’d noticed the odd stone out, brushed clean by the touch of Jack and Katie’s hands. And then she’d used her blood magic to tear her way in.  
 
    He passed into the workshop, wincing as he surveyed the damage. Mira had completely trashed it, knocking over the weapon rack and scattering Katie’s alchemy equipment. His grandfather’s staff was missing. The placard with the Masterson Code written onto it had several deep gouges that rendered it unreadable. 
 
    He realized what Mira’s purpose had been as soon as he saw the inside of Katie’s alchemy cupboard. All of her ingredients were missing, and all of the premade potions she’d had inside had been smashed across the stone floor. 
 
    Mira knew about the anti-enthrallment potion, and she’d sabotaged any chance they had of continuing to use it in the future. 
 
    No, Jack realized. They still had some left. He left the workshop, closing the door firmly behind him this time, and hurried upstairs. Ryoko was still sleeping on the couch. Jack felt a nearly irresistible urge to caress her neck as he approached her. He gritted his teeth and took deep breaths as he shook her shoulder. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “Hey. Ryoko, wake up.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered a few times, and she let out a cute yawn. She was so oblivious and so defenseless, like a baby bunny who’d taken up residence in the den of a wolf. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” she said, sounding a little confused. “Oh! I’m so sorry. I must have fallen asleep, sir.” 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “Do you have any of your tea left?” 
 
    She frowned a little, and then shook her head. 
 
    “I drank the last of it last night, while we were watching the movie,” she said. “I can make you hot cocoa instead?” 
 
    Jack stepped away from her, swearing under his breath. Vertigo hit him in a sudden rush. Everything in the room was spinning. Everything, except Ryoko, like the light at the end of the tunnel. He had to focus on staying in control of each individual muscle, doing his best to sabotage the overwhelming urge he felt to close the distance to her and sink his fangs in deep. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” asked Ryoko. “Are you feeling okay? Would you like me to help you upstairs?” 
 
    She drew nearer to him and took hold of one of his arms. Jack had to physically wrench himself away. 
 
    “No!” he said. “No, Ryoko, I’m fine. I just… need to get some sleep.” 
 
    “Sir, you aren’t fine,” said Ryoko. “At least let me check your temperature.” 
 
    She set back of her hand on Jack’s forehead and came just a little bit too close. He reacted in a flurry of movement, grabbing Ryoko and pulling her against him. He opened his mouth, breathing in once through his nose and losing himself within her minty, delicious scent. 
 
    No, he thought. Not like this. 
 
    He let out a shaky breath, rallying his willpower to take control back. He was hugging her, instead of biting her. He felt Ryoko’s hands patting his back, and as he finally broke from the embrace, he saw her confused and worried expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I’m… not myself right now.” 
 
    Jack backed away from her slowly. He started to head toward the stairs, and then thought better of it, first heading down to the basement to grab a few bottles of wine. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson…” called Ryoko. “Jack. I don’t think drinking alcohol will help your condition!” 
 
    Jack closed and locked the door to his bedroom and then collapsed on the floor. He fumbled for the wine, only then realizing that he’d forgotten to grab a corkscrew. Focusing his Potential, he used Spectral Hand, extending the shadow tendril out from his finger and boring directly into the cork of one of the bottles. 
 
    Even just that tiny usage of blood magic was enough to make his throat itch fiercely enough to instigate a coughing fit. Ryoko was downstairs. Why was he torturing himself? He didn’t have to drink wine when there was a much more satisfying alternative under the same roof. 
 
    She doesn’t deserve it. It wouldn’t be fair to enthrall an innocent woman with no knowledge of the supernatural. It wasn’t who he was… was it? 
 
    Would it really be such a horrible outcome to have Ryoko enthralled, and maybe Katie, too? Gina hadn’t seemed to mind it, once it had been done. Jack could live with them in the mansion and never have to worry about the consequences of being a vampire again. He wouldn’t have to worry about killing Mira, and he’d still get a relatively happy ending. 
 
    He realized that a part of him was serious about it, and suddenly felt sick to his stomach. Jack took a long swig from the wine bottle. He would rather die than steal Ryoko and Katie’s free will. He glanced around his bedroom, wondering if there was anything he could use to end his life if it did come to that. There wasn’t, and he didn’t trust himself to head by Ryoko and down into the workshop to find a suitable tool. 
 
    Minutes passed in a torturous, slightly drunken slowness. Jack wasn’t sure how long it had been when he finally heard footsteps approaching the door. He scrambled to his feet, backing away and putting as much room between himself and the hall as possible. 
 
    “Jack.” Katie’s voice came from outside the door. “What’s going on? Ryoko said you were acting weird.” 
 
    She tried the doorknob, but he’d already locked it. 
 
    “Mira…” said Jack. “She got into the workshop. It’s my fault. Your alchemy supplies are gone. So is my grandfather’s old staff.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Katie. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” said Katie. “That staff… A wizard’s weapon serves as a store for a huge portion of their magical strength.” 
 
    “You’re saying that Mira could use it against us?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Katie. “She can’t wield it, but it could serve as an external focus for other forms of magic. Think of it like using what’s left in a rechargeable battery. Or in this case… more like the energy left in an old nuclear warhead.” 
 
    Jack clenched his jaw, feeling the sinking sensation of his heart evolve into a full-blown cramp. 
 
    “Damn,” he said. “Katie, I can’t fight her right now. Not like this. Not without… feeding.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Katie. “She stole the potions. But what about the tea that Ryoko-” 
 
    “No tea left,” said Jack. “I asked her already.” 
 
    Katie was silent on the other side of the door. It was chilling to know that she didn’t have any solution to offer, either. 
 
    “Open the door Jack,” said Katie. “We need to come up with a plan, and I don’t feel like having to shout to you to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t trust myself…” he said. “Katie, I can barely think right now.” 
 
    He heard her footsteps fading as she walked away from the door. A few minutes later she returned. Jack watched the door, and saw the handcuffs slide through the crack underneath. 
 
    “Unlock the door and then use those,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack took a breath, and then did as instructed. He threaded the handcuffs through one of the bars of his headboard, locking his hands behind his back and securing himself in place. Katie entered cautiously, frowning and giving him a wary look. 
 
    She’d already changed out of her dress and into her tight leather catsuit. Her hair was in a simple ponytail, but she hadn’t taken her makeup off, which made her look a little like she’d stepped out of a superhero movie. 
 
    “Jesus,” she said. “You didn’t look like this at the party.” 
 
    “Look like what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Your eyes look red,” said Katie. “And your skin… It’s going to be tough for you to go out in public like this. Did you use your blood magic at all tonight?” 
 
    Jack winced. “A little. I didn’t think it mattered much, given how thirsty I already was.” 
 
    “It does,” said Katie. “Knock that shit off.” 
 
    She sighed and started pacing back and forth across the floor. 
 
    “I have to go after her,” said Katie. “This might be the last chance we get before you completely lose control.” 
 
    “It’s what she wants,” said Jack. “She was in the mansion. She could have screwed us over in a dozen different ways. But she specifically chose to take the alchemy ingredients.” 
 
    “You think she’s planning something else?” 
 
    “I think she wants to force our hand,” said Jack. “She might have something else planned. She might just like the idea of seeing us scramble and get desperate.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Katie crossed her arms. “You’re right. Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “You ignore Mira completely and focus on collecting the alchemy ingredients you need,” he said. “Can you find all of them on the island?” 
 
    Katie nodded slowly. “Most of the ones I need are pretty common. At least one is going to be tricky. But it’s worth a shot. And I think I can still use the equipment I have. That bitch wrecked some of my vials, but the rest of my stuff is still in good shape.” 
 
    “Good.” Jack breathed a sigh of relief. “All right, we still have a chance, then.” 
 
    Katie reached into the pocket of her catsuit, and then walked over to him, reaching to undo his handcuffs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” said Katie. “The plan is solid, but I can’t pull it off alone. Especially if Mira is watching and waiting for us to make a move. Think you can manage to keep it together?” 
 
    Jack glanced over at wine bottles sitting on the floor. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “At least for now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Jack put on his grandfather’s duster and followed Katie downstairs. He made a quick trip down to the basement, grabbing a flask he’d spotted in Peter’s desk and filling it from a bottle of aged and probably unimaginably expensive bottle of whiskey. 
 
    Ryoko was awake, but she didn’t ask any questions as they headed out to Katie’s car. Jack had mostly numbed out the symptoms of his bloodthirst with the alcohol, though the tradeoff left him slurring his words and occasionally tripping over his own feet. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked, as Katie pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    “To the grocery store,” said Katie. 
 
    “The… grocery store?” asked Jack. “I figured we’d be going on some kind of weird scavenger hunt or something.” 
 
    “Nope,” said Katie. “The reality of alchemy is a lot more mundane than most people realize. We will need at least one ingredient that can’t be bought in a store, but the bulk of what I use for the anti-enthrallment potion is pretty common.” 
 
    Katie drove fast, and the streets were mostly empty at night. Lesser Town’s main grocery store was a fairly large building on the western edge of town. Katie slowed the car down as it became visible ahead of them, pulling to a stop in the parking lot of a different building. 
 
    “It’s closed until the morning,” she said. “We’ll have to sneak in. Any chance you can get the door open?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too hard, but it will mean using my blood magic,” said Jack. He pulled out the flask and took a small sip, wincing at how strong the whiskey was. 
 
    “You’re going to end up turning into an alcoholic if you start relying on that as a coping mechanism,” said Katie. 
 
    “I’d rather be addicted to alcohol than blood,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll end up addicted to both if you aren’t careful.” 
 
    She shot him a look, and Jack put the flask away. He stumbled a little as he stepped out of the car. His body felt a lot lighter than he was used to, and he felt a dopey smile spread across his face as he considered the ridiculousness of his current circumstances. 
 
    The nearby area was empty and lacking in street lights to banish the darkness. Katie walked in front of Jack, sneaking from tree to tree and staying crouched. Jack tried and failed to imitate what she was doing, eventually resorting to walking quietly and trying not to stare at her butt. He’d forgotten how amazing she looked in leather. 
 
    “All right,” whispered Katie. “That’s the back door. Use your magic to get us in.” 
 
    “You’re so bossy sometimes,” said Jack. “Has anyone ever told you that before?” 
 
    “You’re fucking drunk,” said Katie. “I think you need someone to boss you around right now. Now go.” 
 
    Jack smiled at her, unable to feel properly offended. He glanced around before crossing the open ground to the back door. After waiting for a beat, he cast Spectral Lockpick, sliding the dark, dexterous extra finger into the door handle and playing with the tumbler until everything clicked into place. He opened the door and signaled to Katie, who hurried over to join him. 
 
    The lights were off, leaving the mostly windowless grocery store in total darkness. Katie had a small flashlight with her to compensate for her lack of night vision. She flicked it on and waved it toward the nearest aisle. 
 
    “Can you see well enough to manage on your own?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    “Then let’s split up, so we can be quick about this,” she said. “I’ll head to the supplement aisle. You head to the fresh produce.” 
 
    “What am I looking for?” asked Jack. 
 
    “A pomegranate,” said Katie. “This store usually has them in stock. They’re crazy expensive, but I guess that doesn’t really matter tonight, does it?” 
 
    She sounded a little guilty, and Jack couldn’t help but chuckle. Breaking and entering was apparently within her ability to justify morally, but stealing an expensive fruit? Now that was crossing the line. 
 
    The grocery store had an eerie, silent ambience. Jack headed for the back, where he could faintly make out the soft hum of the refrigerators. He found the produce section easily enough, but it took him longer to locate the pomegranates. There were only two left, and he picked the riper-looking one, though he wasn’t sure that it mattered. 
 
    He headed in the direction he’d left Katie and then paused. There was a new sound in the store, coming from near the front. Footsteps, and more than one set of them. Jack swore under his breath and dropped into a crouch. 
 
