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  * * * *


  THE DARKNESS IS BACK


  



  A MAN BETRAYS HIS OWN KIND


  Following events of Available Darkness Season One, John finds himself one year later working for the very enemy who had hunted him for so long — the government.


  The woman that he loves, Hope, had had her mind erased and the only way he can ever find her again is to fulfill his duty, which means betraying his own kind.


  



  A CHILD STRUGGLES TO CONTAIN THE MONSTER WITHIN


  11-year-old Abigail, now living with the curse of being a vampire, struggles to survive in a lonely existence where every feeding weighs on her soul and overwhelms her with darkness.


  How close can she come to the abyss before she is pulled in?


  



  A WOMAN REMEMBERS


  Hannah Quinn had the almost-perfect life — a blossoming flower business, a loving boyfriend, and she was genuinely happy for the first time in years. But an accident is about to throw her entire life into chaos, leaving her with the question — Who am I?


  



  A DARKNESS LOOMS


  When a new portal appears, and an ancient evil threatens to destroy the world, John must fight not only to save those that he loves, but to save the entire world. But time is running out, and the Darkness will wait for no man.


  



  Available Darkness: Season Two is the nail-biting, heart-pounding, second part of the Available Darkness Trilogy.


  



  AVAILABLE DARKNESS SEASON TWO SCHEDULE:


  Episode 7 — February 12, 2013


  Season Two — February 12 (available the same day as episode 7!) Episode 8 — February 19


  Episode 9 — February 26


  Episode 10 — March 5


  Episode 11 — March 12


  Episode 12 — March 19


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  



  



  For a while, I didn’t want to write the second season of Available Darkness.


  The first season was also our first book together, and when I re-read it, a few months after publication, I only saw what was wrong with the story. It was too clunky, the wording too awkward, and it wasn’t the story I started out wanting to tell. It had grown into this giant, epic, thing!


  You could tell it was our first book together.


  Hell, you can tell that Yesterday’s Gone: Season One is our second book (and first true serial) together, with some growing pains I’d like to go back and mend.


  But as time went by, and we found our legs as writers (something we’re still doing — I don’t think a writer is ever truly content with their words, always wanting to be able to tell a story better), I kept feeling a tug to return to the world of Available Darkness.


  It began last fall with revising the first book and fixing some of the problems, making it easier to follow, and turning it into a true serial, to match our other works in delivery.


  While revising the first book, which we re-released in late 2012, I rediscovered so much that I loved about the story — namely the characters of John, Hope, Larry, and Abigail.


  Abigail wasn’t even in the original concepts I had for a story. But she’s found a way into our hearts, and I hope yours, too.


  As we were writing other stuff, I kept thinking more and more about Available Darkness, wanting to know what happens next? How does Abigail handle being a vampire? Will John ever reunite with his one true love, Hope? What happened after Jacob and Caleb went into the portal?


  Sure, the story had changed from the initial story I had in mind, and became a lot more intricate (or convoluted if you’re a critic), but I’m OK with that. You see, one thing I’ve learned as a writer over the past year and a half is to trust your characters — let them bring the story to you. Don’t try to force a square peg into a round hole.


  So for Season Two, Sean and I met for story meetings, and talked about plot lines we’d discussed during the first season, what we wanted, what we didn’t want, and so on. But in the end, when it came to actually writing, I just asked the characters to tell me, what’s next?


  And this is what they told me.


  



  As always, thank you for reading,


  David Wright & Sean Platt


  



  PREVIOUSLY…


  



  Note: A lot happened in Available Darkness: Season One. A lot! This is by no means a complete summary, and serves only as a reminder to bring Season One readers up to speed.


  If you’ve not yet read Season One, you can read below and probably catch on easily enough to enjoy Season Two. However, you’ll be ruining a lot of the mystery and surprises which made Season One so much fun. We would highly suggest that you start your Available Darkness journey with Season One.


  



  Links to Available Darkness: Season One.


  



  US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B009YWLV94/


  UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B009YWLV94/


  



  Your last warning… lots of Season One spoilers to follow.


  



  PREVIOUSLY ON AVAILABLE DARKNESS…


  Thousands of years ago, Earth was once connected to a world called Otherworld, a place of great technology and magick. During a civil war waged by the technologically advanced North upon the South, several people came to Earth via portals, looking to start anew. They called themselves Pioneers.


  However, when their magick threatened to corrupt the natural development of the human race, a rift soon divided the group, with the self-appointed Guardians making it their goal to protect humanity from the influence of either magick or technology.


  The Guardians destroyed the portals home and waged war on the other group, the Harbingers, who aimed to influence humans with their knowledge, and to reunite the worlds.


  A truce was formed with the Guardians agreeing to let the Harbingers live peacefully, so long as they didn’t attempt to interfere with humanity’s development. The Guardians soon infiltrated the highest rankings of government, where they’ve been a mainstay for many years, with varying degrees of assistance when deemed necessary, but maintaining their secrecy outside of very close ranks.


  



  BROTHERS DIVIDED


  Around 30 years ago, a new portal appeared, very briefly, carrying over a woman and two children. The woman was fleeing Otherworld, and her husband, king of the Valkoer, people infected by an alien race of parasites which live within them. The parasites turn their hosts into vampire-like creatures who absorb the life force (or soul) from their victims’, along with their memories.


  The woman and her two young sons, John and Caleb, were soon hunted down by her third son, Jacob, a few years older than his brothers and already turned into a feeder (or vampire). Jacob killed her out of jealousy of being left behind with his cruel father.


  Jacob spared his siblings and spent years living among earthlings, feeding off of them, hoping to someday find a way back, as his portal was one-way only.


  Caleb, the older of the two boys, was adopted by an FBI agent at the request of Duncan Alderman, a Guardian and Pioneer who is not only a billionaire, but also pulls the strings of much of the government, and the FBI in particular. Duncan recognized the boys as his kind, and needed to know more about how they got there. He also soon developed a bond with Caleb, who he came to regard as the son he’d never had.


  Caleb’s mind was wiped of his origins and he was able to live as a human for many years.


  John, however, was infected with the Darkness, another name for both the parasite, and the powers it offers its hosts. Much like the mythical human vampires, the Valkoer have an extreme weakness to daylight, which can kill them.


  John spent much of his youth separated from his brother, put in facilities by the Guardians which tried to both heal him, and at other times tried to harness his powers and turn him into a soldier for the Guardians. This hypocrisy, that the same group who would destroy magickal artifacts from Otherworld would also utilize the same magick, and even try to create a magickal vampire assassin, disgusted John, turning him off to both Duncan and the Guardians.


  John eventually escaped, and found a way to squelch the Darkness within him and live among humans. During this time, in the 90s, he fell in love with a woman named Hope Barnett, and they lived together in St. Augustine, Florida. She knew nothing of his past, aside from the stories he made up. Nor did she know of the monster inside him.


  Everything was going smoothly until bodies started showing up burned and John was having dreams, and fears, that he was somehow taking lives at night as he slept.


  Together with Larry, his personal private eye and apprentice magick-user, he realized that John’s brother Jacob had found him and was trying to find Caleb as well.


  Jacob discovered that together, John and Caleb, could create a portal back to their world, which would allow him to also return. Jacob has grown sick and weary of this world and the humans, whom he considers little more than ignorant animals. He must return. But he needs both brothers to make the spell work.


  



  THE GUARDIANS


  The Guardians, who control the secret FBI Omega division, cannot let this happen. If Jacob gets back home, there’s a good chance he can keep the portal open. An open portal to Otherworld could spell disaster if Harbinger, or the Valkoer on the other side, decide to utilize it and invade Earth, enslaving its people.


  The Guardians wanted to kill John, who is hard to find, but would instead kill the unwitting Caleb whom they have in their employ, to prevent Jacob from activating the portal.


  John, sensing the growing danger on all fronts, decided to have Hope’s mind wiped clean and to have Larry put her somewhere else to start her life anew, without any memory of him. It is the safest way for her to survive the oncoming war.


  Larry’s mind was also wiped of Hope’s location to assure her safety.


  John and Larry were going to find Jacob and kill him, but realized the danger was too great to Caleb, so they went into hiding for more than a decade.


  



  A DECADE LATER…


  In 2011, Duncan found John, informing him that the Guardians were growing restless. Jacob was gaining strength and it was only a matter of time before Jacob found John, and through John, found Caleb.


  Duncan forced his hand — sacrifice yourself or your brother will die. Duncan also showed John a picture of Hope and delivered the threat, “We know where she is.”


  John agreed to sacrifice himself.


  He had Larry and a magick-user named Adam perform a spell to revert him to his vampire self, and then bury him in a special coffin. After the spell took effect, two days later, they would raise the coffin and open the slot built into the lid, allowing the sun to come in and kill him.


  Once John was dead, the portal could never be opened, and the world, along with Hope and Caleb, would presumably be safe.


  However, Larry betrayed John, not wanting to lose his friend, and the person who showed him so much magick — a person who helped him feel less like a loser. Larry and Adam returned to the grave to raise the coffin, but instead of opening the slot and leaving him to die, Larry had Adam wipe John’s memory. Larry then shot Adam dead and apologized to John as he slid a paper into John’s coffin with an address to Larry’s safe house.


  



  John awoke with amnesia, thanks to the memory wipe, unaware of who or what he was.


  He wound up accidentally murdering a man named Randy Webster. To John’s surprise, he found that Randy was keeping a child in his closet as a sex slave — an 11-year-old named Abigail whose parents died years ago. She was sold by her trashy uncle to Randy and had nobody to care for her.


  John wound up taking her with him as he tried to piece together his identity and past.


  



  MEANWHILE…


  



  Caleb was following leads on a serial killer who burned his victims alive. Among those victims, his wife Julia, more than a decade ago. Soon, Caleb found out from his superior, Special Agent in Charge Bob Cromwell, that this killer is no ordinary killer, it is an alien vampire.


  Cromwell manipulated Caleb, never telling him that the alien is his brother, and that in reality, John didn’t kill Julia.


  



  John, on the run from Harbinger agents who are now working for Jacob, wound up in a shootout which resulted in Abigail being mortally wounded. John saved the girl, instinctively, by infecting her and turning her into a vampire, too. Unlike him, she will have no hope as ever living as a human again, though. If the parasite went dormant in her, she would die.


  John immediately regrets saving her, feeling as if he’s sentenced her to an immortal curse.


  Soon, John’s mind wipe faded and he remembered everything — including Larry’s betrayal. John and Larry got into a heated fight and Larry apologized, begging for forgiveness. Abigail convinced them that they need to stick together now more than ever. There’s too much on the line with Jacob and the FBI closing in on them.


  Larry recruited a gangster he knows, a giant of a man named Tiny, to put together a small army to go after Jacob.


  Jacob managed to kidnap Abigail and hold her hostage, demanding that John find Caleb and bring him to his compound where they can finally create the portal and Jacob can go home. Jacob promised to let Abigail, John, and Caleb all live, provided he is just allowed to return home.


  John concocted a plan to defeat Jacob once and for all. It began with a blast of truth to his brother, Caleb.


  Turns out that more than a decade ago, Jacob and John’s presence so close to Caleb who was working the murders in St. Augustine, triggered the parasite laying dormant in him. He woke to himself feeding on his wife. John and Adam discovered him in the act and proceeded to wipe his mind of the event, and the self-torture which would haunt him. They also managed to return him to his normal status, forcing the parasite to go dormant again. Adam built a phrase into the mind wipe, however, which would erase the fabricated memories if ever needed. John delivered that phrase to Caleb.


  Caleb, now fully aware of what happened, was led to Jacob’s compound where he followed John’s lead and helped open the portal. Caleb, using a knife given to him by his boss to kill John (and which can be used on any feeder), was going to kill Jacob the first chance he got.


  However, a battle broke out between John’s army of gangsters, led by Tiny who agreed to be turned into a vampire to help even their odds going against the monsters and soldiers that Jacob had accumulated.


  In the chaos, Jacob escaped through the portal. Caleb, determined to kill him, followed.


  John saw his brother go after Jacob, but his first priority was saving Abigail, who was locked, fittingly enough, in the casket he woke in.


  By the time John got to the woods where she was buried, Abigail was gone, though.


  She’d been taken by the Guardians, who left a note for John to meet with Duncan Alderman.


  



  Duncan met with John and informed him that they’d sent people into the portal, but nobody has returned. He asked John to work, temporarily, for Omega and help track down any and all Harbinger agents so they can try to figure out how to get Caleb back, or at least prevent an invasion from Otherworld.


  John said he doesn’t want to be Omega’s assassin. Duncan said if he won’t, they’ll turn Abigail into a soldier for them. She has already demonstrated remarkable feistiness.


  John agreed, so long as Abigail was set free, and they continued to leave Hope alone.


  John secured Abigail’s safety and asked Larry to look after her until such time that his job is over.


  



  Now, we pick up one year later with Available Darkness: Season Two…


  



  * * * *


  



  EPISODE 7:


  PROLOGUE


  



  



  February 2013


  Anchor Harbor, Washington


  



  Something was wrong.


  Emilia wasn’t sure exactly what that something was, but a chill or a scent or a feeling curled through the air like a whiff from distant fire. She could almost feel it bleeding from the creaking branches, whispering in the sway from the angry breeze above as she and her daughter walked their dog down Crestview at dusk.


  Even though it had been more than five years since they swapped city for suburb, there were some instincts born on concrete that never left and barely faded, even after you traded asphalt for grass.


  Like the inescapable feeling that something horrible was about to happen.


  Emilia looked up and down the street, casting her eyes across both rows of overpriced, two-story homes and equally exorbitant vehicles lining either side of the street. Nothing seemed out of place. Lights were on, families were eating dinner and kids were playing outside. There were a few neighbors on their lawns trading gossip over their fences, many of which were of the white picket variety.


  Yet, even with nothing out of place, Emilia couldn’t shake the bad vibe.


  “Stay close, honey,” she called to Kayla, her 7 -year-old daughter, who was walking Mocha, their pain-in-the-ass Chihuahua two houses ahead.


  “OK,” Kayla said, slowing her gait and pulling back on Mocha’s leash. The Chihuahua tugged back hard, wanting to go faster, probably so he could piss all over the fire hydrant a half block up, just surfacing into view.


  Emilia reached into her jeans, curled her fingers around the zapper Leo bought her the year before when that sex offender moved in down the street, then looked up and down the avenue, guiding her eyes from window to window. They weren’t near the offender’s house yet, but Emilia couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.


  She felt vulnerable and exposed, out on the street at dusk, even though she shouldn’t have, surrounded by the sprawling lawns of Luxury Lane. The temperature seemed to suddenly drop, maybe 10 degrees, agreeing with the wind’s sudden momentum and swelling Emilia’s sudden desire for home.


  Mocha moved to the sidewalk, and Emilia hoped the damned dog was finally ready to do his business. Mocha sniffed, then pulled away.


  Nope, not there. He has to get to that damned fire hydrant down the street.


  “Come on, dog,” Emilia said through a sigh.


  Kayla laughed. She loved the stupid little barking rodent, and didn’t care if the tiny beast took 25 minutes to eliminate. Kayla was patient, like her father. Of course, it was easy to be patient when you saw your kid once every two weekends and didn’t have to care for the world’s most annoying dog.