    He had to stifle his first few impulses, which were primed more by aggressive drunkenness than logic or reason. A pair of figures had entered the grocery store and were going from aisle to aisle. One of them had a flashlight that was more powerful than the one Katie had used before. Jack suspected that they’d accidentally triggered a silent alarm on the way in. 
 
    Someone grabbed his shoulder, and he spun around, tensing up. Katie was there, finger pressed to her lips, commanding him to stay silent. 
 
    “We have to hide,” she whispered. “Bruce and the sheriff are here.” 
 
    “We can go out through the back,” said Jack. 
 
    “No!” Katie grabbed his arm. “They’ll have parked one of their cars with a view of that door. They’d be able to recognize us from the dashcam footage.” 
 
    The footsteps were coming closer. Katie held on tight to Jack’s arm as they peered down the aisles nearest to them. Bruce and the sheriff had split up and were slowly closing in on their position. More out of accident than intention, they’d managed to box Jack and Katie in. 
 
    There was a single door leading to a storage hallway running through the back of the store. Jack and Katie slipped into it, lacking any other option for escape. It would be an easy area to search, and though large pallets were tightly packed into the end of the hallway, there wasn’t anywhere obvious for them to hide. 
 
    Or was there? Jack looked up, realizing that the hallway did leave them with an interesting option. He reached his arms out to either side, managing to press his palms against the sides of the narrow corridor. 
 
    “We can climb up,” he whispered. “Hide above them. They won’t think to look straight up.” 
 
    Katie nodded, and then tried it herself. She didn’t quite have the arm span to pull it off. She tried doing a similar maneuver using both feet and both arms, but it wouldn’t let her make upward progress. 
 
    “I’m not tall enough!” she hissed. “We need to think of something! Bruce can’t find me here.” 
 
    “I can carry you,” said Jack. “Climb onto my back.” 
 
    Katie hesitated for a moment, and then wrapped her arms around Jack’s neck and encircled his waist with her legs. Her weight wasn’t an issue for his strength, but the way it threw off his center of gravity proved a challenge for him in his inebriated state. He swayed for a moment, trying to ignore Katie’s amazing scent, and the way her breasts were pressing into his shoulder blades. 
 
    “Hurry the fuck up!” hissed Katie. 
 
    “Your bossiness is not helping things,” he replied. 
 
    Jack started climbing, making slow, but steady progress upward. He quickly discovered that the easiest way to do it with Katie on his back was to orient himself horizontally, so that his chest and front side was facing the floor. It kept Katie’s weight from tipping him at an angle and reduced his task to keeping consistent friction between his palms and shoes and the wall. 
 
    He was nearly up to the ceiling when the door to the hallway opened, and the flashlight shone in. Jack felt Katie inhaling sharply as Bruce entered the hallway, sweeping the beam of his flashlight back and forth. 
 
    “If you’re in here, just give up,” said Bruce. “We aren’t interested in spending all night searching. Give up now, and we’ll go easy on you.” 
 
    Jack felt the muscles in his arms burning as he strived to keep himself and Katie held perfectly still. His vampiric strength and endurance didn’t seem to have much bearing on the situation. He could feel his palms starting to get sweaty and knew that it would only be a matter of time before they both fell. 
 
    Bruce waited a couple of seconds. He made a noise, turned in a complete circle, and then took another step forward. Jack could feel his hold giving away. What would it mean for both him and Katie to be caught trespassing together by her fiancé? It would complicate things for her, and also for him, as Bruce would finally have an excuse to throw him in jail for at least a night. 
 
    “Bruce?” The sheriff’s voice came from the main grocery area. “Come on. I think it was a false alarm.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Bruce. “What a waste of time. I could have been home getting it on with the wife if it wasn’t for this shit.” 
 
    Fiancée, Jack almost whispered. He resisted the urge to do anything stupid and managed to keep himself and Katie positioned where they were until they’d heard the footsteps of Bruce and the sheriff leave their earshot. 
 
    Almost as soon as they were alone again, Jack’s grip gave way, and the two of them fell to the floor in an ungraceful heap, Jack landed spread eagle with Katie still on his back. She climbed off him and dusted herself off. 
 
    “That was so close,” she said. “There was a spiderweb in my face. I almost sneezed.” 
 
    “That would have been bad,” he said. “Do you have everything you need?” 
 
    “Everything that we can find here, at least,” she replied. “Do you still have the pomegranate?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack reached into the interior pocket of his duster and pulled out the pomegranate, which was now partially mushed and dripping juice. Katie sighed as she took it from him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    They waited by the grocery store’s back door until they were sure that Bruce and the sheriff had left before heading back to the car. Jack took another sip from his flask as soon as they were inside. He was feeling dizzy, and it was hard to tell whether it was from his bloodthirst, or the impressive amount of alcohol he’d drunken throughout the night. 
 
    “The last ingredient we need is pixie dust,” said Katie. 
 
    “Pixie dust,” repeated Jack. “Is that code for something, or a folk name…?” 
 
    “Actual pixie dust,” said Katie. “Almost all true alchemical potions require a supernatural reagent. Dust taken from the wings of a pixie is one of the most powerful ones, but also fairly hard to come by.” 
 
    “Do you know where we can find some?”  
 
    “I have an idea,” said Katie. “I’m not the only alchemist living on Lestaron Island.” 
 
    “Seriously?” asked Jack. “And you’re only just telling me this now?” 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal,” said Katie. “And not many people know about Palmer, anyway. He’s a low-level potion dealer. A renegade, not associated with the Order.” 
 
    “A friend of my grandfather’s?” 
 
    “Hardly,” said Katie. “Peter did not like him much at all. I don’t like him either, for that matter. The only reason we never did anything about him was because he wasn’t much of a threat and kept his head down.” 
 
    “And you expect him to help us?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I don’t see any other option,” said Katie. “It’s a long shot, but we have to take it.” 
 
    She drove them along one of the island’s coastal roads. The ocean was an endless expanse out the window to the west. The road weaved along the cliffs, sometimes narrowing so much that it barely had enough space for a single car to pass at a time. Luckily, they were the only car on the road. 
 
    Katie parked outside a small shack on a cliff overlooking the sea. The dwelling looked like it was barely large enough for a single person to comfortably live in, and the exterior had a flaking, maroon paint job. The only part of the shack that looked cared for was the door, which was made of heavy wood and had a strange handle that reminded Jack of the tumbler on a vault. 
 
    “Palmer?” Katie knocked on the door with her fist. “Hello? Are you home? I need to talk to you.” 
 
    They waited for a minute. Jack could hear the sound of someone moving inside, along with loud, annoyed grumbling. 
 
    “What the bloody fuck are you doing here, Katherine?” came the sound of a man’s voice with a deep British accent. “It’s the middle of the fucking night! And since when are we on speaking terms?” 
 
    “Since always, Palmer,” said Katie. “Peter made it clear that you’d better be willing to talk to us when we come knocking.” 
 
    “Peter made that clear for himself,” said Palmer. “Not for his stripe-nosed, busybody, no-good apprentice!” 
 
    Katie hammered her fist on the door, but Palmer still refused to open it. 
 
    “Palmer!” shouted Katie. “This is serious. If you don’t help us, people are going to be in danger.” 
 
    “Piss off,” shouted Palmer. 
 
    Katie made a frustrated noise and punched the door. Jack put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her back slightly. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s going to budge,” he said. 
 
    “We have to do something other than just ask, then.” Katie licked her lips. “And I have an idea. He was asleep when we pulled up. He doesn’t know you’re with me.” 
 
    She gestured for Jack to lean in closer and whispered her idea into his ear. 
 
    “Seriously?” he asked. “Katie, this might be the dumbest thing you’ve ever suggested…” 
 
    “Just do it,” she said. “I won’t let it go too far, even if you do lose control.” 
 
    Jack sighed and gave a small nod. Katie stepped up to the door again, and then began her act. 
 
    “Palmer!” she shouted, sounded genuinely scared. “He’s coming! The vampire is here! Help!” 
 
    “What…?” Palmer sounded annoyed, but also concerned. “You… don’t need my help.” 
 
    “Palmer!” Katie gestured to Jack. He grabbed her and twisted her underneath him, making a show of pretending to try to bite her neck. 
 
    Pretending. That was what Jack was doing, he reminded himself. Katie wiggled underneath him on the ground, her leather catsuit unzipping slightly and revealing part of her collarbone, in addition to her elegant, beautiful neck. Jack let his lips graze across her skin, and he felt Katie shiver in surprise. 
 
    The door flew open in the nick of time. A skinny, bald man in his mid-thirties charged out in his night robe, wielding a frying pan in both hands. Katie immediately rolled out from under Jack and charged past Palmer, getting by him and into the shack. She shut the door behind her before Palmer could react. 
 
    “You lying, cheeky little cunt!” Palmer spiked the frying pan into the ground. “Katherine White, I will make you pay for this!” 
 
    “Not my idea, just to be clear,” said Jack. He pulled out the flask and took a sip, and then feeling charitable, offered it to Palmer. Palmer’s glare softened a little, and he nodded his thanks as he accepted the flask and took a gulp. 
 
    “She’s a fricking banshee, for crying out loud,” said Palmer. “ 
 
    “I can’t exactly disagree with that analysis,” said Jack. “I’ve been on the receiving end of her nonsense more times than I can count.” 
 
    “Have you, now?” said Palmer. “You’re Peter’s grandson, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Jack,” he said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Palmer,” said the bald man. “Wish it were under less frustrating circumstances, but it’s a pleasure. My condolences for Peter. I hated the bloke, but the island is worse off without him.” 
 
    “So I hear,” said Jack. 
 
    Palmer looked him up and down, and Jack offered him the flask again. 
 
    “Peter Masterson’s grandson is a fricking vampire,” muttered Palmer. “Bit of a cosmic fucking joke that is, ain’t it?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “It doesn’t feel like much of a joke when you’re the butt of it.” 
 
    “I guess not,” said Palmer. “It’s been a while since I consorted with one of your sort. Are you a Valerian, or an Aquinian? Mithridian? Or one of the other bastard breeds?” 
 
    “Aquinian,” said Jack. 
 
    “You don’t sound too thrilled about it,” said Palmer. 
 
    Jack accepted the flask back from him and took a long sip. 
 
    “Should I be?” he asked. 
 
    Palmer laughed and clapped him on the back. “There’s no need for brooding, at least,” he said. “You spend all your time acting like a kite off your string and you’ll fail to see the greater machinations at work.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to mean something, or…?” 
 
    “Alls I mean is that you have to play the cards you were dealt,” said Palmer. “If you’re a vampire, be a vampire. Don’t worry about what the great, golden-shitted Peter Masterson would have thought. Old bloke was way too fussy about his way of doing things.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s good advice, or terrible advice, but thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Palmer. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind convincing the marauding banshee to leave my abode, I would be most grateful.” 
 
    The door reopened before Jack actually needed to do anything. Katie emerged with a small leather pouch in one hand and a fierce scowl on her face. 
 
    “You use unicorn sap as your reagent?” she said, walking toward Palmer. “Unicorn sap? Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    “It’s fine for most substitutions,” said Palmer. “And how does the saying about beggars go again? Beggars can’t wake a man up in the middle of the night, break into his house, steal his possessions, and then complain about their bloody fucking quality?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with unicorn sap?” asked Jack. “Is it like pixie dust?” 
 
    “It’s like the dollar store version of pixie dust,” said Katie. 
 
    “Look at where I live, woman!” shouted Palmer. “Does this look like the home of a man who can afford pixie dust? Think long and hard about that before you rob me, next time.” 
 
    “I’m not robbing you, Palmer,” Katie said, with a sigh. “I’m taking this in return for continuing Peter’s policy of ignoring your existence.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Palmer. “Right. That sure does sound a lot fucking better than good old-fashioned burglary.” 
 
    Jack offered him the flask. Palmer drained what was left in it and nodded to him as he passed it back. 
 
    “Come on, Jack,” said Katie. “We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    “Will the unicorn sap work for the potion?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie had been silent for the first few minutes of the drive back. She tapped her fingers against the steering wheel, staring out the windshield into the small portion of night illuminated by the car’s headlights. 
 
    “I think so,” said Katie. “At the very least, I have confidence in my abilities as an alchemist. A number of things can go wrong when you switch one reagent out for another, but oftentimes you still end up with a workable potion.” 
 
    “You’re sure you want to try it?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I’m sure that we don’t have any other fucking option,” said Katie. 
 
    Neither of them said anything else, and the tension held until they arrived back at the mansion and made their way inside. Ryoko was waiting in the lounge for them, and she immediately came into the foyer as she heard them arriving. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson, Ms. White.” She bowed slightly, smiling and seeming to ignore the fact that they were both dressed in leather in the middle of the night. “Is there anything I can get for either of you?” 
 
    Jack started to shake his head no and felt a wave of vertigo hit him midway through. He picked up both Katie and Ryoko’s scents and was momentarily entranced. His bloodthirst was outpacing his inebriation, and suddenly all he wanted was to pull one of them in close and go for the neck. 
 
    “He could use something to drink,” said Katie. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Ryoko’s lips turned down into a concerned frown. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “Fine,” said Katie. “Or at least, everything will be.” 
 
    She started toward the basement, and then seemed to think better of leaving Jack on his own. He was dimly aware of Katie leading him along by the wrist, pulling him into his grandfather’s workshop. Katie made a few annoyed noises at the state Mira had left it in, and then immediately started putting her equipment back into place.  
 
    She turned on a Bunsen burner and positioned a small cauldron on a stand over it. Jack passed her the ingredients they’d collected and watched as she slowly began weighing and adding amounts of them in. Ryoko came down into the basement carrying a mug of hot cocoa and seemed to be totally nonplussed by the secret door, the workshop, and what Katie was doing. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack as he accepted the cocoa. 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Ryoko bowed and headed back upstairs. Jack shot Katie a look. 
 
    “How is it that she’s so unconcerned by all this?” he asked. “We’re down here brewing a potion, and Ryoko acts like it’s nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “For her, it isn’t,” said Katie. “Peter had an eccentric reputation. Part of the reason he hired Ryoko is because she doesn’t ask many questions or dwell on things she shouldn’t. And… she has her own reasons for minding her own business.” 
 
    Jack nodded, but he couldn’t help but feel like it might be in the maid’s best interest to be just a bit more inquisitive. Katie continued adding ingredients, pinching off a small piece of the silvery, waxy unicorn sap to toss into the cauldron. A small plume of pink sparks went up into the air as it made contact with the concoction. 
 
    “It’s almost done,” said Katie. “It just needs a minute or so to simmer to reach full potency.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He looked at Katie, letting his eyes linger on her pretty, freckled face. 
 
    “I owe you so much,” said Jack. “I really do. I can’t help but wonder why you’ve taken on so much risk to help me.” 
 
    Katie was stirring the potion with a large wooden spoon, but she still managed a nonchalant shrug. 
 
    “I guess I’m just doing what I think would have made your grandfather proud,” said Katie. “He was a great man, Jack. He really was.” 
 
    It was an answer, though perhaps not the one Jack had wanted most. Part of him had been holding out hope that Katie’s actions were driven by her own feelings toward him, rather than respect for his grandfather. It was a childish and petty way of viewing the situation, but recognizing that didn’t make him feel any different. 
 
    “We used to spend so much time as kids imagining what it would be like when we were grown up,” said Jack. “Do you remember that? We’d play house and each pick a different job. I think I was a firefighter, most of the time. It all seemed so simple.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Katie. “But you aren’t that little boy anymore, Jack. And I’m not that little girl. We’re both adults. And we have to do the best that we can.” 
 
    She turned off the flame underneath the cauldron and found an intact, clean potion bottle amongst the scattered objects on the floor. Using a ladle, she scooped a portion of the concoction into it. It looked similar to the last anti-enthrallment potion she’d made. Katie gave it a small sniff and dipped a finger in for a quick taste. 
 
    “This will do the job,” she said. “Hopefully.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to ask what would happen if it didn’t. They were out of choices, and it was past the point to be doubting Katie’s alchemy skills. He watched as she slowly drank the potion, making a face as she finished the last few drops. 
 
    “It takes a few minutes to kick in, right?” he asked. 
 
    Katie nodded. “Let’s head upstairs. I’m going to want to put the handcuffs on you again, just to be safe, and after what Mira did to the weapon rack, we’ll probably have to use your headboard.” 
 
    He led Katie up to his room and sat down on his bed. She pulled the handcuffs out and secured him into place. He was lying on his back, and the position left him feeling vulnerable. He was also aware of how much his bloodthirst had snuck up him, and felt the symptoms aggressively encroaching on his mental wellbeing. 
 
    He was used to the pounding headache and the scratchy throat, but there was an harsh, primal undercurrent to his current state that scared him a little. He watched as Katie closed the door to his bedroom and slowly approached him on the bed. She looked a little nervous, and somehow, that fact only fed into Jack’s desire to sink his fangs into her neck. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Are you?” 
 
    “I should be,” said Katie. “You’ll still have to be careful. Only drink enough to ease your symptoms, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” said Jack.  
 
    “I trust you,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack let out a single, sardonic laugh. 
 
    “That goes against my grandfather’s code,” he said. “Never trust a vampire. Or an illusionist, or succubus.” 
 
    “That was what he aspired to,” said Katie. “But not always how he acted. I would have figured you’d have guessed as much from Mira’s ramblings.” 
 
    Jack let his eyes linger on hers. He still felt conflicted, despite everything. 
 
    “What if this is a mistake?” he asked. “What if–” 
 
    “If it is a mistake,” said Katie, cutting him off. “It’s one that I’m willing to make for the sake of love.” 
 
    Jack blinked. 
 
    “For the… sake of love?” He felt his heart fluttering in his chest, and a dumb smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. “Peter loved you so much, Jack. And if I am going to make a mistake, I’d prefer for it to be one that’s in line with what Peter’s heart would have wanted.” 
 
    Jack gave her a small nod, doing everything he could to hide his crushing disappointment. Of course that was what she had meant. He was being too reactive, probably because of his bloodthirst rather than anything real. He cleared his throat, trying to banish the annoying lump that had formed in his throat. 
 
    “All right,” said Katie. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The angle on which Jack had been handcuffed to his headboard posed a bit of a problem. Katie tried sliding onto the bed next to him, but Jack’s arms couldn’t twist in a way that let him bring his mouth into contact with her neck. She frowned and swore under her breath. 
 
    “I’m going to have to sit on you,” she said. “Again, just as a reminder. Please don’t do anything fucking weird to me, if you can help it.” 
 
    “If I can help it?” asked Jack. “It takes two to tango.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that saying applies here,” said Katie. “Let’s just both be super careful.” 
 
    She shifted position, straddling his chest, and then sliding down to sit on his crotch to get the right angle. Jack did his best not to notice how good her butt felt against him, or the cute, slightly awkward way she set her hands onto his chest as she started leaning forward to bring her neck into his range. 
 
    “Just a quick bite,” Katie said, sounding a little nervous. 
 
    “Just a quick bite,” Jack replied.  
 
    He inhaled her sweet smell, and it sent an excited rush through his entire body. Slowly, Jack brought his lips to Katie’s neck. She shivered as they made contact with her sensitive skin. He hesitated for a moment, and then opened his mouth wide and pressed his fangs into Katie. 
 
    The shudder his bite elicited out of her was far more pronounced than any of the other times she’d let him feed off her. Jack felt Katie undulating against him and was dimly aware of her fingers sliding through his hair. He forced himself to drink from her slowly, even though the fantastic, lemony taste was coupled with an intoxicating, euphoric rush. 
 
    There was a profound intimacy to the moment that was only matched by what Jack had felt when Mira had first bitten him. Realizing that scared him a little, and he focused through the fog of his bloodthirst. He wasn’t completely sated, but his symptoms were gone. He pulled back, licking the last of Katie’s blood from the edge of his mouth. 
 
    “Ohh…” moaned Katie. “Mmm…” 
 
    She kissed him before he could stop her. Her lips moved against his with hot urgency, and she held him in a tight, erotic embrace with the rest of her body. Jack kissed her back for a few seconds before managing to reel himself in. He turned his face away from hers. 
 
    “I’m finished Katie,” he said. 
 
    “Are… you sure?” she asked. “You barely took any blood from me.” 
 
    She whispered her words into his ear, keeping her head turned so that her neck was still exposed to him. A sinking feeling came over Jack as Katie pulled back a little, rubbing her hands across his chest, rocking back and forth as she continued to straddle him. 
 
    “I need to control myself,” said Jack. “I can’t risk taking too much.” 
 
    Katie seemed to come back to her senses. She cleared her throat and nodded a few times, 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re thinking clearly enough to realize that,” she said. “But... I’m not sure if that quick of a bite is going to be enough. Let’s do it again.” 
 
    Jack frowned a little. Katie fished the key to his handcuffs out of her pocket and started taking them off him before he could object. 
 
    “Katie…” he said. “Are you positive that the potion worked?” 
 
    “I’m the trained alchemist here, Jack,” she said, wagging a finger at him. “Not you. And I feel fine.” 
 
    Katie casually slid the zipper of her catsuit down a few inches, low enough to expose a significant amount of cleavage. She was still straddling him, and leaned forward as she undid the second handcuff, putting her breasts almost directly in his face. 
 
    “I think you should take a little more of my blood,” said Katie. “Since we’re already here.” 
 
    “You aren’t really acting like yourself right now, Katie,” said Jack. “And didn’t you tell me that my bite gives you some kind of head rush? Is that something I should be…” 
 
    He trailed off as Katie started kissing his neck, and then his lips. She pulled one of his hands into the unzipped portion of her catsuit, and he felt her naked breast underneath his palm. 
 
    “Trust me,” she whispered. “It’s okay. Just one more little bite. Please…” 
 
    Jack was already starting to push her off him when Katie pressed her neck onto his mouth. He sank his fangs in on reflex, and in an instant, they were in motion. 
 
    Katie shuddered against him, sliding further out of her suit until her entire upper half was exposed. Jack drank her blood at a furious rate for a couple of seconds before managing to get himself back under control, but the damage was already done.  
 
    She gave him a deep kiss, her hands moving with frantic urgency, unzipping his pants and sliding them down. Jack’s thoughts were a clouded mess, and she was the only thing he could see. He pulled her catsuit the rest of the way off and flipped her underneath him on the bed. He kissed her lips again, and then the spot where he’d bitten her, which made Katie gasp. 
 
    It was so fast and aggressive that it almost felt like it wasn’t really happening. Jack practically kicked his pants off, and then pushed up into her with a single, rough thrust. She was totally shaven, and Jack felt how smooth and tight she was as he pressed his shaft in as deep as it would go. 
 
    He didn’t know what to do with his hands. The anticipation had been building for so long that he almost couldn’t hold it together. His hips knew what to do, however, and with each of his movements, he felt Katie responding. Bucking upward. Crying out. Writhing underneath him. 
 
    They were both intoxicated by different things. Jack by her blood. Katie by his bite. Adding sex into the mix only served to stir the pot even further. He grunted as he thrust forward, chasing his pleasure like a man vying for first place in a sprint.  
 
    He took Katie with everything he had, not caring about the friction between their bodies, or the amount of strength he was putting into each movement, or the thin, beading layer of sweat that coated her naked breasts and made them glisten. 
 