  Emilia never wanted a dog, but if it was a maternal must, then she wanted a real dog — a big, sturdy animal to protect them. Not a hyperactive rat. Which is probably why Leo went out and bought Mocha for their daughter’s sixth birthday. He got to be the good guy, and give his daughter a “cute” dog, while also inserting another annoyance into Emilia’s world.


  Leo was gone, but his mark, like the dog’s territorial pissings, remained.


  It could be worse. Just be glad he’s gone and you got Kayla.Emilia forced herself to smile, thinking of her annoyingly happy friend Susan’s constant advice, “Always smile and never forget to count your blessings.”


  Emilia counted her blessings; she was healthy, had a job and a happy, well-adjusted child. But she still couldn’t shake the creeping dread. As if the weather were reading her mind, smoky clouds began to gather ahead of them, at an almost alarming speed as an icy wind started to scream.


  Something’s wrong. Get back home.


  “Come on, Honey, ” she said to Kayla.


  Mocha started barking like crazy as Kayla turned. “What is it, Mom?”


  Mocha ripped himself from Kayla’s grip and tore into a run, dragging the leash behind him as he raced up the street and toward the oncoming storm.


  “Mocha!” Kayla screamed, chasing her dog.


  Emilia’s heart pounded in her chest as she called after her daughter, a dozen horrible scenarios racing through her mind — from the dog getting hit by a car to Kayla meeting the bumper’s front instead, plus several more she couldn’t bear to think on, lest she tempt fate into turning them true.


  “Kayla! Stop!”


  Emilia screamed louder, but her daughter kept running after the dog.


  Emilia followed, racing as fast as she could as the clouds above turned swollen and black, racing through the sky.


  Tornado!


  The wind howled, growing angry, as the highest branches began to violently whip through the air. Thunder boomed and lightning crashed, all too fast, as inky clouds swirled through the street and cast her quickly shifting world beneath a pall of dark fog.


  Emilia couldn’t see her baby girl. She ran forth, screaming, “Kayla!!”


  “Mom?” Her daughter’s call came at just more than a whisper ahead, though Emilia couldn’t see her through the darkness.


  She pressed on into the swirling chaos as chunks of hail and God-only-knew what kind of debris pelted her. “Kayla!”


  She squinted, trying to see through the chaos, churning like a freight train above and around her, continuing forward.


  In the distance she caught sight of Kayla, running down the street one moment, straight into the thick fog. The fog then billowed forth and then back on itself before being sucked into a sudden vortex that appeared in the center of the street for just a moment, and then was gone just as quickly.


  And in its place was a perfect circle of light suspended in the air just a foot off the ground and measuring maybe 20 feet in every direction.


  The world was still, so calm that Emilia could hear her breath as she approached the disc in confusion, awe and fear. The disc, she discovered, wasn’t made of light, nor was it a disc so much as a window which revealed an impossibility on the other side — her street replaced with rolling woodlands basking beneath a brilliant sun.


  Kayla and Mocha were nowhere in sight.


  “Kayla!” Emilia screamed, racing toward the giant window. As she drew closer, she realized it wasn’t a window, but a hole in the world.


  What the hell?


  Emilia slowed as she approached, hearing and feeling a buzzing, growing in volume as it vibrated around the hole. The forest on the other side was deep, lush and as real as anything she’d ever seen.


  Emilia felt like Alice, staring through the Looking Glass.


  This can’t be real.


  “Kayla!” she screamed, moving closer as she looked up and down the street to see if anyone else noticed the giant, floating hole in the world. Mrs. Ferguson and Molly were standing in the street, a quarter block away, mouths hanging half to the asphalt.


  So I’m not the only one seeing this. I’m not crazy.


  Emilia stepped as close as she dared, battling every instinct to run into the hole, just as her daughter seemed to do. She hadn’t seen Kayla step through the hole;, she’d seen her rushing in the fog, before disappearing completely. Perhaps, Emilia told herself, her daughter was on the hole’s far side, where maybe the street continued.


  She circled the floating orb, keeping her eyes on the woods beyond, scanning for any sign of Kayla or Mocha. Emilia finally reached the circle’s edge and saw that the street did continue on the other side, though the floating hole was so thin you couldn’t see it from the opposite end. Just a thin, jagged black line floating the height of the hole — like a zipper.


  As Emilia slowly rounded to the hole’s other side, her heart leapt in her throat as her eyes fell on the forest again, this time from a different angle. In the sky, she saw the sun lighting a soft blue horizon with a wicked flicker of orange.


  Emilia saw something surface through the tree line.


  “Kayla!” she cried out, inviting her daughter into her parted arms. “I’m here!”


  The words were spilled from her mouth before she realized the shape wasn’t her daughter, or her dog.


  It was nothing she’d ever seen — something that looked like a man, but was wrapped in angry swath of swirling darkness.


  She stopped mid-wave, afraid to draw further attention from the whatever-it-was. But she was too late. The creature was suddenly a blur of fast-moving darkness, soaring toward Emilia. Two seconds later it was standing just at the edge of the hole, its bright blue eyes almost glowing as they stared inside her soul.


  It reached out, stretching an arm from its impossible world into hers.


  Emilia screamed, turned and tore down her street as fast as she could, away from the darkness. She glanced back just in time to see the dark shape fully emerge from the hole and step onto her street.


  Emilia spun from the asphalt, stumbled onto her neighbor’s dewy grass, then ran through her yard, desperate to lose the thing before it found her. She never saw what tripped her, sending her to the ground and under a blanket of black.


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 1 — John


  



  



  Later that night


  



  Branches swayed in the breeze like bony fingers scratching the wind as John waited in the mobile command unit, shifting uncomfortably in his seat as he stared at the bank of monitors displaying news coverage of the event, interviews with frightened residents and Homeland Security officers explaining, without any actual explanation, to the public why an entire neighborhood was being evacuated and cordoned off.


  In the first moments following the event, the news anchors pondered the possibilities — terrorist attack, chemical spill or another in a long line of mass shootings which seemed to punctuate the news every month or three. But none of them came even close to the fact of what happened — the portal had opened, an extraterrestrial and magickal event. The Army had been called in immediately to erect a large tented barrier around the portal, to prevent prying eyes from seeing inside, and anyone else from accidentally walking through the thing — on this side, anyway.


  While the first portal, created a year before, was contained within the walls of Jacob’s compound, and hidden from the public, this one had split open in the middle of a suburban neighborhood to spill its terror in plain sight.


  Within an hour, jittery, blurred cell phone video footage caught by neighbors was being played on all the TV channels.


  Everyone wanted to know what in the hell this “thing” was.


  Experts were trotted out on TV, calling it everything from a wormhole to a government experiment gone awry to some sort of freak natural phenomena. Wormhole was the most accurate description, of course, though nobody could possibly know what John and Omega knew — that this was a portal created by magick, a link to Otherworld, and in all likelihood, the swirling wellspring of a gathering threat.


  “So, who do you think did this?” Commander Mike Mathews appeared behind John. “Someone on this side or the other?”


  John stared at the monitors erected within the barrier, which showed the portal, with various colored overlays measuring the surrounding energy and other stuff John didn’t understand, despite working with Omega for a year.


  “I don’t know who on this side could do it. Is anyone even left in Harbinger who could do this?”


  “So you think Jacob did this from over there? And if so, can he create more?”


  Mathews stared at John as if John was stashing secret knowledge and not sharing. Mathews was a short muscular man in his late 40s, and one of the most deft John had ever seen in shifting gears. One minute he was smiling and working reporters like a used car salesman trying to unload a lemon. The next minute, always behind closed doors, he was an intense, brooding, control freak on the edge of snapping. John tolerated the man because they worked well enough together, at least so far, but he could see their harmony grinding to a stop the minute Mathews woke on the wrong side of bed.


  John sighed, “I don’t know. If he created this, then yes, I’d say he can create more. But isn’t the bigger question, why?”


  Mathews’ phone buzzed from his pocket. He turned from John, fished it from his pants and brought it to his ear. “Mathews.”


  Brow furrowed, he said, “Really? What does she remember?”


  “OK, set up an interview in Unit Seven. Make sure no one sees her.”


  Mathews ended the call and dropped the phone back in his pocket, “The woman who was passed out has come to. She said her daughter is missing and someone came through the portal.”


  “Came through?” John leaned forward.


  “She doesn’t remember much. So we’re going to question her in the Seven truck. See what she can tell us.”


  “Jesus,” John said, heartbeat gathering speed from dread of something bad, like his brother Jacob, coming through. But there was also a bit of excitement at the thought that his good brother, Caleb, lost in the other portal last year, might have found his way back. “Do you think it’s Caleb?”


  Mathews said, “I don’t know, but we’re gonna find out.”


  Omega had people sitting watch on the first portal for a full year, waiting for anyone — or anything — to come through. They even sent three of their people in, though none returned. It was six months since anyone had attempted to cross through the portal. John wondered if maybe one of their men had finally made it back, and if so, what would they have to report?


  Mathews said, “Assuming the worst, Jacob’s mounting forces, and has sent someone through the portal. If so, we’ve gotta find whoever crossed over — before shit gets bad.”


  



  **


  



  Mobile Command Unit Seven was Omega’s designated interview truck, a 30-foot vehicle outfitted the same as their other units, but with an interview room where they could question witnesses and hostile suspects out of sight from others.


  John stood in the corner of the windowless interview room as Mathews pulled out a chair for the woman, Emilia Serraben, so she could sit at the table across from him.


  “Can we get you anything?” he asked, so pleasant he was almost saccharine. “A drink or something to eat?”


  “No, thanks,” she said, blowing her red nose into a white tissue. “I just want to find my daughter Kayla.”


  “That’s why you’re here,” Mathews smiled, continuing his calming, caring facade. “I’m going to ask you some questions which will help us get to the bottom of this.”


  “What is that thing? Have you seen it before?” Emilia asked, her eyes brimming with tears, desperate for solace and clearly hoping Mathews would offer her a branch to grasp — anything that might help her believe her daughter was safe.


  “We have our best people on it,” Mathews said, lying through his teeth. “We hope to have your daughter back as soon as possible.”


  John swallowed his disgust, loathing Mathews’ manipulation of a scared and shaking mother, but also fully aware that they had to mine as much information as possible from her to help them find whoever stepped through the portal.


  Emilia explained how she and her daughter were walking their dog when a storm appeared from out of the blue. Next thing she knew, her daughter was racing into a fog. The fog vanished, leaving behind a “hole in the world,” but no trace of the girl.


  “Do you think it’s possible she didn’t go through? That she’s still out there somewhere, lost?”


  “Anything is possible,” Mathews said. “And we have more than two dozen agents and police officers out there combing the neighborhood to find out. We will find her, Mrs. Serraben, I promise you.”


  His smile was pure comfort as he extended a hand to Emilia. She took it, and Mathews squeezed, then lowered his voice, “You told one of our agents you saw someone come through the portal. Can you describe what you saw?”


  She withdrew her hand to blow her nose, then shook her head. “It all happened so fast, everything is a blur. I didn’t get a good look who or what came through. One minute, I was standing, then the next, I was flat on the ground. I came to in the back of the ambulance. That was when one of your agents asked me to speak with you.”


  Mathews said, “You said ‘who or what’ came through. Are you saying it might not have been a person?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, I think it was a person. It was tall like a person, and standing upright. But it was so fast. At least it seemed that way, but I don’t know if that’s because of the hole, and the person only seemed fast…” Emilia’s voice cracked. “Or what.”


  The woman sounded less certain by the word. Mathews continued encouraging her to recount the story, repeatedly, using different words each time, hoping to elicit some small nugget of information, but he was getting nowhere. She was scared for her daughter and growing more restless by the moment, looking past Mathews and John, at the door, wanting to go search for her little girl.


  “Can I please go now?” she asked. “Every minute I’m in here is a minute I’m not looking for my daughter.”


  Mathews maintained his calm façade, and said, “Certainly. Just give us one moment, please.” He smiled at Emilia, then ushered John from the room. With the door closed, Mathews met his eyes, “I need you to get the info from her.”


  John swallowed, unsure he’d heard his boss correctly. “What?”


  “I need you to find out what she saw. Extract the memory.”


  “I’m not killing her,” John said. “Can’t we get Skinner in here? He can get her memories without burning her to death.”


  “We don’t have time. Skinner is in New York chasing down a lead on something else for me. We have no idea what came through the portal. And we need to get on top of this now, John.”


  “We’re not killing a civilian! She just lost her kid for Christ’s sake!”


  Any pretense that John was anything close to Mathews’ equal faded like vapor as his boss’s face twisted into a display of impatient anger. “If we don’t find out what happened, many more civilians could die, and likely will. You know what we’re up against, John. You know what Jacob is capable of. We’re talking about the greater good here. Must we really have this conversation again?”


  “There’s a difference between killing Harbingers and a civilian!” John tried to keep the growl from his voice. “I’ll be the company hitman, fine, but not if it means killing innocents.”


  “I’m not asking, John. Get in there, now.”


  The look in Mathews’ eyes was the only threat given, or needed. Omega held the trump card — Hope. They knew where she was. John didn’t. They’d already made it perfectly clear that they would do whatever they had to if it meant keeping him in line.


  He glared at Mathews.


  One slave, and one master. So long as Omega held Hope over John, the equation would never change.


  He went back through the door, and looked back at Mathews as if to ask, “Will you be joining me?”


  Mathews turned his back to John.


  Pussy.


  John returned to the room alone and met the weeping woman’s tormented eyes. The concern inside them had deepened, as if sensing his hesitancy.


  “What’s happening?” she asked.


  John approached the table and sat opposite Emilia. Her eyes found his gloved hands, and she looked back up. “Did you find her? Did you find Kayla?”


  John shook his head then opened his mouth. His voice wore the slightest crack. “Is there anything else you can remember about who came through the portal?” He hoped she would remember something, anything, which would allow him to spare her life.


  Emilia’s face flushed with frustrated anger. “I told you all everything I know. Please, can I leave now?”


  John slipped off his gloves, and Emilia’s eyes fell to his hands, as if somehow sensing the danger in his empty palms.


  He held out his hands, without saying a word, hoping she’d take them as she’d taken Mathews’.


  She reached out, her fingers stretching out to embrace his.


  No!


  He yanked his hands back, startling Emilia.


  “What the—”


  John ignored her, jumped out of his chair and then stormed through the doorway and back into the hallway where Mathews stood, staring past John into the room.


  Before Mathews could open his mouth, John shook his head, “I’m not doing it.”


  Mathews gritted his teeth, then pushed past John and went back into the room. What is he doing? John turned just as Mathews retrieved his gun from inside his jacket and fired at Emilia, directly into her chest.


  John screamed, then raced into the room, his hands ready to suck the life from Mathews.


  Mathews’ gun fell to the floor as an onyx blade dropped from his sleeve and landed in his palm. He thrust the blade out between himself and John, a warning for John to keep his distance.


  “You know what this will do to you. So I suggest you get to work. Draw her memories before she bleeds out.”


  John swallowed his anger and fell to his knees beside Emilia, sprawled on the ground, looking up at John, confused and crying as her body emptied itself of her blood.


  John whispered, “I’m so sorry” as he set his hands on her head. He wished that there was a way to do this that didn’t hurt the victims so badly. If only he could kill with a gentle touch, to offer a painless exit.