    It was noisy, but neither of them cared. It was infidelity, but it was happening. The concept seemed ridiculous to Jack in light of the way Katie’s body felt against his. His heart was pounding out of his chest and aching at the same time. Pleasure pulsed through him like the first notes of a beautiful, brand new instrument. 
 
    It was a moment that had been years in the making, so far overdue that Jack had started to doubt that it would ever come. He’d been so disappointed when he’d first come back to the island, more in the uncaring march of time than in himself, or Katie, or even the situation. But now, here she was, and he was getting all of her. The sounds she made. The way she bit her lower lip and fluttered her eyes. The way she felt, from the inside and out. 
 
    They kept in perfect rhythm with each other, their movements laced with desperate, intimate need. Katie still wasn’t holding back vocally, alternating between passionately gasping for breath and letting out half-stifled cries of ecstasy. 
 
    The only thing he could compare it to was the way the sex had been with Mira. Jack was an animal, and he’d been unleashed. The bed groaned underneath them, and Katie’s breasts bounced in rhythmic, circular motions. Jack gripped her thigh with one hand, while the other caressed and explored her nudity. 
 
    She was whispering something into his ear, but he was too caught up in the moment to hear it. Katie’s cries slowly raised in pitch, and then her entire body tensed up as she reached her breaking point. Jack lasted only a few seconds longer, sensation exploding through him as he got off. 
 
    They were both dripping with sweat in the aftermath, but neither of them let go, holding each other in a tight embrace. Jack slowed his breathing, and realization of what had just happened slowly dawned on him. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “We… probably shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “I guess,” whispered Katie. She let her finger trace the bottom edge of his back hairline, and nuzzled her lips against his cheek. 
 
    “Katie…” he said. “I’m done feeding. You should… probably let go of me.” 
 
    She immediately let go of him, pulling both her hands and face back with such a sudden movement that it almost seemed reflexive. Or rather, as though she was obeying a direct command out of instinct, rather than choice. Jack’s heart skipped a beat as he realized what that meant. 
 
    “Put…” He swallowed, feeling like he could barely form words through the hard lump in his throat. “Put your clothes back on.” 
 
    Katie reached down to grab her catsuit from where it had fallen and started wiggling back into it. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Jack,” she said. “But it’s okay. Really. I don’t think I’m enthralled. At least not completely.” 
 
    “Is that the truth?” asked Jack. “Or are you just saying that?” 
 
    She held his gaze for a long time. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Fuck. I don’t know.” 
 
    Jack ran his hands through his hair. He forced a smile, though it was so far from what he was feeling internally that it almost made him want to die. 
 
    “This is what I’d been hoping for,” he muttered. “When I found out that I’d be coming back here, being with you, like this, was all I could think of. But this… this isn’t even bittersweet. This is just bitter. Bitter enough to make me sick to my stomach.” 
 
    Katie didn’t say anything. The reality of what they’d just done seemed to have finally reached her. 
 
    “I’m engaged,” she whispered, in a scared voice. “This… I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Jack stood up. 
 
    “I do,” he said. 
 
    He leaned over and kissed Katie on the forehead.  
 
    “Stay here, Katie.” 
 
    She didn’t follow him as he left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Jack left the mansion with just his phone, his wallet, and his keys. He left his grandfather’s duster behind, feeling as though it wasn’t appropriate for him to take it with him. 
 
    He called a taxi as he walked down to the bottom of the slope. It only took a few minutes to arrive, and the man sitting in the front seat seemed slightly familiar to him.  
 
    “Where you headed?” asked the man. 
 
    “To the airport,” said Jack. 
 
    “No bags or nothing?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. There wasn’t anything he could have packed that would have prepared him for this. He climbed into the taxi’s backseat, and the driver made a quick U-turn in the road and started heading in the direction of the airport. 
 
    He didn’t know if he was doing the right thing. Part of him abhorred the idea of running away, but he wasn’t sure if that was the reality of his situation. He was removing himself from the island, from Katie’s life, and from Ryoko’s life. He was doing it for their sake, to give them a chance to live normal lives, without the danger of being around him. 
 
    He didn’t know where he was going to go, or what he was going to do when he got there. He tried not to think too much about what his grandfather would think if he could see him now. Maybe, for a vampire, a life of exile could still technically fit with the tenets of the Masterson Code. Or maybe not. 
 
    With the inheritance money in his bank account, Jack knew that he’d never struggle. He could make thirteen million dollars last a very long time, regardless of where he chose to live. He could live a happy, healthy life… as a vampire. A life where he’d be forced to feed off someone every few days. A life full of value judgements about who deserved to be on the receiving end of his bloodthirst, and how to cope with the inherent darkness of his vampiric condition. 
 
    The taxi pulled into the airport’s dropoff lane, and Jack passed a few bills forward to the driver before getting out. The airport seemed so much larger and intimidating after even just a few days on Lestaron Island. It was easy to see why so many people ended up living their lives within the small island’s confines. Leaving was full of uncertainty, like stepping off a cliff and trusting that the water below was safe for the drop. 
 
    He wasn’t feeling sorry for himself. No, it was closer to the opposite of that. There was a cold finality to his decision, in the same way that a person might feel that’s about to turn to a life of crime and never come back. It was liberating, as though he’d finally decided to swim with the current instead of against it. 
 
    It was the middle of the night, and Jack was the only person outside the airport as the taxi drove off. He stood there for a minute, watching the clear glass entrance doors and knowing that there would be no coming back once he went through them. He took a breath, and finally started forward. 
 
    An arm looped through his, linked at the elbow, as though he was about to be led skipping away on a date. Jack stared at Mira, who had seemingly materialized beside him out of the empty shadows. She was smiling, and her red eyes were fixated on him with the intimate focus of a lovestruck teenager. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she whispered. “I am so happy for you.” 
 
    Jack clenched his jaw and jerked away from her, knocking her back with his shoulder. She was wearing a clean white sweater over a purple skirt and tight black leggings, the same outfit she’d had on when they’d first met. He’d looked at her then and seen a pretty young woman with an elegant smile and long blonde hair. He’d looked at a monster and seen a maiden. He wouldn’t make the same mistake again. 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack. “Tell me why you’re so intent on ruining my life. This island could have been a second chance for me, if you hadn’t gotten involved.” 
 
    Mira furrowed her brow and pursed her lips together. She started toward him again, and Jack tensed up, bringing his arms into position to defend himself. 
 
    “You ask me why,” said Mira. “But you don’t realize that it’s a meaningless question. Why does the sun rise and set? Why do the birds chirp, and why does the grass grow? Because this is the way things are supposed to be, Jack.” 
 
    “You don’t get to decide the way things are supposed to be!” he said. 
 
    Mira seemed to ignore both his anger and tone of voice. She stepped in a little closer to him, moving slowly, and leaving herself completely undefended. 
 
    “I didn’t know how you’d react to my last gambit,” said Mira. “You’re so wonderfully unpredictable. So I waited outside the mansion. I thought you were coming to find me, at first, but I like this even better.” 
 
    “You’re obsessed,” said Jack. “This is insane. I don’t understand what you want, Mira. And even if I did, I wouldn’t give it to you.” 
 
    She closed the last stretch of distance between them, slowly pulling Jack into an embrace. His first impulse was to push her back again, but she brought her hand to his face, gently caressing his cheek and chin, and her red eyes held him in place. 
 
    “You are still so young,” whispered Mira. “You don’t yet understand how life works. How meaning and purpose form out of events and people. I loved Peter, even if he hated me. Maybe even because of it.” 
 
    “I’m not Peter,” said Jack. It was hard to get the words out while facing the overwhelming presence of her intense eyes. “I… am not my grandfather.” 
 
    “I know!” said Mira. “And that’s why I’m so excited! With every decision you make, and every word you utter, I become even more certain of it. You are what destiny has in store for me.” 
 
    “Are you even listening to yourself?” he asked. “You’re out of your mind.” 
 
    “We can go anywhere.” Mira shifted her head to the side, breathing the words against his ear. “Brazil, Thailand, Costa Rica. We’ll settle somewhere off the radar of the Order, and live, and be happy. And I’m not asking you to come alone. You can take Peter’s apprentice, and your maid too, if you want. I want you to be happy, Jack.” 
 
    “That’s what you think would make me happy?” he asked.  
 
    “We’ll both have happiness like we’ve never known,” said Mira. “This is our happy ending. It’s like the end scene of a romantic movie. You’re here at the airport, and I find you just in time. And now, after making it past all the obstacles and our own doubts, we can finally be together…” 
 
    Mira squeezed his hand. She looked so earnest, and Jack had no doubt that she was serious about every word she’d just said. There was something broken inside of her, and she’d convinced herself that he could be the fix for it. Was this a result of how her relationship with his grandfather had ended? Did it even matter? 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You can’t just manipulate someone into your imagined fantasy of how things should be, Mira. And I’m not my grandfather, but I think it’s fair to say that he would have made the same choice here.” 
 
    He pulled away from her, flexing the muscle that was his willpower as he broke eye contact with her. She’d come far closer to convincing him than he wanted to admit. She made his circumstances sound like an opportunity to have what he’d always wanted, and he hated himself for finding it so tempting. 
 
    Mira seemed to consider his refusal for a moment. The smile didn’t fade from her face. 
 
    “I thought you might say that,” she said. “Which is why I prepared a contingency.” 
 
    She started walking by him, heading toward the airport’s entrance. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Jack. 
 
    “A group of tourists is due to depart from Lestaron Island in less than an hour,” said Mira. “They’re probably already waiting inside the airport. I’m going to kill all of them.” 
 
    Jack hesitated for only an instant before hurling himself into action. He focused his blood magic, casting Spectral Hand in the shape of a lasso and casting the shadowy tendril around her. Mira smiled and let out a small sigh, not even bothering to counterattack. 
 
    Jack tightened the ethereal lasso. Mira faded into shadow as it closed around her waist, reappearing a few feet to the side. Jack let himself feel all of the simmering anger he’d been keeping contained ever since she’d first turned him into a vampire against his will.  
 
    He rushed forward, throwing a punch at Mira’s face. He was fast, but she was even faster, and his attack missed by a wide margin after taking her dodge into account. He spun, trying to lash out with one of his legs. This time, Mira dodged behind him, draping one of her arms over his shoulder and cupping his cheek with the other. 
 
    “You are so outmatched,” she whispered. “I’ve been a vampire for longer than you’ve been alive, Jack. You inherited what little power you have from me, your broodmother. It speaks volumes about both your confidence and your ignorance that you would believe that you stand a chance against me.” 
 
    “I will kill you,” said Jack, through clenched teeth. “And you deserve it for everything you’ve done. And everything you will do.” 
 
    Mira laughed and planted a small kiss on her neck. Jack slammed his elbow backward, finally managing to catch her by surprise. Bone struck bone as the point of his arm connected with her ribcage, and Mira let out a gasp of pain. 
 
    Jack immediately followed up, whirling around and summoning his Spectral Sword to slam forward through Mira’s stomach. Or at least, that was what he tried to do. She caught the magical weapon within a coiled Spectral Hand tendril, holding it less than an inch from its intended destination. 
 
    “I can teach you,” whispered Mira. “Or, I can break you. The choice is yours, Jack.” 
 
    “There is a third option.” Jack pressed forward with all his strength, trying to finish his strike. “You die here. I go back to normal. And Lestaron Island can be safe again.” 
 
    Mira made an offended noise, and her expression looked a little wounded. 
 
    “It makes my heart hurt to hear you speak those words,” she said. “Even Peter had the decency to keep his banter polite most of the time.” 
 
    “That wasn’t banter,” said Jack. “That was a promise.”  
 
    He pulled back, slashing defensively and putting one of the pillars that reinforced the airport’s outdoor overhanging in between himself and her. Mira disappeared from view for an instant, and Jack spun around in time to watch as she rematerialized behind him. 
 
    She gave him a push. It was such a simple, basic movement that Jack didn’t dodge as effectively as he should have. Mira’s hand hit the front of his chest, and went flying, landing in the airport’s parking lot and rolling several times across the concrete. The friction of the hard ground made him miss his grandfather’s duster. 
 
    Mira materialized near him again, this time standing over him, projecting her dominance with her body. Jack slowly sat up but didn’t dare rise beyond one knee. He looked up at her, and then saw a figure crouched in the parked cars beyond them. It was Katie, still clad in her leather catsuit, setting up her crossbow slowly to avoid making any noise. 
 
    “You can’t win in a fight against me, Jack,” said Mira. “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath, considering what Katie would need to get a shot off at a target that could basically teleport through shadows. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. 
 
    “I’m… right?” asked Mira. “Am I hearing this correctly? Have you finally come to your senses?” 
 
    “You’ve always been right,” he said. “Which is why it frustrates me so much to admit it. I am like you, Mira. In so many ways.” 
 
    Mira crossed her arms, frowning at him slightly. Jack wanted to check on Katie’s progress, but knew it would be too dangerous to look in her direction. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Mira. “You’re telling me exactly what I want to hear. Where has your rebelliousness gone? What happened to your fire?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just hearing what you want to hear,” said Jack. “I came to the airport tonight to leave Lestaron Island and never look back. What difference does it make if I leave alone, or with you? I get the feeling you would follow me even if I somehow managed to slip away from you and onto a plane after this fight.” 
 
    Mira let a pleased laugh, followed by a sigh. She extended her hand and Jack accepted it, allowing her to help him to his feet. 
 
    “You do sound sincere,” said Mira. “But you must understand how difficult it is for me to believe that the will to fight has gone out of you so suddenly.” 
 
    He could see Katie, out of the corner of his eye. She’d set the crossbow up on the hood of a car, using it to brace for her shot, but the angle was wrong. Mira needed to be a step further back. 
 
    “Trust me,” said Jack. “All of the fight has not gone out of me.” 
 
    He pulled her into an embrace, and let his eyes meet hers. For a moment, he forgot what he was doing, pulled in by the aura of her crimson gaze. She was beyond what any normal woman could be. The way she looked at him left no doubt in Jack’s mind that if he gave her the chance, she would show him possibilities beyond his current understanding. For the first time since being turned into a vampire, Jack understood that choosing Mira was an option available to him. He could, if he wanted to, go down that road, and see where it led. 
 
    He kissed her, letting his hands get aggressive as they roamed across her body. Mira let out a pleased moan and let her tongue tangle against his. Jack squeezed one of her buttocks and took a step forward, leaning Mira into where she needed to be. 
 
    Katie’s crossbow made a sharp hissing noise as it released the silver bolt. Mira flinched, but Jack held her in place, risking his own safety by being so close. The silver bolt crossed the parking lot in an instant, slamming into Mira’s neck and releasing a deluge of blood a slightly deeper red than the color of her eyes. 
 
    Mira let out a terrifying, gargling scream and slammed Jack backward. He hit a car and flipped over it, somersaulting through the air before coming down in a painful, tangled heap. He heard Katie launch another crossbow bolt, but it struck a car instead of its intended target. 
 
    “You…!” screamed Mira.  
 
    She was running away from them, and she looked more demon than human. Blood was streaming from her neck wound, staining both her white sweater and her face as she smeared it around in an attempt to hold the wound. Mira smashed through one of the glass doors and into the airport, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “Jack!” Katie was at his side, helping him. “Come on! We have her!” 
 
    “Katie…” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The question was a loaded one, and he immediately felt bad for asking it right then and there. Katie wouldn’t look at him, and he didn’t know if it was because of how ashamed she was over what they’d done, or as a coping mechanism to keep from losing herself to the effects of enthrallment. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she said, ignoring the question. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    They sprinted after Mira, following an obvious trail of blood left in the wake of her escape. The airport was emptier than it had been when Jack had first arrived on Lestaron Island, with only a few staff members milling about at their stations. They looked confused and a little horrified, though the sight of Mira running by apparently hadn’t been enough to make them flee their posts. 
 
    Jack and Katie charged after the retreating vampire. A man wearing the uniform of airport security took a step toward them as they rushed by, and seemed to think better of getting involved. 
 
    “You’re going to have to try to distract her so I can get another shot off,” shouted Katie. “Can you manage to hold out against her for another minute or two?” 
 
    “She’s wounded,” said Jack. “It shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    They both slowed to a stop as they rounded the corner and entered the baggage claim area. Mira stood on top of one of the luggage carousels, with a half dozen wavering, dark tendrils already extended from her body. Her expression was contorted with cold fury, and her tendrils immediately began flinging luggage at Jack and Katie with frightening force. 
 
    Jack had to roll out of the way to avoid taking a suitcase to the head. He conjured his sword as he stood to his feet, swinging the black and red blade in time to deflect another flying bag away from him. Toiletries and clothing exploded outward as the sword sliced it open. 
 
    Katie launched a crossbow bolt at Mira, but she threw herself sideways, dodging to the second luggage carousel. Jack sprinted toward her, swinging his sword at her head. Mira dodged, but he’d been expecting that, and immediately attempted to ensnare her with a Spectral Hand tendril looped into a lasso. 
 
    Mira used a blood magic spell that he didn’t recognize, a blast of purple and blue-white force that knocked Jack backward and left a thin layer of frost on his clothing. He’d managed to get the lasso around her, but as he focused his will to tighten it, Mira simply dematerialized free, moving a few feet to the side.  
 
    Jack rushed to his feet, trying again. Another silver bolt hissed through the air, this one only missing Mira’s head by a few inches. How many bolts did Katie have left to spare? He needed to bring the fight to an end sooner, rather than later. 
 
    “I won’t forget this…” said Mira, speaking through gritted teeth. “There will be a reckoning for this, Jack.” 
 
    He didn’t bother replying. Instead, Jack tried using Spectral Hand and Spectral Sword in tandem. He knew that he didn’t need to ensnare Mira for the lasso to be effective. If he could force her into a spot within range of his sword, the outcome would be the same. 
 
    Mira seemed to sense what he intended. She used one of her own tendrils to slide a large duffle bag across the floor, knocking Jack’s feet out from under him. He tried to roll as he landed, but Mira grabbed him with more of her tendrils before he could. He screamed as he felt her pulling at his limbs, threatening to dislocate his shoulders, or worse. 
 
    Katie launched another bolt, and this one struck true. Mira let out a bloodcurdling scream as the silver projectile pierced through her shoulder. She dematerialized, releasing Jack and briefly disappearing from their field of view. He turned to look deeper into the airport and spotted Mira sprinting toward the lone terminal. 
 
    “Come on!” shouted Katie. 
 
    They chased after her. Jack was able to double Katie’s speed due to his vampiric physique. He could already feel a faint throbbing in the back of his head, and he knew that it was a side effect of his usage of his blood magic. His bloodthirst would be back with a vengeance, but for the moment, it took a backseat to finishing the fight. 
 
    A new scream cut through the air. Mira had seized a confused flight attendant on her way to the lobby. She held the woman in front of her, one arm locked across the woman’s throat, using her as a human shield. 
 
    “Hostage taking,” said Jack. “Come on, Mira. You’re better than that.” 
 
    “You’re a fool,” said Mira. “A fool! You would try to kill me? After everything I’ve done for you?” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure how to even respond to that. Her point of view was twisted, and even if the situation had been different, he doubted it would have made sense to him. 
 
    “Let the woman go,” said Jack. 
 
    Mira flashed a vicious, evil smile. Her face was still streaked with blood, and she finally looked like the monster she was. 
 
    “This fight is over,” said Mira. “You both put up a commendable effort, but you’ve clearly lost. Leave now and live another day.” 
 
    “She’s going to feed on that woman the first chance she gets,” said Katie, in a low voice. “Probably drain her completely, after the wounds I inflicted on her. We have to finish this.” 
 
    “We can’t risk it,” said Jack. “We might be able to talk to her. Come to some sort of compromise.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Katie glared at him, and then lifted her crossbow. “I’m taking the shot. I can hit her in the head, and the woman will be too much of a distraction for her to move in time.” 
 
    Mira’s breathing was growing heavier and louder. She gripped the woman’s throat, and Jack saw her baring her fangs and licking her lips. 
 
    “It’s too risky,” said Jack. 
 
    “It’s not,” said Katie. “I’m going for it!” 
 
    Time seemed to slow down. Jack saw Mira smiling, apparently anticipating the attack and ready with her own counter. The woman looked terrified. Katie’s finger twitched on the trigger of her crossbow. 
 
    “Katie!” shouted Jack. “No!” 
 
    Katie reacted as he said the word, angling her crossbow off to the side just as she launched the bolt. Mira threw the woman forward, into a position where she would have been caught in the crossfire had Katie’s bolt followed its intended path. Jack caught the woman as she stumbled, cursing under his breath as he watched Mira getting away. 
 
    “Damn it!” shouted Katie. She struggled to reload her weapon for a few seconds before giving up and hurrying after the vampire. Mira was slowed by her wounds, and Katie managed to close the distance and tackle her. 
 
    Jack sprinted toward them, fearing the worst. Katie wrestled with Mira for a couple of seconds, being careful to hunch her shoulders up to protect her neck. She was about to put Mira into a headlock when the vampire dematerialized one final time, appearing on the other side of the glass window looking out onto the tarmac.  
 
    There was a plane in the middle of taking off, despite the chaos happening within the terminal. Jack watched as Mira sprinted toward it, leaping onto one of the tires just as it went airborne. He watched his broodmother clutching on for dear life as the plane ascended into the sky, vanishing into the interior as the landing gear folded inward. 
 
    “We were so close!” said Katie. “We were so fucking close. Damn it!” 
 
    Jack shook his head, unsure of what to do next. Airport staff and security were already doing their best to get a handle on the situation. He felt Katie pulling his arm, leading him down a hallway toward an emergency exit. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Katie, I came here for a reason. I can’t stay on Lestaron Island any longer. Not after this.” 
 
    “You don’t have a fucking choice anymore,” she said. “This little incident is going to end up attracting the attention of the Order of Chaldea. Even if you got on the first plane or boat out of here, they would still put the pieces together and track you down.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of that?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I know how they operate,” said Katie. “And trust, they won’t overlook the fact that this encounter took place at the airport.” 
 
    Jack sighed, unable to find much fault in her reasoning. 
 
    “And what happens if I stay here?” said Jack. “I can’t keep biting you and Ryoko. Especially not without a working anti-enthrallment potion.” 
 
    Katie pushed him out the emergency exit, into what remained of the night. The sky was already shifting from black to a dark purple, heralding the arrival of dawn. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” said Katie. “The fight wasn’t entirely pointless. I managed to pull this off her while we were wrestling.”  
 
    She took out a small leather bag with a red drawstring and wiggled it. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    “Pixie dust,” said Katie. “She didn’t destroy it, like I’d initially assumed. I was hoping I could recover your grandfather’s staff from her, too, but she must have hidden it somewhere.” 
 
    Katie scowled, looking more annoyed by the loss than Jack felt himself. Though it did set him a little on edge to think of the weapon remaining somewhere on the island for Mira to come back to. She was intelligent and unpredictable, a combination which left him doubting that she’d left it behind by accident. 
 
    Katie led him to her car and wasted no time pulling out of the airport parking lot. As they drove down the street, the flashing blue lights of one of the sheriff’s cruisers shot by them in the other direction. 
 
    “That’s probably Bruce.” Katie sighed. “I’ve put him through way too much tonight.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a couple of seconds. Jack frowned, thinking about the way the last few hours had unfolded. 
 