  As they bonded, his fire spread through Emilia, sending her body into convulsions, and her eyes into giant balls bulging from her head. Her mouth opened wide enough for a scream, but none escaped. As her body blistered, John felt Emilia’s memories surging through him in a tsunami of rolling emotions.


  He closed his eyes to focus on the torrent, trying to ignore the overwhelming fear and pain coursing through her and into him, searching for the memories he needed from the million inside.


  He found them — reliving the woman’s final moments, experiencing her creeping unease as the weather changed, her fear turned to terror as Kayla chased after the dog, then her unflinching horror as the portal opened before her.


  He watched as something appeared on the other side of the portal. Whatever it was, was moving fast. It was large and dark, though its form too blurred to clearly see. John slowed the memory, and watched as the blur grew to more than a shadow.


  It was a man, but not a human.


  It was his brother, Jacob — back on Earth.


  But why?


  And where is Caleb?


  As John stared into the memory of his evil brother’s eyes, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were staring at death incarnate. Is Duncan right? Is whatever waiting on the portal’s other side gathering forces? If so, why?


  John held a single certainty: No one was safe until Jacob was found.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — Abigail


  



  



  “Is that her?” Abigail asked, staring through the binoculars at the woman standing outside the nightclub with a small huddle of partiers, laughing and smiling like she hadn’t murdered her 2-year-old son four years before. “She looks so different than she does on TV.”


  “Yup,” Larry nodded, staring through his own binoculars beside her in the van a block from the club. “That’s the Karen McKenna.”


  Abigail zoomed in on the child killer. She didn’t look anything at all like the sad-faced mother in the orange jumpsuit Abigail watched on the news footage she found online. Looking at her, with her well-tended blonde tresses and pretty new dress, from the diamonds around her neck to the shiny shoes on her feet, you’d never know she was a monster. She looked so normal.


  Abigail looked at the people with her, two men and a woman, all of them laughing and smiling like Karen. “Do you think the people with her know who she is?”


  “Everyone knows who she is,” Larry said. “She’s a fucking celebrity.”


  “How can they stand to be with her? Do they think she’s innocent?”


  “Well, she did get off,” Larry said. “But I don’t think it matters much to people like that. She’s famous.”


  “She’s famous for killing her child!” Abigail said, laying down her binoculars and looking at Larry. No matter how many bad people they’d killed, and no matter how many horrible things had happened to Abigail in her 12 years on the planet, she was still surprised at the dark depths of humanity.


  “Fame is fame,” Larry said, still peering through his binoculars. “Ah, there he is.”


  Abigail raised her binoculars and followed Larry’s line of sight until it ended at the muscular bald man standing behind Karen. He was wearing a dark suit and a Bluetooth ear piece, as if he were Secret Service, rather than Murder Mommy’s bodyguard.


  “Think we can take him?”Abigail asked. “Without killing him?”


  Larry looked over, grinning. “I dunno, he’s got one of those douche bag Bluetooths, isn’t that an offense worthy of punishment?”


  Abigail laughed, even though she was too hungry to feel the humor in Larry’s joke. “If that were the case, we’d never run out of people for me to feed on!”


  “Yeah, you really need to relax the rules a little, Abi. I say we add ironic hipsters to our list. We could hit the Apple store, Starbucks and that vegan place that just opened up on Crouch Avenue and stock up for the year.”


  Abigail looked through the binoculars again and saw Karen and her bodyguard retrieving a Mercedes from the valet.


  “Looks like it’s showtime,” Larry said, setting his binoculars on the seat, and keying the engine. “You sure you’re up for this?”


  Abigail turned to Larry, waiting for his eyes to meet hers. “Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “Besides, I don’t know how much longer I can go.”


  Larry looked Abigail up and down. Though he hid his reaction well, she could tell he was concerned. Her skin was almost gray, like it always got when she went too long between feedings. And while she didn’t think she was staring at the edge of death, as she had been once five months before, the hunger did weaken her significantly. And it hurt — a pain that she somehow felt both in her head and her gut, though she wasn’t actually eating people, but rather their life force.


  “OK,” Larry said, putting the van into drive and drifting into the street to follow the notorious Karen McKenna from the club.


  They were tailing the Mercedes for nearly 10 minutes when Abigail finally asked what she knew Larry was dreading to hear — a question he’d already answered a dozen times before.


  “What if she didn’t do it?”


  “She did,” Larry said, holding his eyes to the road. “We’ve gone over this, Abi. Several times.”


  “But the jury must’ve had some reason to let her go.”


  “Juries fuck up,” Larry said. “All the time. In this case, everyone fucked up. From the police botching evidence, to the prosecutors being too stupid to work around it to the judge. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if her daddy paid off half the jury!”


  Abigail sighed, “Yeah, I guess.”


  “Guess nothing,” Larry said. “She did it. Goddamn, she practically did a Google search for ‘How can I, Karen Theresa McKenna, murder my child and get away with it?’”


  Abigail chortled, this time a sincere, deep belly laugh.


  “You’re right,” she said. “You know how I get.”


  Larry’s sigh said far more than any words he might have used. Abigail looked down at her gloved hands, then back up at Larry, “I’m not gonna wimp out this time. I promise.”


  “I don’t mind if you do,” Larry said. “I know you don’t want to kill anyone who doesn’t deserve it. I get it. That’s what makes you so much better than all these fuckers, Abi, believe me. If it doesn’t happen tonight, I’ll find someone else.”


  Abigail shook her head. “No, I don’t want to put you in danger again. We’ll kill her. Tonight, I swear.”


  A promise followed by a swear — there was no way Abigail could back out now.


  



  **


  



  They sat outside Karen’s house — one of many her father had scattered across the country — waiting for the bodyguard to return to his car after walking Karen inside and presumably checking the place out. She’d been free for more than two years, and out of the news for one, yet judging from her bodyguard’s actions, you’d think there were constant threats against her life. Maybe there were.


  Abigail remembered the red anger burning from the sea of faces in the footage Larry had shown her from when the “innocent” verdict was read. Though the murder happened in Miami, and they were clear across the country in California, the case drew international attention, mostly because of Karen’s father, Peter McKenna, billionaire owner of the globally recognized timeshare company, McKenna Resorts. Abigail figured some other people wanting to see justice had probably made threats on her life, though she doubted many would go to the lengths she and Larry would to dispense justice.


  They’d spent months researching Karen’s case. Larry reached out to people in his network who knew people involved — always keeping enough of a distance to avoid an eventual link back to Karen’s murder, of course. He had also done some black hat-type research, hacking into Karen McKenna’s cell and computer records, and finding several interesting tidbits that hadn’t even made the relentless press coverage, which made Larry all the more suspect of Peter McKenna paying people off.


  Larry said that there was zero doubt in his mind that Karen McKenna murdered her son. For Abigail, that would have to be enough. Tonight, she would feed. And tonight, Karen’s son, Kyle, would finally find justice — once they took care of the bodyguard.


  



  **


  



  Abigail approached the bodyguard, sitting in his car on the street outside Karen’s house. She was wearing black pants and a purple long-sleeved shirt to cover her ungloved hands. As she moved close enough for the guard to finally notice her, she pulled her long dark hair away from her face to display her tearstained cheeks.


  “Please, help me, Mister,” Abigail cried out as she broke into a run toward the car.


  The guard lowered his phone and looked up, startled, then immediately pulled a gun on Abigail and aimed it at her.


  Oh crap, he knows.


  No — he’s just scared. Back up.


  Abigail stuck with her ruse, stopping about six feet from the front of the car and raising her hands to show she meant no harm. “Please,” she cried, meeting his eyes. The bodyguard was muscular, with a movie star’s jaw. The type of guy who likely never lost his cool. “There’s a man after me!”


  “What?” the guard said hopping from his car. He was tall.


  Abigail stayed put. She could feel his suspicion as he looked her over, then up at the street behind her. “Who’s after you?”


  Larry’s van surfaced from the black, high-brights blaring down on them.


  “Oh, God! He found me!” Abigail cried out, starting to run past the man, as if fleeing Larry.


  “It’s OK,” he said, looking down at Abigail in reassurance. “You’re OK.”


  The guard turned back to the approaching van, lifted his gun, and took aim. With the man’s full attention on his aim, Abigail delivered a blast of energy at the back of his head, sending him to the ground.


  Larry killed the van lights as he rolled up, jumped out from the driver’s side door, and slipped plastic restraints around the guard’s wrists. The guard moaned as he tried to open his eyes.


  Larry shoved a rag in his mouth, then sprayed his face with something magickal which Larry called moon dust, though it also had another name Abigail didn’t remember. The man looked up at Larry, his eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he fell back, passed out. Larry grabbed his cell phone, dropped it in his pocket, then slipped his hands under the man’s armpits, hefted him up, pushed him back into his car and closed the door.


  “OK, you ready?” Larry asked Abigail.


  “Yes,” she said, even though she wasn’t.


  



  **


  



  Karen McKenna spotted Larry first, his black ski mask pulled tight over his face, as she came from her bathroom holding a glass of wine.


  The glass fell to the floor, and sprayed shards of broken glass across the room as she turned to run toward her bedroom at the end of the hall.


  Abigail, also wearing a mask, was waiting, aiming a pistol at the murderer.


  “Stop!” Abigail shouted. Karen did exactly that, her eyes wide and nervous.


  “W-What do you want?” she asked, falling a step back as she looked back and forth between Larry and Abigail.


  “The truth,” Larry said, closing the distance between himself and the woman, then pressing his barrel of his gun into her temple.


  Karen cried out, “Don’t! Please… I—I don’t know what you want.”


  “He just told you,” Abigail said, her voice muffled, though she imagined Karen must’ve already figured out she was young based on her size alone.


  “Truth about what?” Karen asked, staring at Larry, her whole body trembling.


  Larry answered, “What happened to your son?”


  Something in Karen’s expression changed, fear twisting into something, which for a moment looked like the cousin of defiance. She buried it immediately, but not so fast that Abigail hadn’t noticed.


  Karen started to cry, “Is that what this is about? Why can’t you people leave me alone? Someone killed him. I didn’t do it.”


  “Bullshit,” Larry said. “You have five seconds to start getting honest.”


  “Who are you people?” Karen yelled, looking from Larry to Abigail, then back to Larry.


  Larry smiled, “Inquiring minds that wanna know. Five, four, three …”


  Karen wiped tears from her cheeks. “I’m telling you the truth!”


  “We’ll find out soon enough,” Larry said.


  Karen was facing Larry when Abigail pulled her hands from her pockets and moved in for the kill. Abigail had been worried that she’d have second thoughts about Karen’s guilt, but her hunger consumed her enough to drive rational thought far from her brain. It had been too long since she’d fed. The young, vibrant woman, supple and thrumming with energy, was waiting to be feasted upon — guilty or not.


  Abigail’s hands found Karen’s shoulders, exposed by the gauzy scoop of her low cut dress, and connected.


  Karen fell to the ground with a rattle, shaking as a scream lost its life inside her throat. Abigail closed her eyes, surrendering to the rushing currents of energy coursing from the woman’s body into her own, fleeing as if born to feed her.


  The feeding was bliss …


  … until memories started pouring into Abigail’s mind.


  Having to see, experience, and worst of all, feel, her victims’ memories were always the hardest parts of feeding for Abigail. Because she fed on the worst sorts of people, their memories were usually filled with something Abigail was already too familiar with, abuse — upon victim first, and then from perpetrator later — an endless cycle of misery.


  Karen McKenna’s memories were no different.


  Flooded with horrible recall of her father’s violent verbal abuse, a million images hatched from their shells in the depths of Karen’s earliest memories; the horrible names, telling her she was a worthless accident; that she was a disappointment compared to her brother.


  Jesus. Stop it!


  The flow of memories, once started, could rarely be stopped. While John had said they could be controlled with practice, Abigail had yet to master the flow, and it wasn’t as if John was around to instruct her. Abigail was forced to bear witness to all the misery of Karen’s life as it unspooled in her mind like an open pit filled with rotting bodies.


  Abigail let go of Karen, sending her burnt, and now empty, body falling back to the floor. Abigail stumbled backward, barely aware of her surroundings, a prisoner of memories spilling in front of her.


  Just a few more minutes. It’ll be over soon, she told herself.


  The knot at the back of Abigail’s neck eased in a rare moment of happiness — a light in the darkness, as memory turned to the birth of Karen’s son, Kyle.


  Sure, he was an accident with her scumbag boyfriend Marcus but her heart melted the moment she saw him, and was a puddle as she held his eight pounds and two ounces in her arm’s cradle. Karen fell … in love; felt true love for the first time ever. The unfeigned, unmitigated love of parent for child. A pure love, unlike anything her parents had ever given to her.


  Karen was, for the first time in her life, happy.


  In that moment, Abigail felt the woman’s joy, and wanted to slow the memories of Karen and her baby boy so she could live in them longer. But the sun was quick to set on Karen McKenna’s flickering joy.


  It started with Marcus. Karen thought she could make something of a “normal” life with him, scumbag or no. But other than her beautiful baby boy, Marcus only brought misery, mostly through drugs — painkillers first, meth later — and too many lies. Marcus wanted nothing to do with Kyle, seeing his son only as a burden, no different from how her own father saw her.


  One day, a full darkness eclipsed her sun, then held its black forever in place. Karen was passed out from a night of too much partying with Marcus. When she woke, Kyle was in his bed, blue and dead.


  She had no idea what happened. Her father sent some men in suits over, said they’d take care of everything. They took Kyle away, reassuring her that all would be OK. How the hell can it ever be OK? Kyle, the only good thing in her life, the only good thing she’d ever done, was dead.


  Her father suspected Marcus — who had left early that morning, a rarity for him to be awake, let alone gone before noon — had killed Kyle. Marcus disappeared, and the police immediately turned their attention to Karen.


  She spun into the deepest depression, sick with the knowledge that she was responsible for her son’s death. Once arrested, Karen hoped for death. But her father would never allow it. He bought off everyone he could to ensure his daughter would never see the inside a prison.


  But Daddy hadn’t been able to keep her out of the prison of her own making, and she descended into drugs, partying, and bad relationships, all trying to fill a void which could never be filled.


  Now, her pain was finally over.


  Memory crashed into the present and left Abigail shaking in brutal sobs on the floor. She was fed, and her body again whole. But everything else felt wrong.


  Larry moved toward her, his hands landing softly on her shoulders as he scooped her up from the floor. “Come on, Abi, I’ll take you home.”


  He carried her from the house like a rag doll.


  “We were wrong, Larry,” Abigail wept, “We were wrong.”


  



  **


  



  Abigail said nothing on the long ride back to Washington, sitting in the front seat, trying not to see the occasional flash of memories she’d stolen along with Karen’s life. Larry tried talking to her, tried to apologize, tried to comfort her, but every time he opened his mouth, it felt like an icy blade beneath her overheated skin.


  “Please,” she said, retreating into a fetal ball in the front seat.


  Abigail wished she could sit in the back, but that’s where “the body” was, and Larry had yet to dump it. Karen’s life had been mostly pain, with a rare spark of joy. Now she was a battery of memory in a thief’s head, with nothing left of who she was, except for the charred remains that would soon be buried in the woods never to be found, much less identified.