    “You came after me,” said Jack. “I told you to stay at the mansion right after… well, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t think the unicorn sap anti-enthrallment potion was a complete failure,” said Katie. She took a hand off the steering wheel and brushed it across her neck. “I do feel something whenever I hear you give a command, but it’s not irresistible. It’s the same reason why I was able to shoot my crossbow when you shouted no, though I didn’t quite have the willpower to keep it on target.” 
 
    “You would have killed Mira’s hostage if you had,” said Jack. 
 
    “…Yeah,” said Katie. She sighed. “I think it will wear off once I start drinking the regular anti-enthrallment potion again.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” said Jack. 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “But at the very least, the effects won’t get any worse when you bite me from now on.” 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “I can still leave, you know. I’ve already done so much damage here. Maybe leaving the island would be for the best, even if the Order came after me.” 
 
    Katie slowed the car as they approached a stop light, and she took the opportunity to look over at him. There was a strange glint in her eyes, a mixture of annoyance and a more vulnerable emotion that Jack couldn’t readily place. 
 
    “You have one thing right,” she said. “You’ve done damage, Jack. I don’t know what’s going to happen, with me, with my life. With you. And if you run away again, I just…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be running away this time,” said Jack. “And I didn’t want to run away before.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, it’s just…” Katie swallowed, and took a wavering breath. “I don’t know what’s going on. With any of this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She looked away from him. The stop light turned from red to green, and it took her a second to realize it and put the car back into motion. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s just because of you feeding off me, Jack,” she said. “The… way that I feel. About you.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t know if he was supposed to say anything to that. Where was the line? Was it fair for him to weigh in here, in a situation where a girl he cared so deeply about was struggling with emotions that might well have an unnatural and supernatural component? 
 
    “Jack…” said Katie. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.”  
 
    There was a silence left in the wake of their words. It felt like that moment all again. The one Jack still remembered, when he and Katie had sworn their childish promises to each other, so long ago. 
 
    Katie pulled the car over, and the two of them just stared at each other. Neither of them said anything, and really, there was nothing to be said. He understood the situation, and he knew that she did, too. Jack shifted in his seat, pulling her closer to him. 
 
    He kissed her, and she didn’t stop him. It went on for several intimate, blissful seconds before coming to an end. He caressed her cheek for a moment, and then snuck one more quick kiss, unable to resist. 
 
    “I’ll stay,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie was silent for long enough to make his heart catch in his throat. 
 
    “I never wanted you to leave to begin with,” she said. “All those years ago. We were just kids back then. But you were still such a big part of my life.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t feeling the effects of the enthrallment?” he asked, smiling at her. “The Katie I know would have never started acting this sappy.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Katie smiled back at him, and a slight blush came to her cheeks. “I’m serious, though. There’s work to do here, Jack. There’s a long road ahead. And I want you by my side for it.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “And I’m here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    The Lestaron Cemetery was a quiet, serene place. Jack took slow steps through the gate, unsure of how to feel. It was a bright and sunny day, with a slight breeze on the air, and it made for a strange contrast with his mood. 
 
    He couldn’t remember whether or not he’d been to the cemetery before. Which didn’t make any sense to him at all. Tombstones stood side by side in neat, even rows, and despite knowing for a fact that three of them belonged to his family, Jack couldn’t recognize which ones they were. 
 
    He was alone, and because of that, he took his time. The groundskeeper had apparently been lax in his duties, as the grass was higher than it should have been, and a few stray leaves and branches from the nearby trees had intruded across some of the plots. He picked them up and set them on the other side of the fence. 
 
    Jack saw his grandfather’s gravestone before he recognized it. Several wreaths of flowers were set on top of it, along with a couple of envelopes weighted down by small rocks. He assumed they were parting words that just couldn’t go unsaid. 
 
    His parent’s graves were adjacent to his grandfather’s plot. Andrea Masterson and James Farmoore. They’d married but kept their own names, for reasons which Jack would now never have the chance to ask about. He sighed and crouched down, staring pensively at his mother’s tombstone and feeling numb. 
 
    So many lost memories. He was looking at the tombstone for the first time, or at least, it seemed like it. How was it that he didn’t remember coming to the cemetery for his parent’s funerals? There wasn’t even a hint of a memory, not even a trace emotion or phantom scent. There was nothing, and the blank gap in Jack’s recollection of that entire period of his life seemed like a massive thing, now that he was staring into it. 
 
    “Mom,” he said. “Dad…” 
 
    He smiled, wondering what they’d think of him now. He felt like a bad son for not visiting them sooner, though of course, he’d had a lot on his plate over the course of the last few days. 
 
    “I miss you both,” said Jack. “And I hope…” 
 
    He wanted to say that he hoped they were proud of him, but the words wouldn’t quite make it all the way out. And he was all right with that. He missed them both, even if he couldn’t remember them, but part of him didn’t want them to have a chance to see who he was now. And what he was now. 
 
    Jack sighed and moved on, stopping in front of his grandfather’s well-adorned tombstone. There were as many flowers on Peter Masterson’s burial plot as there were spread throughout the rest of the cemetery. He was surprised, even though he’d already seen evidence of the man’s popularity in the local community. 
 
    And there was something else there, too. Something that had been missing from the downstairs workshop after Mira’s raid. Peter Masterson’s wizard’s staff had been carefully placed across the burial plot, with a red ribbon tied around one end. 
 
    Jack frowned a little, unsure of what to make of it. Mira had found time in the midst of tormenting him to stop by the grave and return the staff to its owner. It was such a strange gesture, but it made perfect sense, coming from her. 
 
    He set a finger against the staff and felt a jolt of power similar to a static electric shock. Jack pulled his hand back, deciding to leave it be. Peter might not need it anymore, but it still seemed to belong where it was, and few people would give the unassuming length of wood more than a glance. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” Ryoko’s voice came from behind him, at the edge of the gate. “Would it be okay if I ran a few errands while you’re here, if you’re planning on staying a while longer?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m finished.” 
 
    He stood up and smiled at Ryoko, making his way alongside her back toward the car. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    And as such, Lady Eletha demanded supreme fealty from Billick. She strode into his palace flanked by her valkyries, wearing the sensual, open cut dress of the elven dawning ceremony. Billick, defeated in both battle and pride, stood naked in his court room. His contemporaries watched on, knowing that their only hope for thriving in the next era lay with the heir about to be conceived. 
 
    Before the war, Billick had boasted of his intent to bed Lady Eletha. Perhaps that was part of the irony of her demands, placing the burden of conception into his lap along with complete surrender. Now, she walked toward him with long, languid steps, the horizontal slits in her dress revealing glimpses of pink nipple as they shifted across her bosom. 
 
    Billick made a show of sneering openly, but it was clear that he was a defeated man. Even as aroused as he was, there was no confidence left in his eyes. If anything, his expression hinted at self-loathing and annoyance in the deep satisfaction Lady Eletha took in their reversal of roles. 
 
    She pushed her hand against his chest, knocking him back into the chair that was once to be his throne. Pulling up her dress from the hem, she lowered herself onto him. He was ready for her, and reached his hands up to feel her body and take control. 
 
    Two of Lady Eletha’s valkyries seized his wrists before he could. Lady Eletha nodded to a third, who came up beside her and took hold of Billick’s long ears, rubbing the appendages and teasing the erogenous zones there with soft movements. 
 
    Lady Eletha sank lower onto him, and Billick’s mask faded away. He let out a defeated moan and tried to glare at her, only managing a halfhearted effort. Lady Eletha pulled at her plunging neckline and thrust her bare breasts into his face. Slowly, she rocked her hips back and forth. She planned on taking her time with him. 
 
      
 
    “Halrin Kentar! Are you truly this daft?” 
 
    Hal flinched at the sound of his sister’s voice, nearly dropping the translation he’d been studying. Lilith was headed up the hill in his direction, carrying her skirts high as she stepped through the rain speckled grass. 
 
    He felt his cheeks reddening as he considered the history he’d been reading. Many of the ancient elven texts that Roth assigned him to translate centered on topics that were less than appropriate for polite discussion. Some of them even veered into explicit detail, giving a raw, unfiltered glimpse into the lurid history of the elder race. 
 
    “Do you need something, Lilith?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith bounced with each step as she made her way toward the tree Hal was resting against, her strawberry blonde curls falling loose across her freckled, youthful face. Behind her, carriages approached the Kentar Estate in an unbroken line, appearing to flee from the beautiful setting sun and indigo infused clouds in their wake. 
 
    “It’s father’s victory party,” she said. “He’s going to be expecting you there.” 
 
    Hal shrugged. 
 
    Of course he will be. Along with all his sycophants, desperate to win his favor however they can. 
 
    “Father is always expecting one thing or another,” said Hal. “I’m sure he’s learned to manage his disappointment over the years.” 
 
    Lilith made an annoyed noise and crossed her arms, the motion causing the curls of her hair to pull and bounce like paper spirals. She stomped toward Hal, pouting as her eyes ran over him. For an instant, he feared that she was going to look at his work, and he scrambled to set the stack of paper just out of reach. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Lilith. “I know you too well, brother, to think that this morose mood comes naturally to you.” 
 
    She sat down next to him, leaning her back against the tree trunk, and took hold of one of his hands. Lilith was only twelve, a full eight years younger than Hal, but she was precocious and surprisingly perceptive for her age. Hal sighed and made a vague gesture, hoping she’d just let it drop. 
 
    “Father denied your request for dueling training,” guessed Lilith. “Again?” 
 
    Hal slowly nodded. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” he said. “The Collected Provinces may be at peace now, but that might not always be the case. And he’s one of the most prominent Voicemen, especially now that he’s been reelected. How does he expect me to protect him or you, should something happen? With a single ball from my pistol, which I also haven’t been trained with?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want that kind of life for you,” said Lilith. 
 
    Hal scowled, not at her, but at his circumstances. 
 
    “Father used those exact same words,” said Hal. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect an element of collusion between the two of you.” 
 
    Lilith made an offended noise, and Hal couldn’t keep a tiny smile from betraying his teasing. She was too easy, sometimes. Or perhaps she was just playing along, doing what she could to drag a better mood out of him. 
 
    “It’s not just the training though, is it?” asked Lilith. “He must have said something more than that to darken your temper so.” 
 
    “It’s not what he said…” Hal ran a hand through his hair. “It’s what he does. Who he favors…” 
 
    “You think he favors Mauve over you?” asked Lilith. “Mauve isn’t his son, Hal. And he isn’t your brother, despite how close he’s become to all of us.” 
 
    Mauve was the son of Eddard Broven, the Voiceman who’d originally pulled Hal’s father, Karnas Kentar, into politics. When Eddard had passed away, Mauve had still been a young child and the last of his family line. Karnas had taken him into the Kentar household without a second thought. 
 
    Mauve and my father get along well enough that maybe it would be better if he was his real son. 
 
    Hal pushed the thought away, realizing how petty it was. Mauve had been his best friend for almost his entire life. While Karnas had gone as far as to hint that he’d be open to allowing Mauve to marry Lilith one day, if he wished to join the family legally, Mauve was just as free spirited as Hal when it came to his future. 
 
    “I know,” said Hal. “And you’re right. It’s just frustrating. I’ve seen Mauve on the dueling grounds before. He’s the best swordsman under 25 summers in the province. It’s like father takes a perverse pleasure in allowing him the freedoms that he denies to me.” 
 
    Lilith frowned and said nothing. After a few seconds, she sat up straight and glanced over at him, her green eyes open and hopeful. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up!” She reached into one of the pockets of her dress. When she pulled it out, her hand was clenched into a fist over something. “Close your eyes!” 
 
    Hal felt as though he’d rather roll his eyes than close them, but he obeyed. He felt Lilith draping a necklace over his head. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You can open them now.” 
 
    Hal looked down at what he’d been given. The necklace was an odd thing, a circle of leather cord with a small, clear stone in the shape of teardrop hanging from it. It was smooth and uniform, lacking any imperfections that he could see.  
 
    The stone had a strange effect on the light that passed through it. It wasn’t prismatic, but it still created minor distortions, almost like a full glass of water. A small, metal clasp with a loop for the cord to run through had been secured to the tip of its teardrop shape, leaving the larger half to hang downward. 
 
    Hal glanced up at his sister, who watched him with an excited expression on her face. 
 
    “I found it washed up on the edge of the river,” said Lilith. “What do you think of it?” 
 
    “I can’t really wear a necklace,” said Hal. “Rings are the only jewelry appropriate for grown men.” 
 
    All the excitement faded from her face, replaced by open disappointment. She bit her lower lip, and Hal knew beyond doubt that she was seconds away from crying. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” he said, quickly. “And I can just wear it under my shirt. Thank you, Lilith. I’ll treasure it always.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug, and felt her rest her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I love you, Hal,” she whispered. 
 
    She kept hugging him even as Hal started to release her from the embrace. Her hands moved across her eyes quickly as he caught sight of her face again, brushing away wasted tears. 
 
    “Now,” continued Lilith. “You need to head down the ballroom and join the festivities. And for the sun’s love, Hal, patch things up with father. Tonight isn’t about you, it’s about him.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Lilith headed straight back to the victory party, but Halrin needed to return his translation to Roth’s library first. He buckled his pistol belt back on as he stood up from his spot by the tree and set off down the hill toward the archives. 
 
    The Kentar estate was one of the largest land holdings in southeast Cardvale. It was mostly undeveloped, with the main house and buildings set within a large clearing surrounded by cultivated fields and pasture lands. Further beyond lay the dense, thick forest that had reclaimed much of the province over the past hundred years. 
 
    Hal took a route that would keep him away from most of the party’s guests. He was already dressed for the festivities, but he hated listening to the pleas and overtures of the merchants and politicians who were desperate to win his father’s favor. 
 
    The necklace Lilith had given him felt odd around his neck. The strange stone pressed against the bare skin of his chest, feeling warm and alive. He pulled it out as he walked, frowning as it began to heat up against his fingers. 
 
    A flash of light came from within the clear stone’s core, lasting only a fraction of a second, but shining bright enough to hurt Hal’s eyes. He flinched back from it, blinking several times in quick succession and frowning. Stones that changed color over time were not uncommon in the collected provinces, and were often set in to jewelry and purported to be able to tell the mood of the wearer. 
 
    I’ve seen that before, but never anything like this. Very strange… 
 
    The library doors were already locked for the night, but Hal had his own key. He let himself into the musty space and headed to his tutor’s desk. He tucked the translation into the drawer that Roth reserved for him to submit his work and made his way back outside.  
 
    He’d been working as a translator, both of spoken and written word, for almost five years. Few in southeast Cardvale had a better understanding of the various dialects and tongues spoken across the Collected Provinces than he did. Hal’s education extended not only to the ancient elven language, but to the eccentric sign language of the ogres, as well. Being an ogre himself, Roth had taught him personally. 
 
    The air in the hallways of the estate smelled of the night’s feast, a mixture garlic roasted pork, seasoned vegetables, various pastries, and the distinct, slightly acidic smell of wine. The sounds of the victory party reached Hal from far outside the ballroom and stirred his anxiety. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy parties, but the burden of his father’s work in the public eye often fell onto his shoulders, as well as Lilith’s. 
 
    Dozens, if not hundreds of people were packed into the ballroom, pressed closely together across both the lower and upper levels. The estate’s servants had set up a small stage in the very back of the main floor for Karnas to deliver his speech from. Karnas was already busy talking with several of his fellow politicians, the chosen few who curried his favor.  
 
    Hal and his father had shared a fractious relationship ever since the passing of his and Lilith’s mother four years earlier. She’d been the center of their family, with an open, loving personality that had made her a master of orchestrating compromises. Hal still missed her deeply, though her death had been expected, as she’d been sick for several years before it came to pass. 
 
    He watched the conversing politicians for a second too long and Karnas’s eyes met his as his father scanned the room. Karnas was nearly as stubborn as he was, but Hal could see a hint of a plea in his father’s expression. Had their argument truly been so bad? Hal had raised his voice to Karnas, who’d shouted back at him, but what had they actually said to each other? 
 
    He said I wasn’t fit to be a warrior, in body or temperament. And I said that he’d always make a better politician than father.  
 
    It had been rumored that the Executive Voice might make an appearance to congratulate Voiceman Karnas, given how instrumental his support had been in Karnas’s reelection. Looking around, Hal doubted that it would be so, given that most everyone of interest had already arrived. 
 
    He never knew exactly what to do with himself at his father’s parties, and he was still glancing around awkwardly when an arm settled across his shoulders.  Mauve favored Hal with a wide grin and passed him a mug full of ale. 
 
    “Take a swig,” said Mauve. “You look as though you could use it.” 
 
    Hal let out a single chuckle. 
 
    “I think I probably could,” said Hal. He put the mug to his lips, tasting a hint of blackberry in the strong brew. 
 
    “Lilith told me about the fight,” said Mauve. 
 
    Hal turned to look at him, frowning slightly as he did. Mauve was tall, with broad shoulders and strong muscles from his martial training. His skin was tanned, and his face was handsome. Since they’d both come of age, Hal had occasionally felt pangs of jealousy when comparing his more average physique to his friend’s, but the two were more than close enough to make jest of it. 
 
    What surprised him now was the expression on Mauve’s face. He looked guilty, as though he blamed himself for whatever had happened between Hal and his father. Seeing that made Hal feel like a petulant child, arguing and sulking in a manner that dragged his friends and family down with him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” said Hal. “It’s not your fault. And honestly, it’s none of Lilith’s business.” 
 
    “She’s your sister,” said Mauve. “Everything related to you is her business. You are going to talk to him at some point, are you not?” 
 
    At some point… 
 
    Hal nodded, though he wasn’t sure whether he would do it that night. Presenting himself at the party seemed to be enough of a concession, from his point of view. He could put off mending bridges with his father until the morning, when they’d both had the time to cool down. 
 
    “I will,” said Hal. “Do you mind if I finish this?” He wiggled the mug back and forth, suddenly eager to be on his way toward drunkenness. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Mauve. “Of course, you’ll have to do me a favor in return.” 
 
    “I should have expected as much.” Hal grinned at him. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s not even a hard favor, relax,” said Mauve. “And it’s as much on Roth’s behalf as mine. He took his hand drums out to put on a small show for the room, at your father’s request. He mentioned to me that his drumming would go over better if he had a few dancers to demonstrate the flows of Kye Lornis.” 
 
    Hal raised an eyebrow. The Kye Lornis was an ancient ogre martial dance, taught to a tribe’s youths starting at age five. It had become something of a cultural relic over the past century, with ogres assimilating deeper into human society and letting go of many of their old traditions. 
 
    Roth had taught both Hal and Mauve many of the basic Kye Lornis flows and even a few more advanced ones. There was only so much they could learn, limited by their human physique. As a dance intended for ogre youths, many of the movements necessitated an ogre’s four arms and were near impossible for a human to do more than imitate. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mauve,” said Hal. “To be honest, I can’t say that I’m in much of a mood for dancing right now.” 
 
    “Halrin,” said Mauve. “Please. I’ve been dying for a chance to show Maddie what the flows are like when performed in front of a real crowd. And it’s not just for me, but Roth, too!” 
 
    Maddie was Mauve’s girlfriend, though the two spent about as much time fighting as they did in harmony. She was a sweet girl, slim waisted with a generous bust. Hal liked her well enough, as did everyone except his father, who still hoped for an eventual match between Mauve and Lilith. 
 
    “Can it wait until later?” asked Hal. “Once I’m loosened up a little?” 
 
    “Eleanor is here, too,” said Mauve. “I’ve seen how you get around her. And I’m sure you’ve noticed how she gets around you, too. She’s normally so talkative, but every time you join the conversation, all she can do is blush and stutter her words.” 
 
    Mauve clapped him on the shoulder and nodded toward a group of girls across the crowd. Hal spotted Maddie and her best friend Eleanor, both dressed in dresses of the current fashion - which some of the older generation found scandalous. The dresses barely made it down past the girls’ knees, and the tight stockings they wore underneath left so little to the imagination that Hal couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    “Fine,” said Hal. “When is Roth planning on starting?” 
 
    Mauve immediately turned his attention toward the ogre scholar, who was already sitting in the middle of a circle of four drums. Roth was the only ogre in residence in the Kentar estate, and his clothes had been specially made by the estate’s tailor to accommodate his four, long, spindly arms. His face was naturally smooth, and in place of eyebrows, thin ridges protruded from his head. A long pony tail of straight black hair fell across one of his shoulders. 
 
    Roth smiled at Hal and Mauve, and then began to drum a slow rhythm, drawing the attention of the entire room. Before Hal had time to reconsider, Mauve had already grabbed his arm and begun pulling him into the fray. 
 
    A circle of open space and polished wood floor lay just in front of where Roth was drumming. Hal suspected that either Mauve or Roth had spread word of the spontaneous performance long before he’d ever agreed to do it. 
 
    I can’t be mad at either of them. The people want a show, and who else will give it to them? 
 
    It was only then that Hal saw a flicker of nervousness on Mauve’s face. The feeling was infectious, and soon the two of them were shooting each other sidelong, anxious glances. Hal looked to the circle and then back at the waiting crowd.  
 
    He took off his belt, as did Mauve. Mauve’s belt looked heavier than Hal’s, given that it held both pistol and sword. An empty moment passed with neither of them hurrying to be the first one to showcase the dance, Roth’s drums echoing rhythmically throughout the ballroom. 
 
    “Alright,” said Hal. “It was your idea. You should start this off.” 
 
    Mauve let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “You’re the one who Roth claims has the real potential with the flows,” said Mauve. “Maybe you should…” 
 
    Roth’s drumming grew louder. Hal looked over and saw old ogre looking at him and Mauve impatiently. He took a deep breath and started to step forward. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” said Mauve. “You’re right. It was my idea.” 
 
    Hal breathed a sigh of relief as Mauve stepped out into the circle, the crowd breaking out into eager, expectant applause. Mauve bounced on the balls of his feet to the beat of the drums, raising his arms up and down, and then just as Roth shifted into a new rhythm, he lowered into the deep crouch of the introductory Kye Lornis flow. 
 
    Hal had always found the dance to be a thing of both beauty and power. He watched Mauve slowly swaying around the edge of the circle, stepping back and forth in time with the drums, his hands upraised, outstretched, and always moving. 
 
    Mauve dropped to one knee before rolling backward over one shoulder and up to his feet again. Immediately, he hopped forward onto his hands, holding the strength pose for only an instant before bouncing back to standing and twisting himself into another powerful roll. 
 
    The crowd went wild as Mauve’s freestyle flow continued. He had a powerful style that matched his build, and Hal noticed Maddie and more than a few other girls watching his movements excitedly from the edge of the crowd. 
 
    No more than thirty seconds had passed before Mauve spun back into place next to Hal, slapping him on the back and urging him out. Hal grinned, spinning into the circle as though pushed by the momentum of the contact. 
 
    While Mauve’s style was powerful and heavy, Hal excelled at the quicker, more acrobatic flows. He took his time with his standing introduction, stepping and spinning, and then leaping into the air. Landing with his hands down, he maneuvered across his shoulder, onto his back, and then onto his hands again before pushing up to his feet, all a continuation of the same fluid spin. 
 