  Abigail let tears wash her cheeks, believing at first she was crying for Karen. And though she was, there was something else there, too. The little girl who could never grow older was also crying for yet one more piece of herself — forever lost to the creeping darkness.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — Larry


  



  



  Larry woke an hour before the sun was due to go down.


  Being on Abigail’s schedule meant he only had a few hours in the morning and another few in the early evening to himself. He’d always been a night person, so the adjustment to sleeping through daylight wasn’t too difficult. While their house was large enough — three bedrooms, one for each of them plus space for his office — living with a perpetual preteen girl, and the frequent moodiness that came with it, made his alone time all the more precious.


  He grabbed an ice-cold Mountain Dew from the fridge and sat in the middle of his three monitors, scrolling through his many alerts to see if anything worthwhile had surfaced while he’d slept.


  Abigail was good for at least two weeks, without feeding, but Larry liked to search ahead of time for someone who met their criteria so they had enough time for all the requisite research, thereby ensuring they had someone truly deserving of death. He’d blown it last night with Karen McKenna, and Abigail gave him the silent treatment the entire trip home, then added to the onslaught even once they were back. She went to bed without saying a word, which meant she’d probably be extra annoying today.


  Seeing nobody even close to local that they should or could go after, Larry started sifting through his email looking for word from John.


  Nothing.


  It had been a few months since he’d last heard from his old friend, and more than a year since he’d seen him.


  Their communication was limited to the rare email from one of John’s many aliases. The e-mails were always the same — photos with encrypted data buried inside. John’s last message was asking Larry if he had found Hope yet.


  “No, nothing yet,” Larry sent back in the form of an encrypted message.


  As far as anyone in Larry’s network could confirm, Hope was a ghost. He had considered hiring a Tracker to find her, but John insisted that he involve only the most trusted people he knew. There were scant few people Larry or John fully trusted, particularly since John was working on behalf of the Guardians and Omega, kidnapping or killing, depending which rumors you believed, a steady stream of Otherworlders. It would have been one thing if they’d only been rounding up Harbinger, the group which had been helping Jacob. But now innocents were being targeted — Otherworlders, hybrids and humans alike, none of whom had taken a side in the war.


  Larry still had friends in the community of aliens along with those humans, like himself, who’d come to learn from the aliens, but there was nobody he trusted who was also able to track Hope. Adam would have been able to help, but Larry burned that bridge when he killed him.


  When it came to people they saw on a daily basis, Larry and Abigail had only one another.


  Larry didn’t mind so much — he’d always been a loner. But he could tell the loneliness was heavily weighing on Abigail. She didn’t have John, the man who turned her and thus forged her soul’s deepest bond, but she also had no friends or family, things most girls her age desperately needed. She and Larry got along reasonably well, but Larry felt that Abigail needed someone either closer in age, or with less twig and berries between their legs to rain a more positive, as well as a decidedly more female, influence onto her life.


  Larry turned his attention to the usual stream of news feeds and saw a mention of Karen McKenna’s disappearance right at the top. Her bodyguard was facing all sorts of questions, and “experts” were already wondering if Ms. McKenna had fled the country.


  Yeah, keep thinking that.


  A minute later, Larry was checking for updates on the newly opened portal. Of course, there was no real news. Nor was anyone calling it a portal, since few knew what they were looking at, and those who did weren’t saying shit. Larry had known what he was looking at the second he saw the footage on a video leak website.


  The portal was exactly like the one Jacob forced his brothers to help him open the year before.


  Hearing nothing from John made Larry nervous. Surely he would be working on this case — unless he had somehow gone over. Larry certainly hoped he hadn’t, though it was impossible for him to be sure. While he’d once been able to connect with John telepathically, their connection hadn’t been the same since John insisted on getting wiped and buried. There was a time he would have felt John nearby. Now, proximity meant nothing. John could be near, far or possibly dead, though Larry believed he would’ve sensed something if his best friend had died.


  He wondered if Abigail had sensed anything. If so, she hadn’t said so. Then again, her psychic link to John had been broken for a year. Larry wasn’t sure, but he suspected John had blocked Abigail from his mind to make the separation easier on the child.


  Things weren’t easy for Abigail, and though Larry was supposed to be a father figure, he felt like a worse father than Homer Simpson, and not much better than that dipshit on the news who left his kid in the hot car while he went into a strip club to get shit-faced while watching titties bounce.


  A girl Abigail’s age needed structure, but what sort of structure or normal life could a child vampire ever hope to have? It wasn’t like she could go to school or make friends.


  A sudden idea swelled Larry’s mood.


  Friends. School.


  He thought of Katya, the cute, young au pair who worked for the Radley family across the street. He’d spoken with her briefly once a few months back when she accidentally locked herself out of the house and needed help getting back inside before the family’s 2-year-old girl started crying. Larry helped her inside, and was impressed by how well she handled the sobbing child once back behind the unlocked door. She seemed like a genuinely pleasant, honest person, and someone who loved kids.


  And as luck would have it, the Radleys were moving to Connecticut soon.


  Larry rose from his seat and was about to race out the door when he caught his reflection in the living room mirror. He looked like a slob.


  Larry raced upstairs and found a decent button down white shirt — wrinkled, but acceptable. He wasn’t getting the iron. He threw on a pair of jeans to replace his sweatpants, ran a brush through his thick mop of hair, wiped his thick black-framed glasses clean, then raced outside and across the street. He rang the doorbell of the beautifully landscaped two-story house, while stealing a glance back at his rental. Though Larry’s house was large, and perfectly nice, it was nowhere near as well-kept as the Radleys’. You could tell they cared about their home, whereas Larry did just enough to keep the assholes in the Rosewood Homeowners Association from kicking him out of the gated community.


  Katya appeared in the window beside the door, smiling as she recognized him.


  “Hi,” she said in a barely-there Russian accent as she opened the door. Her long blonde hair and blue eyes reminded Larry of a Swedish model he once knew, and he made sure to mute his natural inclination to flirt. First, she was too young — in her early 20s, while Larry was 37, and lately feeling 47. Second, he wanted to hire her, not date her. Plus, she seemed like a good girl, not at all the sort to tolerate his shit.


  “Hi, Katya, how’s it going?”


  “Good, and you?”


  “Good, good,” Larry said, “Listen, I’m wondering if you’ve got a job lined up after the Radleys move.”


  “Why? Do you have a child?”


  “Not exactly,” Larry said, suddenly realizing that Katya had never seen Abigail. Worse, he hadn’t thought of a way to explain Abigail’s relation to him. It wasn’t like he could tell the truth — that she was sold by her uncle to a pedophile monster who kept her in a closet until John came along and killed the fucker, saved the girl then turned her into a vampire after she’d been shot, accidentally by Larry, during a shootout with a squad of soldiers, all of them working for an alien. He imagined the door slamming in his face 10 words in.


  Yet, he couldn’t call Abi his adopted daughter.


  Can I?


  Larry wasn’t sure, and in that moment of uncertainty that inflated the pause way too long, he was afraid Katya would grow suspicious.


  “Well, it’s sort of complicated,” he shrugged. “I’m taking care of her, for a relative who can’t. But she’s a super sweet kid. She’s 11, and I just need someone who can maybe look after her when I work at night, maybe tutor her? Do you tutor?”


  “Well, I’m not a tutor, no, but I could help her study if you have coursework or something. Wait a second,” she raised her eyebrows. “You said look after her at night? How late?”


  Larry gave Katya his widest smile, “Yeah, about that … she’s got a rare medical condition where she sleeps during the day and is up all night.”


  Katya stared at Larry as if she were standing inches from bullshit. He held his smile, frozen on his feet, waiting for the door to close on him. “I don’t need you to stay up all night, just a few hours, maybe, from like seven to eleven or so. Just to keep her company, and let me finish a few extra hours of work.”


  “What kind of work do you do at that hour?”


  “I’m a private eye, but I mostly handle one client, a super wealthy guy, who pays me well to run his security, do background checks on employees, stuff like that. Most of the work I’m able to do from home during the day, but some things I need to tend to at night. That requires me leaving the house, but I can’t leave an 11-year-old girl at home alone, ya know. Too many creepy people out there.”


  Katya held his eyes, peering deeper as if trying to figure out exactly how full of shit Larry actually was. She seemed like a smart girl who would be able to notice the scent of his obvious lies. Just when he thought Katya was going to turn him away, she said, “What’s her condition?”


  “Um, I forget what they call it. But between you and me, I think most of it’s in her head, a psychological thing. She’s been through a lot, and I don’t want to make her feel bad about it, so I try not to pry or bring it up. I just deal with her as she is.”


  Katya smiled. “It’s later than I’m used to working. How many nights do you think you would need me?”


  “You give me five nights, a few hours a night, or at least four, and I’ll match whatever the Radleys are paying.”


  “Match? For less hours?” Katya said, her eyebrows raised.


  “Yes,” Larry nodded. “I’m desperate to find someone soon, and I can tell you’re a good person — I can trust you. I can trust you, right? You’re not a serial killer, or worse, an actress from some MTV show?”


  Katya laughed, a sweet chirp full of genuine mirth. Larry couldn’t help but love it, mostly because it sounded both pure and true, and given how many fake laughs he’d heard from girls, Katya’s sounded like a promise.


  Try not to flirt. Try not to flirt.


  “No,” Katya said with mock shock, “I could never be an actress.”


  Larry laughed, “I dunno, you’ve got the looks.”


  Dumb ass! Dumb ass! Stop it!


  Larry quickly changed the subject before awkward silence stretched far enough to snap. “When could you start?”


  “Tomorrow is my last day here, so I could start tomorrow night if you like, but first, I have to meet, um, what’s her name?”


  “Abi, short for Abigail.”


  “That’s a pretty name,” Katya said, again sounding like she meant it. “I’d like to meet Abi first. I’d hate to say yes and have us not mesh. Girls at that age can be … ”


  She trailed off as if trying to think of the least offensive word.


  Larry added, “Bitchy?”


  Katya laughed, “I was thinking sensitive.”


  “Yeah,” Larry said. “That’s what I meant, too. She’s a great kid, really. So, would you like to swing by tonight some time and meet Abi?”


  “I’d love that,” Katya nodded.


  The Radleys’ small daughter suddenly appeared behind Katya, looking up at Larry while sucking on a purple pacifier.


  “Hi,” Larry said, waving from behind with a giant grin.


  The little girl’s eyes doubled their size, then she spun around and ran off into another room.


  Katya laughed, “Gabi,” she called after the girl. Katya turned from the girl’s back to Larry and said, “I’m sorry. She’s shy.”


  “No, it’s OK. I have that effect on most women, no matter their age. Hey, Gabi and Abi, what a coincidence.”


  Katya laughed again, and Larry resisted the urge to pile the charm any more than he already had, but the only way he could manage that was to force himself from the Radleys’ porch and head back home.


  “OK,” Larry said. “Swing by any time tonight after sundown.”


  Katya’s nose wrinkled, maybe curious about his use of the word, “sundown,” but he didn’t stick around to pull his foot out of his mouth. Larry simply said goodbye, then headed back home.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail couldn’t wake slowly because she smelled someone else in the house.


  Her first instinct was to jump from her bed and run downstairs, hoping it was John. But she could immediately sense it wasn’t him. It wasn’t even a man. It was a girl, or woman, with a light scent of flowery shampoo or body wash.


  Did Larry bring a date back to the house?


  Abigail wondered if she should stay put. She’d hate to ruin his date. Then again, Larry should’ve told her if he was planning to bring someone home, given her notice so she could’ve made plans for a night of movies and games in her bedroom or something.


  No, he wouldn’t bring a date back to the house.


  Besides, Larry hasn’t dated anyone since I’ve known him.


  Someone else is here. But who?


  Abigail was sleeping in a T-shirt and shorts. She changed clothes, pulling on a striped black and purple long-sleeved shirt with a skull on the front and her long black skirt, then slipped into her knee-high matching purple and black socks and looked at herself in the mirror, admiring her gothiness.


  She wasn’t sure why, but Abigail took tremendous delight in the sour looks she earned from passerby on the streets when she went out with Larry at night. Quiet judgment burned in their sockets, as if they had any right to appraise her — as if they knew anything about her at all.


  Abigail was about to open her bedroom door when she saw a note from Larry taped to the inside. She tore it from the white wood and read it.


  



  “Hey Abi,


  I’ve got someone coming over whom I’d like to hire, so you have someone at home to watch you when I have to run out for business. Just a few hours a night.


  I told her you have some condition where you sleep all day, but she doesn’t know anything more than that. She used to be the au pair for a family across the street, and she seems really great. So, please, let me do all the talking, and please … be nice.”


  



  Be nice? What does he think I am?


  Abigail crumpled the note and tossed it in the trashcan beside her desk, annoyed, then pushed open her bedroom door when she heard Larry’s voice drifting up from the stairs. His most charming version talking to the girl.


  She must be pretty. I wonder if he’s hiring her for me, or himself?


  Abigail heard laughter — an annoying giggle which sounded far too happy.


  I can just tell I’m gonna hate her.


  Abigail threw an exaggerated cough into her closed fist, announcing herself as she descended the stairs to see Larry and a pretty blonde girl standing, not sitting, side-by-side in the living room.


  “Oh good, she’s up,” Larry said. “Hey, Abi, this is Katya.”


  “Hi,” Katya said, smiling as she reached out her hand to shake Abigail’s.


  Abigail met Katya’s eyes but kept her hands tucked into her long sleeves. She looked at Larry, quietly asking him to take the ball.


  “She’s got this OCD thing. She doesn’t touch anyone.”


  Katya smiled again, a fake smile which annoyed Abigail even more than she already was, which was quite a lot considering she was barely awake.


  “It’s good to meet you,” Katya said, seemingly unsure what to do with her hand now that she wasn’t using it to shake. Abigail caught herself drawing a nugget of pleasure from the girl’s awkwardness, and wondered why she was feeling so catty towards Katya.


  Her mind flashed to a stolen memory from Larry’s ex-girlfriend, Abigail’s first victim. She realized where her feelings were coming from — she was feeling Lydia’s jealousy.


  Weird. And gross!


  Abigail felt awkward, as if Larry had somehow read her thoughts. She shook the feelings from her shoulders and gave Katya her best smile. “Nice to meet you, too,” she said.


  “Let’s all have a seat, eh?” Larry gestured toward the couch. “Would you like a drink, Katya? Abi?”


  “No, thanks,” Katya said.


  Abigail said, “I’ll have a Pepsi, please.”


  “OK,” Larry said, then left the two of them in the living room while he went into the kitchen.


  Abigail took a seat in one of the two overstuffed leather recliners, forcing Katya to either take the other recliner, or the sofa. She chose the sofa. Larry returned and handed Abigail a cold Pepsi, searching her eyes for confirmation that she’d seen the note so she didn’t say anything to contradict Larry’s story. Abigail nodded, though she sort of wanted to leave him hanging, since she was still annoyed that he’d led her to murder an innocent woman.


  Larry took the other recliner so the three of them sat in a triangle, though Abigail felt like the definite center of attention. She was sure if Larry weren’t there to move things along, she and Katya would’ve stared at one another for a half hour before either found a word between them.


  “So, Katya, where are you from originally?”


  “Ukraine, though we moved here when I was 7. Well, to New York first, and then here, five years ago. Where are you from?”


  “I’m from California,” Larry lied. “Abi here is from Florida.”