    Technically, the Kye Lornis was a martial dance. Karnas had denied Hal dueling training and even the basic wrestling that most boys learned in their youth before they picked a weapon focus. But Hal’s father’s concerns about combat training hadn’t extended to the dance, and it was what Hal had put his full efforts into outside of his work as a scribe and translator. 
 
    He hopped up into a spin, leaning slightly on the diagonal toward his landing foot. As he touched down, his other leg spun upward, pulling him into a backflip that had taken him the better part of a year to perfect. Roth let out a high-pitched whoop from his drum perch. The crowd went wild. 
 
    Hal spun back toward Mauve, and for the remainder of their showcase, they danced across from one another, spinning into exaggerated kicks and occasionally clasping hands to twist each other into partner flows. The crowd clapped along with Roth’s drumming. Hal saw Eleanor watching him, her smile reaching to the edges of her face, one finger twisting her straight brown hair. 
 
    Hal and Mauve continued until they were sweaty and out of breath, and finally, Roth brought his rhythm to an end, letting them both off the hook. The two raised their hands into the air and gave a bow. The crowd cheered and applauded, and Hal felt his mood shift as he basked in the attention.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    When the dancing was over, and they’d caught their breath, Mauve winked at Hal and hurried off to his girlfriend’s side. He took her hand and led her off toward one of the hallways leading out of the ballroom. Mauve had already regaled Hal with a generous account of how he’d taken Maddie’s virginity, and Hal suspected his friend was hoping for another taste of paradise. 
 
    A fiddler had begun playing to fill the void left by Roth’s drumming, and a good portion of the crowd had coupled and begun dancing. Hal saw Eleanor eyeing him from the edge of the dance floor and decided to take a page out of Mauve’s book, taking her hand as he went by and pulling her along with him. 
 
    Hal watched as Eleanor’s face flickered with delight as they began to move together. She was better at dancing than he’d expected her to be, and made a show of pushing in close to him. A few times, her breasts even pressed against his shoulder, and she had a habit of lifting her skirts every turn and flashing her lower legs at him. 
 
    The song ended after a few minutes, and it was suddenly Eleanor’s turn to lead Hal off down a hallway. The two of them dipped into a darkened entranceway, the locked door underneath it leading off to the guest rooms. Hal had assumed that Eleanor was a virgin, and looked at her with surprise as she confidentially met his gaze and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    And I almost skipped out on this. I need to thank both Lilith and Mauve come morning. 
 
    Eleanor’s hands moved across his chest and stomach. Hal almost flinched back in shock as she groped at his crotch. She kissed him again, rubbing between his legs, pushing her tongue into his mouth, and making her intentions fully clear. 
 
    “You can lift my skirts up,” she whispered. 
 
    “I… Right now?” Hal gaped at her. 
 
    Eleanor smiled wickedly at him. She reached down and did it for him, pulling her skirts up to reveal her legs underneath. She was wearing socks that only went up just beyond her knees, and nothing else. Hal’s jaw dropped open when she took his hand and pulled it between her legs. His hand grazed across fine, soft pubic hair and nude skin. 
 
    “We can be quick,” whispered Eleanor. “Won’t you show me more of your dancing skills, Halrin?” 
 
    She turned so that her back was to him and pushed her bare butt against his crotch. Hal reached around to her front, his hands palming her small breasts through her dress as he pressed his erection into her. He smiled to himself as he felt his heart pounding with excitement, both from his arousal and the risk of them getting caught. 
 
    After a quick glance down the hallway to make sure that nobody was heading their way, Hal lowered his trousers just far enough to free his cock. Eleanor was grinding into him, her body eager and ready to be taken. Seeing her like that was enough to shatter any illusions he’d had about the sweet, innocent looking girl. 
 
    Sweet and innocent is alright. But this… might be better. 
 
    Hal kissed her neck and leaned her forward against the closed door of the entranceway. It took him a couple of seconds to find the right angle, but he knew immediately once he had, the tight crush of her wet, hot lane welcoming his shaft inside. 
 
    They both let out matching sighs of pleasure as Hal slowly began to move, one hand massaging her butt under the skirt while the other took turns playing with her breasts over the outside of her dress. He thrust slowly, trying to keep Eleanor quiet as tiny squeals of pleasure escaped her lips. 
 
    He was paranoid about being caught, and at first, it distracted him. Eleanor reached her hand back and ran it through his hair, pulling his attention back to her young, nubile body. He pumped his cock deeper into her, feeling the momentum of his pleasure building, drawing him in. 
 
    Eleanor shifted, widening her stance and pushing her butt higher into the air. Hal took hold of her waist and let himself fall into a slow, deliberate rhythm, pulling her back into him as his hips pushed forward. He went back a little too far on one thrust and fumbled to get the tip of his shaft back inside her, to no avail. 
 
    “You’re so cute,” whispered Eleanor. “Here.” 
 
    She reached around and gave him a helping hand. Hal cupped one of her breasts and pushed as deep into her as he could go, savoring the sensation. 
 
    He was about to begin building his pace again when a noise came from down the hallway, back toward the party. His heart skipped a beat as he rushed to make himself decent. Eleanor fixed her skirts and let out a nervous laugh, which made Hal laugh, too. 
 
    The person who’d intruded on their encounter bumbled by them with drunken steps, taking zero notice of their ruffled hair and embarrassed expressions. Hal was about to suggest that they pick up from where they’d left off when a loud shout came from the ballroom, followed immediately by several more.  
 
    He frowned, slowly making his way down the hallway, half expecting the party attendees to have discovered their hijinks, somehow. Instead, he was greeted by the sight of at least half of the crowd pressed up against the ballroom’s windows, peering out into the night.  
 
    The floor suddenly shook, almost as though an earthquake had hit the estate. Earthquakes were uncommon in Cardvale, but not unheard of. Hal glanced toward Eleanor in time to see her making her way back toward her friends. 
 
    Whatever had caught the attention of the crowd had also pulled it away from Karnas, who’d been flanked by hangers-on for most of the party. It was the best chance Hal would have to speak with him alone that night, and he decided to take it. He hoped that Eleanor would still be in a flirtatious mood when he got back, but when he looked over at her, he found that she’d joined the rest of the crowd by the window. 
 
    “What is it?” asked a slightly overweight man. 
 
    “I have no idea…” said Mauve, who was near the center of the crowd. Hal spotted Lilith by his side, and she was looking his way. She smiled and gave a slight nod. Hal took a single step and then winced as the stone on his necklace suddenly burned hot against his chest. 
 
    He pulled it out and looked at it, impressed by how brightly it was suddenly glowing. He glanced up to see if anyone else had noticed it just as he heard the screams. 
 
    Flames erupted through the windows along the ballroom, the same windows that nearly every attendee of Karnas’s victory party was pushed tightly up against, vying for the best view outside. Hal could feel the heat from where he stood, and had a perfect view of the horror as it unfolded. 
 
    Lilith. Sweet, innocent Lilith. She’d been front and center. She hadn’t been given any time to react or to do anything other than be so tragically unlucky. The flames hit her in a direct burst, instantly turning clothing, skin, tissue, everything but a handful of bones into ash and dust. Hal felt a scream being torn from his chest. He had his pistol out, though he had no recollection of drawing it. 
 
    Karnas was screaming, though it was as much for his own pain as for his beloved daughter. He’d been just far enough back to miss the brunt of the heat, but his hair and chest were alight. Hal stumbled forward, numb and unsure. He couldn’t think clearly, let alone understand what was going on. 
 
    “Halrin!” screamed Karnas. “Run!” 
 
    The ceiling of the Karnas estate caved inward in a cascade of roof tiles and dust, and something out of a nightmare poked through. A scaled black reptilian head half the size of a carriage stared down at Hal and his immolated father, watching them both with crimson red eyes. 
 
    Its skin was shiny, segmented, and glistening in the light. Blood from an unknown victim already dripped from its dagger sized teeth, and faint trails of smoke escaped its nostrils in tepid puffs.  
 
    “My daughter!” screamed Karnas. “You monster!” 
 
    He charged forward, still smoldering where the fire had hit him. Hal watched, unable to find his courage or his voice, as his father made a made a foolhardy dash forward. The fight, if it could even be called that, was over in less than a second. 
 
    The monster pecked its snout down like a chicken digging for grub, except it opened its mouth wide at the last second. Karnas was seized by its dagger sized teeth. The creature bit down on him once, the sound of it a wet, sickening crunch, and Karnas instantly went limp. 
 
    Hal fell to his knees as he watched the monster chew and swallow, using a long, disgusting tongue to lick its teeth clean of the man who’d raised him. It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be real. It was all happening too fast, and Hal was still right there, watching it. 
 
    I can’t just sit here! 
 
    He coughed as he forced himself back to his feet, smoke and the scent of charred flesh clogging his throat. The people who’d managed to avoid the creature’s first onslaught were letting out desperate screams as they fled the estate. Hal had no intention of running, though even if he’d wanted to, the flames from the earlier attack had already cut off most of his avenues of escape. 
 
    He already had his pistol in hand, and he squeezed its handle tight enough to make his hand hurt. The monster had pulled back from its entrance point, not to abandon its siege, but to expand the hole outward, destroying more of the building’s roof. 
 
    He lifted his gun in a trembling hand, took aim at the monster, and fired. The shot went wide, missing the monster’s head by several feet. It let out a roar and surged forward, its long neck stretching and pulling a fat, reptilian body into the ballroom along with it. 
 
    The gnashing teeth were still covered in his father’s blood, and they snapped closed a few feet from his face. The monster exhaled near enough for him to smell its putrid breath. Hal was shivering, but he forced himself to stay upright, and forced his eyes to focus on what was happening. 
 
    There was someone on the creature’s back. Hal stared up at a man wearing a golden full helm with a thin eye slit. A red cloak trailed off his shoulders, and loose chain mail covered his chest. The man seemed to pull at the monster, his hands digging into its neck until the grotesque thing halted in place.  
 
    Hal sheathed his empty pistol and took a slow step back, his fear suddenly hitting him with a vengeance. The monster seemed to sense his weakness, and picked that moment to finally strike. It lashed out, not with its teeth, but with one of its claws, knocking Hal off his feet and pinning him to the floor in a single movement. 
 
    He screamed with all the air he had left in his lungs. The monster’s claw was wider across than his chest was broad, but only barely. It seemed to enjoy toying with him, letting the razor like claws dig into his skin, threatening to snap his ribs. He was sure that the creature could do it if it wanted to. 
 
    Seconds went by. Hal had never in his life felt so tiny, fragile, and weak. He’d already vomited up what was left of his dinner, and his stomach was threatening to suffocate him through the continued dry heaves. 
 
    The monster squeezed again. Hal screamed again. He shut his eyes, but that only made the reality of what was happening worse. He reached his weak hands up and tried to pull at the dragon’s claws. It was as though he was trying to put a bend into a sharp sword blade, and he only managed to cut one of his palms. 
 
    Hal felt the pressure against his chest increase for an instant as the creature leaned over him, and then he was pulled into the air. His head whipped back from the speed of it. He had an instant to see the true carnage wrought by the monster on his family’s home. Dozens of corpses lay scattered across the lawn, and the estate itself was in flames. It would be abandoned, though he didn’t expect to survive for long enough to be around to care. 
 
    The monster held him aloft for a few more seconds. Hal turned his gaze onto the rider atop it, hatred surging through his blood and bones for the man who’d orchestrated the deaths of everyone he’d loved. 
 
    And then, the monster leapt into the air, still carrying Hal. He could hear and feel the rushing of its wings, a sound that reminded him of standing too close to one of Roth’s drums while he was in the middle of a furious rhythm. 
 
    Hal got another look downward at what remained of the Kentar Estate as the creature flew off, carrying him like a predator after a successful hunt. It was his home, and it was now a funeral pyre, consumed by flames and thick with the smell of death. 
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