  Florida? I don’t know anything about Florida. What if she asks me something about Florida? Hopefully, she’s never been there either.


  “How do you like it out here?” Katya asked.


  “It’s OK, I guess,” Abigail said, quietly.


  “What do you like to do for fun?”


  “Read, watch TV, play games. Sometimes I draw stuff. But I’m not that good.”


  Larry said, “Don’t let her kid you, she’s a great artist!”


  “I’ve never been good at art,” Katya said. “Though I do love to read. I loved Harry Potter, but I guess everyone else did, too. Have you ever read the Paratime series?”


  Abigail leaned forward, “Yeah, I loved it!”


  Katya’s eyes brightened. “I’ve never met anyone else who read them before,” she practically squealed. “Or at least not that we talked about. Do you have a favorite one?”


  “I only had one book,” Abigail said. “It had a bunch of stories in it. How about you?”


  Katya laughed. “Same. I just had one collection, but I read it like a thousand times. I’d never read anything like that before, with all the parallel worlds and histories. I loved it, and I liked Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen best.


  Abigail felt genuinely and quite suddenly happy. “That one was in the book I had! The story I liked most was He Walked Around the Horses. It should’ve been boring, but wasn’t.”


  Paratime small talk turned into a ton of other topics and scraped two hours from the evening. Conversation drifted from books and stories to Katya’s early childhood in Ukraine, to a nightmare family she briefly worked for right before the Radleys. Katya held her tongue, not trashing them too bad, probably thinking Larry might not hire her if she talked bad about her clients. But it was Larry who coaxed the stories from her, one by one, slowly at first, then relentlessly after he practically split his middle laughing about a time the spoiled rotten mother of a horrible brat refused to change a single diaper. Her kid would sit in poop all day if the nanny wasn’t around to change her. Her husband, a nice guy and ugly enough to put up with her crap, challenged her to change one. She did, but not without puking all over the place.


  By the conversation’s end they were gobbling pizza and sitting together at the dining room table. Abigail felt herself relax, a little, and actually start to maybe like Katya, the first woman she’d known in years, besides Stacy. While Stacy was nice enough, she was still Abigail’s captor, along with Randy the monster who kept her in his closet, so Abigail never felt completely at ease.


  “So,” Larry said as he swallowed a pepperoni Abigail plucked from her slice and put on his plate — she hated the thought of eating pigs, who she felt were too cute to eat. “You want a job? Abi is really sweet, and I promise you’ll never have to change a diaper.”


  Katya laughed. “Yes, I’d love to watch Abi. Do you prefer Abi or Abigail?”


  Nobody had ever asked Abigail her preferred name. Ever. She loved that Katya had done so. While she didn’t mind Larry calling her Abi, because he’d been doing it for so long, she did prefer Abigail, and told Katya.


  Larry looked stunned, “You mean you don’t like Abi? Wow, I feel like an idiot!”


  “It’s OK,” Abigail said. “I don’t mind either name, really. Besides, you talk fast, and Abigail probably takes too long to say.”


  Larry acted wounded, “Ouch. Burn.”


  They all laughed. It had been a while since Abigail had laughed — too long. As she watched Katya’s infectious smile, she felt like the dark cloud that had been hovering over her life for so long might finally be lifting.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — John


  



  Anchor Harbor, Washington


  



  



  John sat at the back of The Hideaway Bar, named appropriately enough given the circumstances, waiting for what seemed an eternity.


  The waitress, a redhead with green eyes and ample cleavage spilling from her tight black tee, eyed him from behind the bar. John returned her smile, nursing flirtation as much as his whiskey. Something about her, beyond the obvious, had worked its way under his skin, making John wish he could have sex without draining the life from another.


  It was funny how quickly lust turned his words into innuendo and his thoughts naughty, considering how long it had been since he’d even entertained the idea of sex. Of course, he rarely put himself in situations where he’d run into nubile women.


  She sauntered over to his table for the third time in 15 minutes.


  “Your friend usually this late?” she asked, grinning as she sat across from him at the table.


  John tried to avoid looking down her shirt, but failed miserably. “Yeah, he’d be late to his own funeral.”


  “That’s OK,” she said, meeting his eyes. “I’ll keep you company.”


  The waitress smiled. “I’m Amanda.”


  “Rick.”


  “Ooh, I like that name,” she said. “It’s strong.”


  John laughed, knowing she would have said that for any name in the world, except maybe for Adolf.


  Her laughter made music as she set her palm on top of John’s gloved hand. “Cold?”


  John flinched, pulling his hand back and spilling whiskey onto the table.


  Amanda’s eyes shot open in alarm. “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching into her apron for a handful of napkins, then quickly swiping them across the spill, soaking a fair mess of it into the napkin before moving the flickering candle against the wall, avoiding John’s eyes as she mopped the tiny flood, embarrassed, or maybe feeling rejected.


  John felt like even more of a freak than normal. “It’s OK,” he said, trying to think of anything that might dim the sudden awkwardness from their table. He thought of three possible comments to smooth things over, though none made it to speech before Amanda slipped away from the table. She returned to the bar, asked the bartender for another shot of whiskey, then came back to the table and gently set it in front of John, still avoiding his eyes.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  “You’re welcome.” She paused, as if trying to decide whether to sit back down or switch tables and flee discomfort.


  “This asshole bothering you?” a voice shot out from behind Amanda. The waitress turned, startled, and saw Larry standing behind her with a huge grin. He was wearing jeans, a black tee and his faded green military-looking jacket, looking every bit the slacker. “It’s OK, he’s no trouble,” Larry said. “Just not used to being around such beautiful women. A bit shy, and a little on the gay side, I’m afraid.”


  Amanda smiled, seemingly unsure if Larry was kidding, until he laughed and reached out to shake John’s hand. “How’s it hangin’?”


  John shook Larry’s hand as Larry sat across from him, in Amanda’s too-briefly occupied spot.


  “Can I get you something?” she asked Larry.


  “You all got Mountain Dew?”


  “Um, no, we have Sprite, Coke, Diet Coke, and —”


  “I’ll just have whatever he’s having then,” Larry said.


  As the waitress walked off, Larry sighed, “Damn, man, she is fine. I really need to get out more, and really need to get laid. This babysitting stuff is not for me.”


  “You’re not babysitting Abigail, you’re looking after her, like a father.”


  Larry laughed, “Dude, I am not daddy material. Look at me.”


  “You’re doing fine,” John said, then after a long pause added, “You are doing fine, right? Abigail is OK?”


  “Yeah, yeah, we’re doing all right. Though, you could call her yourself, you know?”


  John shook his head and took a deep swig of whiskey. “No, it’s a whole lot easier if she doesn’t hear from me until I’m done working for Omega. Trust me.”


  “For her, or you?”


  Amanda returned to the table and saved John from his answer. She placed the whiskey on a black cardboard coaster in front of Larry, then handed them each of them a one-page laminated menu, full of fried vegetables, fried chicken strips, fries and the sort. John had told Amanda he’d wait to order something once Larry arrived.


  “I’ll give you all a few minutes,” she smiled, tapped the tabletop with her fingertips, then made her way to another table to clear a young drunk couple’s tempting basket of chicken wings, along with their growing collection of empty bottles.


  Larry took a swig of whiskey and swallowed with a wince. “Wow, been a while since I touched the hard stuff. So, what made you reach out for a meeting? I was starting to think you forgot about me,” Larry said, pretending his feelings were hurt.


  “I need to find someone, an Other.”


  “Who?”


  “Shadow.”


  “You want me to find fucking Shadow?” Larry asked. “You trying to get me killed?”


  “I wouldn’t ask if I thought anyone else could help. Jacob’s back, and if anyone can find him, it’s Shadow.”


  “Jacob is back? From the portal I saw on the Web?”


  “A new one opened in Anchor Harbor. We need to figure out how he created a new portal, why he’s back and what happened to Caleb. That means finding Jacob.”


  “Can’t you just tune in on your alien radar and find Jacob?” Larry asked.


  “No, that’s the thing. I can’t feel him out there. He’s blocking me. Either that or something’s changed, I don’t know. Nothing this big happens in the underground without Shadow knowing something. Or being part of it. Shadow is the only one I can think of who would know if Jacob has reached out to his old Harbinger contacts.”


  “You mean whoever’s left in Harbinger you’ve not yet killed,” Larry winked. His words fell out fine, but the wink was clearly a veiled accusation.


  “No reason not to say what you mean to say,” John said, pointing at Larry’s glass. “Take another few sips and you can blame it on the whiskey.”


  “I don’t have to sip whiskey to say shit that needs saying,” Larry snapped, ironically taking a sip of his whiskey. He swallowed, then set his glass on the table. “You’ve got the Others pretty damned scared, John.”


  “I do my job,” he said. “We protect the world from the Harbinger threat.”


  “Yeah, but it’s not just Harbinger you’re after.”


  “Sometimes there are obstacles on the way to the bad guys. Sometimes we have to question innocents caught up in the whole mess.”


  Amanda was approaching their table, but froze five feet away after crashing into the sudden ice between John and Larry. She turned and made herself busy two tables over.


  Larry measured his words then opened his mouth. “So, they’ve got you parroting the company line, eh? Question innocents? What happens when you’re done questioning them? They getting returned to their lives?”


  “I don’t know, I help find them and bring them in. After that, I’m done. I don’t do the questioning.”


  “Word on the street is, nobody is coming back, John. Omega sweeps in and takes everyone, entire families, away in the night, and they’re never seen again. Everyone thinks you’ve turned on your kind and are into extermination; Harbingers, Others and the Halfworlders — anyone who knows anything, gone.” Larry leaned down and blew out the candle. “POOF! Like that, they’re gone. So I gotta ask you, John, is this some sort of Guantanamo thing where you’re keeping them all tucked in secret prisons, or are you blowing out candles, one by one?”


  John finished his whiskey and met Larry’s eyes. “We’re not murdering innocent people,” he said, thinking of Mathews shooting Emilia as the words “not murdering” burned from his tongue. “From what I’m told, they’re putting people in a detention camp until this whole thing blows over. I don’t know where it is, nor do I think they trust me enough to tell me.”


  “You really believe that? Or is that the lie you tell yourself to make it easier to step in their footprints?”


  Where the hell is this animosity coming from? How long had Larry been holding this in?


  John reached out, tightly grabbed Larry’s wrist, and squeezed.


  “You think I want to hunt my own people? You think I like that they’re using Hope as a chip to play me? I wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t betrayed me, Larry. None of this would be happening if not for you. I would be dead like I wanted, Abigail would never have been turned, the portal would never have been opened and Caleb would still be here. This is all because of you, and all I’m doing is cleaning your mess. No, I don’t like it, but I don’t have a choice. You put me in this position — so sit there and judge me from Olympus, fine, but remember, it was you who set this into motion. Your greed.”


  I guess I’ve been holding shit in, too.


  John stood to leave. “Screw it, I’ll find Shadow on my own.”


  “Wait,” Larry said. “You’re right.”


  John turned, waiting for Larry to finish.


  Larry said, “I’m kinda freaking out now. Feeling like shit for something that happened with Abigail. And all I keep thinking is this shit wouldn’t be happening if you weren’t out there in the field. You are so much better with her than me. This shit wouldn’t have happened if you’d been with her, instead of me. I fucked up.”


  John sat back at the table, his heart frozen in fear that Larry was about to say something horrible. “What happened?”


  Larry told him about a woman they’d killed — a woman he was certain had killed her own child, but hadn’t, which Abigail discovered while feeding. Abigail was feeling horrible, and Larry was feeling guilty, thinking maybe he let emotions cloud judgment, and that he should’ve done a better job making certain the woman was guilty, or switched their target to someone else, for whom there was no doubt of their guilt. It wasn’t hard finding truly guilty people, after all. But something about the woman had worked under his skin, and he might not have been as thorough as he usually was.


  John shook his head, thumbs on his temples, wishing he could have been there to spare Abigail the torment. Larry was right — John probably wouldn’t have made such a mistake, though there was no way to be certain. It was one thing feeding yourself, another to be responsible for feeding another. Perhaps feeling the constant pressure to provide people for Abigail to feed on made it easier to make mistakes.


  “How is she doing now?” John asked.


  “I think I found someone who can help,” Larry said, explaining that he’d just hired an au pair to watch Abigail, a nice young woman he felt would be great to have around, especially since Abigail had no other females in her life.


  Larry joked, “It’s not like I know shit about preteen girls, what they’re into, or anything about periods or shit like that. Hell, I know Abigail stopped aging, but what if she goes through puberty? I am so not prepared for periods and training bras!”


  John didn’t like the idea of someone else, someone he hadn’t vetted, being around Abigail. “How did you find the au pair? How do you know you can trust her?”


  “Relax,” Larry said. “She used to work for our neighbors across the street. They’re moving and she needed a job. It’s just a few hours a night, and half the time, I’ll probably be home, anyway. But she’ll be there for Abi. I’m basically hiring a friend for her.”


  John remembered what happened with Lydia. “What if they accidentally touch?”


  “Abi and I had a long talk. She’s wearing long sleeves, pants, and even gloves. I told Katya that Abi is a bit OCD and not to touch her.”


  “She bought that?”


  “Yeah,” Larry nodded. “There’s tons of people out there with weird disorders and shit. Hell, hit cable and you’ll see a TV show devoted to one disorder or another, all times of the day. They got one now with people who eat plastic, cat fur and other funky shit on TV now. Weird shit. People don’t even blink twice when you’re wearing gloves. Hell, you could wear a painter’s mask, and half the people wouldn’t even notice. Dude in Guns & Roses wore a bucket of chicken on his head.”


  John thought Larry was making light of the subject, but had to trust that he was making the right choice. John hadn’t thought much about the lack of a woman, or other girls, in Abigail’s life, but it did make sense that she would need a maternal figure, or a big sister at least.


  “Do you think I should stop by and see her?” John asked reluctantly.


  “I know she’d love that,” Larry said. “But maybe if she bonds with Katya, she’ll feel better.”


  John was torn. On one hand, he desperately wanted to see Abigail. He missed her more than anyone other than Hope. But at the same time, she had to grow strong and independent of him. Truth was, the agency could decide to kill him any day, and then he’d be gone forever. It would hurt Abigail far less if he was already mostly a memory.


  John said, “I don’t know what’s gonna happen with the Agency once I’m done. I mean, they say I’ll be free, but you and I both know we can’t fully trust them. And if they decide to get rid of me, it would hurt Abigail a hell of a lot less if I was already just a memory.”


  “You think they’d do that?”


  “I don’t know what to think,” John said. Seeing Mathews shoot an innocent woman, a mother, no less, shredded whatever safety he was feeling in his future. “But you guys are set. Right? You’ve still got money and places that they won’t find you?”


  “Yeah, yeah, we’re good. Don’t worry about it. Besides, maybe she wouldn’t bond as well with Katya if you came back right now. Maybe this is the best thing for Abi.”


  After several silent seconds, John said, “I think so. But you have to let me know if she’s not improving.”


  “Will do. And as for the other thing — Shadow. I’ll find him.”


  “Thank you.”


  “What do you want me to do afterwards? Do I let you know where he is, or set up a meeting?”


  “Depends where he’s at,” John shrugged. “If he’s surrounded by Others or Harbingers, it’s probably better that you set something up. If I walk in there, it’s gonna get ugly. Set up a meeting on neutral ground if you can. If he’s isolated somewhere else, don’t make contact. Let me know and I’ll come right away.”


  John handed Larry a cell with his number preprogrammed. “Call me, anytime. Day or night.”


  “Day?” Larry said, eyebrows furrowed.


  “Yeah, they made this special suit for me with a helmet that blocks out the light. It looks stupid, but I can travel in daylight when I need to. I can’t feed or anything with gloves on, so it’s semi-useless, but it does give me more freedom.”


  “Cool, is it like a super hero outfit? Like Batman or some cool shit?” Larry asked, giddy like a kid. It looked like he might start clapping.


  “No,” John couldn’t help but smile. “Nothing that cool. It looks military, kinda like that Harbinger squad we took out at the hotel, actually.”


  Larry wrinkled his nose. “That shit is lame. If I was designing your outfit, I’d make it bad ass, black with flames and shit. Maybe a big fucking Captain America star on the chest. People would know to back the fuck up when you hit a room. Of course, we’d have to come up with a cool name.”


  “Like what?” John asked, playing along.


  “I don’t know, something cool, though. No pussy shit like Flash or Ant-Man. It should probably at least have one obscenity in it. I dunno — if it were up to me, I’d call you Captain Fuck Yeah!”


  “Captain Fuck Yeah?” John asked, laughing.


  “Yeah, though it would probably limit your marketing potential with toys and shit. Imagine kids asking their parents for the new Captain Fuck Yeah action figure? Your movie would have to be R. A hard R, not that weak shit in theaters nowadays. We’re definitely looking at a far smaller potential for dollars.”


  John laughed as he eyed his empty glass. He was thirsty for more — drink, laughs, and perhaps another ogle at Amanda.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — Hannah (Hope)


  



  



  Hannah Quinn was running late, again. So, of course, traffic and weather were both horrible, conspiring against Hannah and her Honda Element packed corner to corner with flowers.


  Every bloom had to be at His Father’s Holy Grace Church by five to noon, or Hannah would surely get screamed at by Cori Truman, the city’s biggest, flashiest and most grand standing wedding coordinator.


  This wasn’t just a wedding — bread and butter for any florist who knew how to build and bill them — it was the biggest wedding gig Hanna’s Bucket Boutique had ever done. The bride belonged to Mr. And Mrs. William Graham, Las Orilla’s closest cousin to power brokers.


  Judy Graham, mother of the bride, clicked with Hannah moments after first setting her Manolos inside Hannah’s small shop a year before. Hannah had a front fridge stuffed with blown open Leonidas roses; big and brown, in many shades of exploding copper, but about to die. Judy oohed and aahed as Hannah handed her the bundle, wrapped in brown paper with a drop of blood, fresh from a small cut on Hannah’s pinkie.


  Judy spent $1,200 in candles and orchid plants to say thank you.


  While there were a half dozen flower carts dotting the coast for 10 minutes in either direction, cheap chain grocery stores and at least six other quality shops within driving distance, with far more experience and staff, all who could have conceivably done the wedding as well as Hannah, and most of them probably better, Judy insisted that she do the job.


  And so here she was, battling traffic and rain to recover lost time from her morning disaster. Hannah was either too stupid or too inexperienced to know about the effect that ripening fruit had on flowers. She had never filled her cooler to spilling before and had to ask Mr. Fanaroff from the Taco Beach next door if she could use his fridge. Of course, Mr. Fanaroff would do anything for Hannah, including allowing use of his cooler, filled with avocados and tomatoes and everything else that makes Mexican food delicious.


  Thank the Good Lord above, Hannah had only loaded the bridal party’s flowers into Fanaroff’s fridge, wanting to keep them separate after packing everything else into her cooler. By morning, the fruit in the fridge had turned her flowers translucent. Hanna had been smart, or at least scared enough to over-order, so she had plenty of flowers, though not enough time to arrange them all. She raced through the morning, and rushed to finish the same bouquets she’d spent half the previous day making in less than an hour.


  It wasn’t Hannah’s fault, exactly, but she wasn’t being paid to deliver excuses. Her rather substantial check was in exchange for a promise that she would deliver flowers beautiful enough to make Becca Graham weep from memory when telling her granddaughter about the best day of her life four decades later.


  The job could make or break Hannah’s Bucket Boutique.


  Her dashboard clock read 11:51 a.m., and 20 minutes away.


  Hannah’s phone buzzed with a text — Jenny her assistant calling from the church, where she was waiting with the wedding coordinator Cori Truman who had strongly advised Mrs. Graham to use a different florist. Anyone, other than Hannah, would do, according to Cori.


  “WHERE ARE YOU?”


  Hannah reached down and texted back, “15 minutes out, I hope. Be there soon. Sorry!”


  Hannah stared out the window through the ragged smears left behind by her fraying wipers, cursing herself for forgetting to change the blades, again, after having her oil changed at Bud’s the week before.


  Aren’t they supposed to check stuff like that?


  She thought they were, but perhaps it was one of those things you were supposed to specify, no matter how obvious you figured it was. Hannah imagined calling the garage, complaining, and being told, “Sorry, ma’am, we saw that your wipers were hanging by strips like noodles, but if you didn’t ask, we didn’t fix!”


  Because of her rotted wipers, Hannah was forced to drive even slower than the already slower-than-molasses traffic, and focus on the blurring lights ahead as she navigated the street.


  The next light went yellow, and the car ahead of her stopped short, even though they both had plenty of time to make it. She hit the brakes and shouted, “Come on!” as she slapped her open palms hard on the steering wheel.


  Hannah tried telling herself to relax.


  She had time. Weddings were planned with plenty of cushions in case someone was running late, like the cakes she always had to wait on. Hannah was well within her cushion. The worst that would happen was that an impatient photographer couldn’t start his battery of photos at the precise moment he wanted to. However, there was no doubt that Cori would overplay her tardiness to Mrs. Graham to poison Judy’s opinion of Hannah and her shop.


  The light went green, and traffic started to crawl. Rain fell harder, as if refusing to aid Hannah, despite her pleas.


  Relax. Just focus on the road, think of Greg and you’ll be there before you know it.


  Greg was Hannah’s longtime boyfriend. Their trip to Arbor Falls, California for a long overdue vacation — a week at a cabin passed down to Greg from his parents — was the coming Tuesday, and Hannah couldn’t wait. Though she and Greg had been dating for two years, this was their first real romantic trip. Time had never allowed such an indulgence. Greg was an analyst, and Hannah had her shop. Between them, available minutes were few. Six months earlier, they carved a date in stone marking their calendar with a promised week off. They owed it to themselves, and each other. Now, with the trip two days away, Hannah started thinking of the many things she needed to do before then, and hoping her shop would be OK for a week without her.


  Anxiety found its familiar home inside her, nesting deeper into her veins as she hit her millionth red light.


  You were supposed to think about the trip to calm down, not worry more!


  Hannah closed her eyes, listening to her thumping wipers as rain drummed on metal. She hoped the sound would soothe her, even if traffic couldn’t.


  Everything will be OK.


  The wedding will go off without a hitch.


  Jenny will handle the shop just fine.


  We’ll leave with everything we need.


  Everything will be fine.


  A horn blurted behind her. The light was green, and cars were already moving through the intersection. “Sorry,” she mouthed, waving to the driver behind her, though they couldn’t hear her words or read her lips.


  Hannah stepped on the gas, crossed the light, and flew onto the on ramp, relieved to see the highway traffic buzzing at a reasonable clip. She sped into a two-lane change, hoping to recover lost time. She looked in her mirror, then over her shoulder, and crossed another pair of lanes, nudging the Element 10 miles over the limit, the fastest she’d let herself go, especially in the rain, and within what she believed would be an acceptable speed to still slip from a ticket with a smile if needed. She kept her eyes on the road, and the rearview, hoping she wouldn’t see flashing lights behind her.


  Even at 10 miles over the limit in the rain, Hannah was still slower than half the cars on the highway. She smiled as the sign announcing her exit in another four miles.


  Almost there.


  She was flying along in the left lane, and needed to cross to the right, but a quick glance in her rearview told her to wait. Her cell phone rang, instead of buzzing. Hannah’s stomach churned at the screen: Cori Truman.


  Shit.


  Hannah reached down and grabbed the phone, “Hello?”


  “Where are you?” Cori screamed.


  Hannah hoped Cori wasn’t in front of Mrs. Graham, putting on a show, though she more than probably was. “I’m on my way. I’ll be there in five minutes.”


  “You do realize you’re ruining this wedding, don’t you?” Cori said, dripping with venom.


  Hannah swallowed to control her emotions. “I’m sorry, it’s not my fault.”


  She wished she hadn’t said, “not my fault” before she even finished. The excuse marked her as an amateur, and poured unnecessary cement in Cori’s crappy attitude.


  Hannah checked her rearview, saw the coast was clear, and merged as she explained to Cori, “I had a situation with the cooler. It was my fault. But it’s handled now. Everything is fine, I took care of it, and will be there in less than —”


  Hannah’s world exploded.


  Her Element spun, then slid out of control in a violent twirl toward the railing.


  The flowers!


  She could hear the arrangements sliding along with the truck.


  The phone flew from her hand as she grabbed the steering wheel, clutching it tight while pumping her brakes and praying for control. She was moving too fast along a too-slick road. Hannah slammed into the railing. The Element crashed against it, then tumbled over the side with a horrible screeching of metal. Screams filled Hannah’s cabin as she roared down the incline into nothing but darkness.


  



  **


  



  Hannah woke in an oddly familiar room, though it held no specific memories, and she couldn’t recall actually being inside it before.


  It was an art studio in an old house. A cool breeze blew in from a warm summer night outside, just past the perfectly square window looking out on a placid lake. Paintings on easels in various stages of completion surrounded her, all equally familiar. One of the easels was turned away from her, facing the window.


  Hannah moved forward in a floating dream’s half-walk.


  First, Hannah was drawn to the window, looking out at the moon hanging fat and full in the sky. “Goodnight, moon,” she said, recalling the children’s book she once read to her cousin for most of a summer.


  Wait, I don’t have a cousin; do I?


  Hannah turned from the window, her eyes drawn to a painting draped beneath a long piece of thick plastic. She reached out, peeled the plastic sheet from the painting, then let it fall to the ground. It took forever to hit the floor, as if the fall were as endless as the night outside.


  There was no canvas behind the sheet, only a man.


  Hannah stumbled back, startled by the sight of the naked man with long dark hair and angel wings.


  His eyes were closed as if he were sleeping, or dead.


  Like the room, and the paintings, he seemed so familiar.


  Or more than that.


  Without thinking, Hannah reached her hand out to touch him, as if to see if he were real, or alive.


  A name bled through her lips without her thinking it.


  “John?” she whispered.


  No response.


  Her fingers touched his chest, which opened his eyes.


  Hannah opened hers, and the dream was gone.


  



  **


  



  She woke disoriented in a brightly-lit but unfamiliar room.


  She squinted through fuzzy eyes, trying to focus on the blur slowly taking shape, a man sitting beside her.


  Her eyes finally adjusted, and settled on a stranger — a man with short blonde hair, and a big smile.


  “How are you feeling, Hannah?” he asked.


  She looked at him, confused.


  “Who is Hannah?” she asked, her throat burning with drought. “And where is John?”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 7 — John


  



  



  It took Larry just six hours to find Shadow, a pleasant surprise that gave John hope he might be able to find Jacob and finally be done with Omega’s bidding.


  According to Larry’s source, Shadow was holed up in Room 213 in the Channel Hotel, an expensive spread over by the Riverfront. John had driven by the hotel plenty of times, but never had reason to set foot inside.


  Just before dawn, Mike Mathews sat with John in the back of an Agency van in the hotel’s parking garage, waiting for the agents to settle in place. Six plainclothes were waiting inside the hotel — one in the lobby, and the rest scattered across the hotel’s dozen floors. Outside the hotel, three more Agency vans were on standby in case things turned ugly. John thought the number of agents was overkill, especially since he hoped not a single one would be needed.


  He wished he had come to the hotel alone, but knew if he did, and Mathews found out, he’d be risking treason. Omega had a specific set of rules, and they expected John to play by them, just like everyone else. If not, he risked Hope’s life. So, John played ball and hoped he could talk with Shadow one-on-one without the need for the macho Mathews calling in his men.


  Mathews’ eyes were eager, and did nothing to buoy John’s hope for a peaceful meeting.


  “You’re going to give me time to talk to him, right?” John asked. “Before calling in the dogs?”


  Mathews looked offended, “Of course. But you know as well as I do that Shadow is one slippery fuck, and the moment shit goes south, we’re going in.”


  John nodded. “Just checking that we’re on the same page. I’m sure we can turn Shadow into an asset if we leave him on the streets. But you have to trust me a bit on this one, Mike.”


  Mathews nodded. “I get it, John. You do your job, I’ll do mine.”


  John had a sick feeling he knew exactly what Mathews meant — he’d get what he could get from Shadow, then the squad would move in to try taking him into custody. Maybe even kill him.


  Shadow was one of the most well-respected Halfworlders — a son of an Otherworlder — someone who had gotten along well enough with both Guardians and Harbingers before Jacob activated the portal and brought civil war among the Guardians.


  Shadow had run a magick shop in the underground, catering to Otherworlders, Halfworlders and the few humans who knew how to find him, specializing in artifacts and information for collectors willing to recognize, and pay, for their value. When Omega started purging Otherworlders, Shadow went deeper underground. John thought he would have fled the area, but for some reason, he stayed. That meant he was either the smartest of Otherworlders, or the dumbest.


  Mathews checked with the other teams on the radio, making sure everyone was in place, then looked at John, “You ready?”


  “Yes,” John said, climbing from the van’s rear.


  John was wearing his street clothes; jeans, a black shirt, black trench coast, boots and shades. He checked the tiny receiver pinned inside his coat’s collar, and whispered, “You hear me?”


  “Yes,” Mathews’ voice came across the ear piece hidden beneath John’s long dark hair. “You copy?”


  “Yes,” John said, making his way inside the lobby. He crossed the empty hallway, then stepped inside the elevator and took it to the second floor. As the doors parted, John saw a man standing in front of a door halfway down the hall. John got out and started walking the hall, figuring Shadow’s room was roughly three doors down from where the man was standing.


  What the hell is he doing?


  As John got closer, he heard the man’s slurred speech, “Please, baby, let me in. I’m sorry.”


  Great, a lovers’ quarrel.


  As John approached, the man turned, red-eyed, and glared at John, looking him up and down. “What the fuck you lookin’ at?” the man asked.


  John looked down, ignoring the man. The last thing he wanted to do was alert Shadow by getting into a fight with a drunken man down the hall. John kept walking, head down, stopping in front of Shadow’s room. John could feel the drunk’s eyes all over him, waiting to see what John would do, as if trying to decide between picking a fight and resuming his plea, begging “baby” to let him back inside.


  Maybe he was waiting for John to leave before he finished humiliating himself.


  John planned to take his time, see if he could sense whether Shadow was awake, but given the drunk in the hall, he had to keep moving, as if it were his room. He retrieved a key card from his coat pocket, one Omega created to open any door in the hotel, and slid it into the door’s card reader.


  The door unlocked. John turned the knob and softly pushed.


  The door caught immediately on a latch, which John half-expected. He stepped back and kicked the door hard above the knob.


  The door burst open, snapping the lock as the drunk screamed, “Hey!”


  John stormed into Shadow’s room, hands ready to deliver a deadly blast of energy, but Shadow’s bed was as empty, as was the rest of the room.


  John turned, about to check the closed bathroom door he passed, when the shape appeared in front of him — something barely there against the wall in the darkness, then fully formed in front of his face — a skinny, young Asian man in a black robe.


  John raised his hands at Shadow. “I just want to talk.”


  Before John could send a blast to knock him out, Shadow’s hands dropped something to the ground, blinding John with a blast of smoke.


  Shadow knocked John back with a kick to John’s chest. John tried calling for backup, but all he could do was cough on his way to the carpet. To John’s horror, he couldn’t move his arms or legs.


  Oh, God, he poisoned me.


  Suddenly, they weren’t alone. The drunk was standing in the door, yelling, “What the fuck is going on in here?”


  Shadow swung his arm up, sending a long wire flying from beneath his sleeves into a coil around the drunk’s neck. The drunk started screaming, but only screeched a syllable before Shadow pulled the wire and sliced the man’s head clean from his already-sagging shoulders. Shadow dropped his end of the wire and looked down at John, eyes blazing orange.


  “Why are you here?”


  John tried to speak, but could barely suck air through his cough.


  Shadow’s hand unfolded, drawing John’s eyes to a swirl of dark and light spiraling from the center of his palm, and then filling the room with a brilliant blue radiance. The light spread into a perfect circle hovering in the air above them.


  John stared, unable to believe the small portal appearing before him.


  How is he doing this?


  Shadow reached down, grabbed John, yanked his body up with seemingly no effort, and slung him over his shoulder.


  John tried screaming, but couldn’t even cough. The world was spinning around him as Shadow leaped up and into the portal with John.


  



  **


  



  John felt pulled from his body.


  He was being moved but was too numb to truly feel it, as if it were happening through several layers of reality so thick they could barely reach him.


  The world was nothing but darkness, but at least he was still alive.


  Where am I?


  John remembered Shadow creating the portal and carrying him through it, but he had no idea where the portal led.


  Am I in Otherworld?


  He closed his eyes, trying to forge a connection with either Larry or Abigail, but felt nothing, especially them.


  Then, he heard a woman’s voice as clear as if in the Darkness with him.


  “John?”


  “Hope?”


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  



  



  



  



  EPISODE 8:


  CHAPTER 1 — Duncan


  



  



  Duncan Alderman sat, phone against his ear, wondering if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life by letting John live. He’d had the chance to kill John many times throughout the years. But John was Caleb’s brother, and Caleb was the closest thing to a son that Duncan would ever have. So, each time, he’d given into his better angels, figuring that the Guardians could manage the situation before it got out of hand. Yet, each time he was proven wrong.


  “What do you mean they have John?” Duncan asked Bob Cromwell. “Who has him?”


  “We’re not sure. Harbinger, or maybe Outsiders.”


  “Outsiders?” Duncan said, tapping his pen against the glossy surface of his large desk.


  “Aliens, freaks, and the humans who mingle among them. Our operations have made us some new enemies. More than expected. People who might not have been a threat before are starting to organize against us. They’re calling themselves Outsiders.”


  “Great,” Duncan said. “So we have no idea who took John?”


  “No. John went to meet a Halfworlder called Shadow at the Channel Hotel. He’s an Outsider and information broker. We believe he has a lead on Jacob. John insisted that he go in solo, though we had teams in place waiting to move. Something happened inside, we’re not sure what. Both John and Shadow vanished.”


  “Vanished?” Duncan asked. “How the hell did they disappear if you had teams working this?”


  “I don’t know, sir.”


  Duncan closed his eyes, taking a deep breath and trying to keep calm. Cromwell was paid too much to not know. This was pathetic. He wanted to cut the man to nothing with his tongue, but could sense the remorse in his voice. Besides, Cromwell was so fueled by his need for approval, Duncan’s silence was a sentence served.


  Duncan remained quiet, gazing at the long rows of books lining the many shelves inside his private library. He noticed, with some annoyance, that one of his leather-bound first— edition encyclopedias along the top shelf, 15 feet from the ground, had a slightly jutting spine, as if someone had recently drawn the volume from the rest and hadn’t pushed it all the way back into its slot.


  Who’s been in my library?


  Duncan wondered if one of the housekeepers had been dusting and left the book out of line, then made a mental note to talk with Helga, head of housekeeping.


  “I’ve my best men on this now,” Cromwell said. We’ll keep you apprised of the situation.”


  Duncan said, “I expect you will.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Duncan paused, then said, “You will find John. You will get him back. Right, Bob?”


  “Yes, sir. I promise. We will find John.”


  Duncan hung up the phone, and found his eyes drifting back to the errant volume on his bookcase.


  He glanced at the time on his laptop, 7:12 p.m., and wondered if Helga had left for the evening. He clicked on his computer’s intercom program, then on Helga’s name, and waited for an answer.


  No response.


  He looked up and down the list of his other house help, most likely gone for the day. Security would be the only staff left. One of them could come fix the book.


  He clicked on “Otis” his head of security and waited for a response.


  He heard nothing but silence, even after a minute.


  That’s odd. If Otis is unavailable, the system should patch me through to someone else.


  Duncan clicked on Otis’ name again, waiting.


  An uneasy creep stirred in his gut as Duncan stared at the unresponsive screen, waiting for some sort of response. The feeling was familiar, but because he’d not felt it in a reasonable forever, it took him a moment to recognize it.


  Something was wrong.


  Duncan yanked open his desk drawer, reached inside, pulled a loaded pistol out from inside and wrapped it tight in his palm, a half second before the door burst open to display the last person in the world he wanted to see. The gun stayed in his hand, but fell beneath the desk.


  Jacob was standing in Duncan’s doorway.


  “Well, hello, Mr. Alderman!” Jacob shouted, stepping inside Duncan’s office with the giddy voice of a carnival barker, braying from behind a salesman’s faux smile. He was dressed in an ink-black robe, like a fairytale’s evil magician, with his hands buried inside the folds. Behind him stood a pair of tall, spindly wraiths he’d either created here or brought from the In Between. The dark, naked creatures were almost nothing but legs and arms, with oversized hands and feet which that ended in blunt nubs that curled out into sharp talons. Clawed hands were caked in blood and flesh, likely from Duncan’s security team. The wraiths’ emaciated faces and hollowed sockets stared out at Duncan, likely seeing him through Jacob’s sight, since he was surely connected to and controlling the hellish creatures.


  “What are you doing here?!” Duncan shouted, keeping his gun hidden, and wondering if his weapon was any good against Jacob and his swiftly-moving wraiths.


  Jacob pulled something from his robe’s interior, tossed it to the ground, then smiled while it rolled to the edge of the bookcase on Duncan’s right, stopping three feet from his feet.


  Duncan looked down, swallowing bile as the dead eyes from Otis’ severed head stared back up at him from their glassy hell.


  “I’ve come for the vessels’ names,” Jacob said, stepping from the threshold into Duncan’s office, glancing up and down the walls of books as if admiring the collection, or perhaps searching for the hidden room behind.


  “What vessels?” Duncan asked, trying not to look at the bloody remains of his head of security, but unable to keep his eyes from the frayed skin at what was once Otis’neck, like fabric sheared with dull scissors.


  Are they all dead? If they got Otis, they probably got everyone.


  Jacob smiled, “Tisk, tisk, Mr. Alderman. Do you think I’d return home and not hear of the vessels? All this time I’d been wondering what had happened to the wizard after he helped my mother come here. All this time we thought him dead.” He hissed through his smile. “But you knew better, didn’t you?”


  Duncan shook his head. He had no idea what the vessels were, but anything on Jacob’s wish list was certainly bad for Earth.


  “Oh, my, you don’t know, do you?” Jacob smiled, like an evil child chewing a secret.


  Duncan said nothing, his hand wrapped tightly around the grip and his finger on the trigger, holding his weapon under the desk, ready to fire. If he could kill Jacob fast enough, the wraiths would be blinded, if not incapacitated entirely. It had been many years since he’d seen a dark magick user controlling such creatures, but he was reasonably certain with the master dead the monsters would fall or return to the In Between.


  Jacob paused five feet in front of Duncan’s desk, finally meeting his eyes. “Tell me, Mr. Alderman, how many Pioneers are left?”


  “I don’t know. Why?”


  Jacob smiled, “Because I’m going to give them a choice. A choice to be on history’s right side. The same choice I’m about to give you.”


  Duncan’s finger tightened on the trigger. Jacob took a step closer.


  “What choice is that?”


  “I’m going to find the vessels, Mr. Alderman, and you will definitely not want to be in my way once I do.” He smiled, then looked from left to right, grazing his eyes against the two wraiths and teasing the rest of his insanity. “There are only two sides in a war, Mr. Alderman. You must decide, right now in this room, are you with us or against us?”


  “That depends on what exactly you have planned.”


  “I think you know what we have planned,” Jacob smiled, as if Duncan were silly. “We’re going to finish the job you and your Pioneers were sent here to do. We’re going to take this world.”


  Duncan narrowed his eyes. “And what gives you the right?”


  “Right?” Jacob snapped, still rooted to his spot. “What gives me the right? Nobody gives me the right, Mr. Alderman! I take it! I should be asking what gives you and your kind the right? The right to imprison and murder ours? To force us into ghettos? To keep an entire race banished to one sector of a world like caged animals? Oh, yes, I’ve seen what your kind has done to mine in Otherworld. You’re no different from the humans here — a few controlling the many; strong devouring weak. Well, Mr. Alderman, you can’t fight evolution. Our species will shatter your shackles. We will take this world as we should, then do to you and yours what you’ve done to us for millennia.”


  Jacob finally moved, almost drifting from in front of the doorway to Duncan’s desk, whispering death and promises on his way.


  “I’m giving you a chance, Mr. Alderman, an opportunity to find yourself on the winning side. A chance to be one of us.”


  “Never!” Duncan shouted as he raised his pistol, aimed it at Jacob, and pulled the trigger.


  Duncan was too late.


  One of the wraiths jumped between the men, took the bullet in its blackened chest, and screeched like a cat torn in half as it stained the carpet.


  Before Duncan could fire again, Jacob was in front of him, one hand on Duncan’s throat, bony gloved fingers squeezing tight, while the other hand wrested the gun from his twisted digits and sent it to the floor.


  “Wrong choice,” Jacob said, yanking Duncan up from behind his desk in his curled fist, then shoving him hard to the ground.


  Pain flared through Duncan’s body as Jacob hopped on top and straddled him. Jacob’s weight, combined with his powerful grip on Duncan’s neck, rendered the old man into a helpless glob of jelly.


  He cried out for help, but there was no one left to help him.


  Jacob’s eyes met Duncan’s, and the intruder smiled like a snake.


  “Tell you what, Mr. Alderman,” Jacob leaned in toward Duncan. “I do appreciate your spirit! You’ve admirable fight, especially for a withered old man. I really hate the thought of you winding up on the wrong side of history, simply because you were too hasty to make the right decision. So to save us both from the trouble — you the agony and me the disappointment — I’m going to decide for you. You will be with us, and not against us. Does that sound right to you?”


  Jacob lowered his weight onto Duncan, as if trying to push words from his body.


  The old man struggled to speak, but Jacob’s grip was too tight, choking his air and killing his words. He squirmed beneath his weight, shaking his head “no” as best he could.


  Jacob’s smile spread wider, moving his fingers from Duncan’s neck to the corners of his mouth where he pried his lips open against his thrashing.


  Oh God, what is he doing?


  Jacob’s right hand held Duncan’s head firmly in place as he lifted his left, and showed the old man his now ungloved palm along with the parasite slithering under his skin.


  Oh God.


  The flesh on Jacob’s hand began to split, then break open as drops of dark blood started to fall, first in a trickle and then in a gush, pouring from the widening wound as the terrible something under his skin began to burrow out.


  Duncan choked on his scream as the creature surfaced; an inch in width, a bulbous, dark, segmented body, with hundreds of tiny legs skittering from the open wound of Jacob’s hand, and snaking its entire length — nearly a foot long — in a slither around Jacob’s left hand like a pet millipede from a world of monsters.


  “Open wide,” Jacob said, his right hand prying Duncan’s mouth open further.


  The old man struggled, but the pain in his back made movement impossible. He tried closing his mouth, moving his head, everything and anything, but Jacob’s grip was too strong. All Duncan could do was watch in wide-eyed horror as Jacob moved his left hand, and the terrible creature in it, towards his mouth.


  “No!” Duncan screamed in a muffled, gagging cry as Jacob forced his jaw even wider, and pressed his tongue into the bottom of his mouth to prevent it from moving as he brought the parasite closer. The insect-like creature unspooled from Jacob’s hand, descending slowly like a rope with its thousands of moving legs, wiggling and eager to burrow.


  Oh God, help me!


  Jacob’s parasite dropped into his mouth.


  Duncan lay helpless as the monster burrowed into his throat, then down on its way to God knows where.


  Duncan cried for Jacob to let go of his mouth, but Jacob just kept smiling like a maniac, holding him in place.


  “Relax, Mr. Alderman. I gave you a choice, and you chose wrong. Fortunately for you, I care too much to let that happen. So, I’m deciding for you. Only now, Mr. Alderman, are you are one of us. One of the winners.”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — John


  



  



  Hope’s voice faded to a barely-there wisp a second after John heard it, and was just fleeting enough to make him wonder if it was only cruelty of loneliness and memory blending to taunt him with a lie from his mind’s eye.


  He was again alone, lost in the darkness.


  Where am I? How long have I been out?


  Only after his eyes adjusted to the gloom did John realize he wasn’t in complete darkness. Above him, thin slits of moonlight illuminated the brick circular wall spiraling upward. Beside him lay a pair of charred bodies and the scattered remnants of who-knew-how-many skeletons. He was, he realized, at the bottom of an old well transformed into something else — a tomb for his kind. Once the sun devoured the moon, John would be charred, just like his wellmates.


  He scanned the darkness, searching for any weaknesses, or something he could use to climb out from the well. It took him less than five minutes of squinting and running his hands along the wall before John found the outline of a door, like a grin in the brick.


  He pressed his fingers against the cold metal of the door, feeling for anything — a slot, a door knob, anything to help him pull or push it open. Finding nothing, John used his shoulder instead, ramming at the door which should have sent it bursting open, but it didn’t budge.


  He banged on the door with the full brunt of his folded knuckles, alternating between fist and shoulders. Though both pounded hard enough to knock the door from its hinges, John couldn’t manage to rattle the door in its frame.


  Something was wrong. John was weakened, with everything in him ebbing.


  He tried to focus enough to send a blast of energy at the door, but nothing would come from his hands.


  What did Shadow do to me? Have I been out so long that I need to feed?


  He didn’t feel the hunger, but John had grown so used to going longer in between feedings that he wasn’t even sure he would recognize it if his energy dropped too far. The few times he’d been depleted on the job, he had enemies to feed from. Now, there was no one nearby.


  “Hello?” he shouted, hoping someone was on the other side of the door. He banged hard on the metal, shouting louder and getting nothing back. “Why are you doing this?”


  No response.


  John wondered if his captors, assuming Shadow wasn’t working alone, were on the other side of the door, or if they’d simply left him alone to burn come sunrise. He closed his eyes trying to gain a clearer sense of his surroundings, to see if he could sense anyone nearby. As he tuned into the world, he could feel life teeming around him in the dirt: insects, rodents and birds above, and even a fox somewhere nearby.


  No people, though.


  He tried to get a sense for the time, but was unconscious just long enough to feel certain of nothing. It felt like midnight as much as four in the morning. Unable to see the moon, he couldn’t judge where it was in the sky. He had minutes or hours until death, and no way to know the difference between them.


  John tried to reach out to Larry and Abigail telepathically, but could find neither’s signal — not surprising since he’d been largely unable to tune them in with any sort of consistency for a while. The best he usually managed was the occasional fleeting thought from one or both, though they rarely came together. His attempts to communicate, or even read their thoughts from afar hadn’t borne fruit for a while.


  John wondered if Omega had somehow drugged him to dampen his abilities, to keep him from using his telepathy to communicate. He had no clue how they could consistently deliver a drug into his system, unless they were spiking food in his apartment, but knew they were capable of anything, and despite their aversion to all things magick, they had no problem using it to achieve their means.


  John wanted to believe he was sharp enough to sense if someone were inside his place while he was out, but his senses tingled whenever he was in his apartment, no matter what. He’d never felt right there, partly because it wasn’t really his home and never would be no matter how long he lived there, and partly because Omega routinely checked in on him. John always felt like he was being watched, and probably was.


  If they were already watching him, why not drug him, too?


  Finally, more because he was out of choices than keen on the idea, he tried reaching the only human other than Abigail he’d ever turned — gangster turned vampire, Tiny.


  Tiny? Tiny? Can you hear me?


  John felt nothing.


  Shit.


  A deep voice suddenly echoed in his head, “Johnny? That you?”


  Tiny! Yes, it’s me, John!


  “What the fuck you doin’ in my head, Man. Your phone broke?”


  John laughed.


  Oh, thank God I found you. I’m in trouble, Tiny. Someone’s got me locked up in a well. I’ve no idea where I am, but I’m pretty sure once the sun rises, I’m burnt. What time is it?


  “It’s about four in the morning in Seaside Heights.”


  I didn’t wake you did I?


  “Hell no, I’m a creature of the night like you now, remember?”


  Of course. I need you to focus on my voice, OK Tiny? Can you feel where I am?


  “Feel where you are? How the fuck I’m supposed to feel somethin’ like that?”


  I don’t know. But sometimes I can feel how close someone is to me, and I can find them by concentrating.


  “Well, can you feel me, then?”


  A little, and you don’t feel too far. But I don’t really know because I don’t have any idea where I am, and I kind of need to know where I am in order for it to work.


  Tiny was quiet for a moment, then said, “I think I feel something.”


  Yeah?


  “I don’t know. I think I have an idea where you are, but I’m not sure. I’ll hop in the car and see if I can find you, OK?”


  OK. If I don’t hear from you soon, I’ll try reaching you again.


  “OK,” Tiny agreed. A second later he asked, “Hey, John?”


  Yeah?


  “You ain’t always listenin’ to my thoughts ‘n’ shit, are you?”


  John laughed.


  No, that’s not how it works. It’s not a permanent, always-on connection.


  “Good,” Tiny said.


  Why’s that? You thinking stuff you’re ashamed to be?


  “Shit, you don’t even wanna know, man. You didn’t tell me I was never gonna be able to fuck again, man. My sack started boiling, and it ain’t never stopped. You don’t even wanna guess at some of the places I think of sticking it.”


  Sorry, John said, laughing.


  “It’s alright,” Tiny said. “I found a way to get off.”


  John was curious what the big guy was doing to take care of his needs, just not enough to ask. He could imagine Tiny getting started, then digging too deep into the sorts of details John didn’t really want to hear, and would regret if he did.


  “OK,” Tiny said. “Hopefully, I’ll be seeing you in a half hour or so.”


  Please, hurry.


  “See ya, Johnny.”


  John sat in the darkness waiting, hoping Tiny could find him in time. If it was around four in the morning as Tiny said, then John had maybe two hours before the sun started to rise. If Tiny couldn’t find him, John would be ashes in hours.


  A sudden movement nearby startled John. Is that on the other side of the door? He leaned against the door, pressing his ear against it.


  “Hello?” he said, tapping the metal.


  Movement ceased.


  “Hello, I know you’re there!” John smacked the heavy iron door. “Hello?”


  The other side stayed silent.


  Though John sensed no one, he was certain he wasn’t alone.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — Abigail


  



  



  “Well? Do you like it?” Katya asked as Abigail tore the end from her fried mozzarella, holding it between her teeth before tasting it with the tip of her tongue.


  “Not bad,” Abigail said, surprised by the blend of salty and cheesy, the two flavors coated with the perfect amount of fried crunchiness.


  “I can’t believe you’ve never had these before,” Katya said. “They’re even better dipped in marinara.”


  Abigail looked down at the green shallow bowl with red sauce and dipped the cheese stick in, timidly at first to just get a bit of sauce, then put it in her mouth. It was maybe the best thing she’d ever had, at least besides McDonald’s fries dipped in a milkshake.


  “Wow! That is good!” Abigail said as the waiter, a tall young man with neatly gelled brown hair, set a giant pizza on a stand beside them — easily the biggest pie Abigail had ever seen.


  “It came out earlier than I thought,” he smiled. “Would you like your slices now, or would you rather wait?”


  “We’ll wait until we’re finished with the appetizers, thank you,” Katya said.


  The waiter left their table and Abigail looked around the cozy Italian restaurant, marveling at the wooden trellises and fake vines creeping along the walls and separating each booth. Old, black iron lamp posts stood in each corner. Abigail wondered if they actually worked. The walls were painted with an ornate scene of what Abigail imagined was an Italian countryside, not that she’d ever seen an Italian countryside, pictures of an Italian countryside, or any countryside at all besides what passed outside a window while trapped in the seat of a swiftly moving car. The restaurant, with its delicious scents and lush interior, filled Abigail with a sudden longing for all the places she’d never been, and might never go.


  Katya caught her looking and smiled. “Do you like this place?”


  “I love it!” Abigail said. “Are all restaurants this nice?”


  “You’ve never been to a restaurant before?”


  “Not in a long time, not since I was a kid,” she said, realizing only after she said it that to Katya, she still was a kid. Abigail added, “Not since I was like 5 or 6, maybe, I don’t remember.”


  “Wow,” Katya said, “Did you grow up in a cave?”


  Not a cave, a closet.


  Abigail thought of the closet she’d spent too long imprisoned inside, then of Randy Webster. Again. She hated thinking of the monster. Abigail took another bite of cheese stick, buying her answer several seconds. She swallowed, then said, “My family didn’t have a lot of money,” hating the lie on her tongue.


  Katya smiled. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”


  “It’s OK,” Abigail shrugged, “That was a lifetime ago. Things are better now.”


  Abigail had only met Katya two days before, but already felt more comfortable with her than she’d felt with anyone else in a long time. She had tried not to like her, partly because she didn’t want another disappointment in her life when it was time for Katya to move on, but Abigail couldn’t help it. Katya was pretty, nice, and maybe the happiest person Abigail had ever met.


  Katya, seeming to sense Abigail’s reluctance to discuss her past, changed the subject. “So, what do you want to be when you grow up?”


  “I don’t know,” Abigail said, realizing it had been forever since she considered such things. Now that she would never grow up, dreaming about what might be was pointless. She tried to think of something that wasn’t, and wouldn’t sound like a complete lie, something that shared reality with the things she and Larry did together, approximately twice a month — tracking bad people and killing them.


  “Maybe I’ll be a police officer.”


  “Really?” Katya dipped her cheese stick into the marinara and then sprinkled some pepper on top of it. “A police officer? That’s cool. Why do you want to do that?”


  “To help people. To protect them from the bad guys.”


  “That’s nice,” Katya nodded.


  Abigail asked, “What do you want to be … I mean when you get older?”


  Abigail wondered if maybe she had insulted Katya. What if watching kids is her career and what she wants to do? Crap. She wasn’t sure what to say without sticking one of her two small feet deeper in her mouth, so she waited for Katya to finish her bite of cheese stick and answer.


  “I don’t know,” Katya said. “I used to want to be a realtor. My dad owns a real estate agency, and I was a big-time daddy’s girl and would help out around the office and stuff! But a few years ago, I thought, ‘Do I really want to do this, or am I just doing it because it’s easy to follow Daddy?’ So, I decided I’d wait a while and make my own money, just to see if I could. I went to school for a few semesters, took some fashion and art classes, then took time off to think about what I really wanted. That, I’m afraid,” she said with an embarrassed laugh, “was two years ago.”


  “You haven’t been to school in two years?”


  “No, and I thought it was because I was confused about what I wanted to do. But then a part of me thought, ‘Maybe I just don’t want to limit myself. I mean, I’m young. I have my whole life ahead of me, so why not explore my interests and see where they lead?’”


  “So what are you doing now?” Abigail asked as Katya piled a piping hot slice of pizza onto each of their plates. Abigail took a bite of the pizza, stringing hot cheese in a stretchy line from the steaming triangle into her mouth. The pie was even better than the cheese sticks. “Yummy!” Abigail moaned, her mouth full of pizza.


  “I don’t know,” Katya smiled. “Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot about traveling next year, and trying a few different things — things I’d never even considered before.”


  Immediately, Abigail felt a sting. She’s going to leave next year to travel. Stop it. Just focus on the conversation and try to enjoy the moment.


  “Really? Like what kinds of things?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, maybe work on some organic farms upstate, or travel to the Northeast and work on a fishing boat. I’m not sure, I guess I just want to see what’s out there, you know?”


  Abigail admired Katya’s adventurous spirit, and wished she was brave enough to go out and do whatever, without a care in the world. She wondered how hard it would be to talk Larry into moving, then wondered if Larry could leave the area, or if John needed him nearby.


  “Is your dad rich?”


  Katya’s eyes widened from the question’s surprise. For a moment, Abigail was afraid she might have offended her.


  Katya laughed, “Yeah, you could say that. And yes, that does give me freedoms that most people probably don’t, and won’t, ever have. Most people my age have to worry about finding a job, providing for a family, paying rent, real-life stuff like that. So, yeah, I probably seem like a spoiled brat who doesn’t know what she wants to do, boo-hoo, and all that garbage.”


  “No, I didn’t mean that at all,” Abigail said. “I think it’s awesome that you want to do all these things. I wish I could get up and leave, go far away, and see what happens.”


  Though Katya smiled, the corners of her mouth were sad. “You’re still young, and smarter than most kids I’ve met, to boot. I’m sure you’ll never let anything stop you from doing whatever you set out to do.”


  Abigail sipped her Coke, nodding.


  She lifted her head, popped the straw from her lips, pushed her soda six inches across the table, then noticed a pair of police officers sliding into a booth, three away from them. One of the cops, an older heavyset man with glasses too large for his face, looked at Abigail with what she felt certain was a flare of recognition. Her eyes fell to the table, and her hair cascaded in a shroud around her face. She wondered if the cop recognized her from all the news reports of her “abduction” by John.


  And if he did, what would he do? Will he come over here and ask me to come with him? Or will he make some calls for backup and then the whole place will be surrounded? Crap, crap, crap.


  Abigail’s leg bounced beneath the table as a mean sickness started to stir in her belly.


  Please don’t recognize me. Please, please, please.


  Abigail dared to peek past her curtain of dark hair, and saw that the cop was still looking at her oddly, looking almost owl-like as he peered out through his oversized glasses.


  Cold sweat beaded Abigail’s back.


  God, he does recognize me!


  She pictured the cop getting up and coming over, then grabbing her by the arm and saying something like, “Hey, don’t I know you?” His hand would lock onto her, and then it would burn along with the rest of his body, an inferno from the inside out as she sucked his life to nothing, even while trying not to. Katya would leap up from the table, terrified and screaming, wondering what sort of monster had been sharing her meal.


  The nausea in Abigail’s stomach rose into to her throat, coating it with vinegar.


  Seconds from vomit, she stood from the table, silent as she walked as fast as she could without drawing attention, across the restaurant toward where painted ivy ended on the wall at the small hallway that led to the bathroom. Sickness was swollen inside her, threatening to burst from her mouth as she ran past diners in their booths, focused on the restrooms ahead, nestled in the dark hallway at the restaurant’s rear.


  The vomit was seconds from spilling. She hoped the bathroom wasn’t occupied, or worse, locked.


  Please be open, please be …


  She pushed the door, half expecting resistance. Finding none, she fell into the bathroom and ran into a stall, then fell to the floor as vomit spewed from her mouth in a violent, painful eruption, spraying everywhere: some in the toilet, and the rest on the seat, wall, and chipped tile floor.


  Abigail felt knives in her head, piercing her thoughts, until suddenly she was flashing back on memories that didn’t belong to her.


  Karen’s memories tore through her system first, shredding Abigail’s thoughts as they went — first Karen was laying in bed with her newborn baby, feeling so happy, softly pinching his squishy cheeks, singing to him. Then more memories: Karen stressed out and weeping, her son crying, sick with a fever. Karen was exhausted and didn’t know how much more she could take. She felt horrible for thinking of herself when her child was sick, but was running on zero sleep.


  God, why can’t you help me?


  Karen’s memories were then swallowed by another’s — Hank Terault’s, a man she’d killed three months ago. Hank was a monster of a man who bullied his wife, his child, and even his senile father. He’d escaped the justice system, but not the justice of Larry and Abigail.


  She suffered through the man’s final moments and abuses in rewind until flashing through his memories as a child, before his doddering father was fighting dementia, and was quite the monster himself. Hank was 6, and had accidentally turned off the TV during a football game. His father shoved him aside, to the ground, grabbing the remote from Hank’s hand. As the TV flickered back to life, his father screamed, “You dumb fuck! I missed the touchdown!” His dad smacked him hard in the head with the remote, repeatedly until the black plastic was sticky with red.


  Hank balled up on the ground crying. His mom tried to pull his father from his body until he turned on her, and let everyone in the house feel the true heat of hellfire.


  Abigail’s head was swirling with Karen and Hank’s memories, before a trio of others joined them, all five flashing through her mind like a blitzed-out cable box furiously switching channels. Abigail was barely aware of herself, as if she’d been banished from her body, clutching the sides of the toilet, and emptying her insides until she felt a sudden but gentle hand on her back.


  Abigail jumped, startled, and turned back, yelling, “Don’t touch me!”


  Katya withdrew her hand, eyes wide and startled; still alive, but only because she had touched Abigail’s shirt, and not anywhere on her skin.


  Abigail was finally back in her own head, her victims’ memories gone.


  What was that?


  She’d been assaulted by memories before, but only during a feeding and just after. Memories never returned like this. Her head was swollen with a dull ache, and her body felt as if she’d thrown up half a cow. Her ribs felt ruined and her stomach spoiled. She was cold and shaking, as if stricken with flu.


  “Are you OK?” Katya asked, kneeling. After she got a better look at the girl, she whispered, “Oh, my God, Abigail, you’re so pale.”


  Abigail looked away and closed her eyes as tears fell from between her shut lids.


  Katya reached out to comfort the girl, but Abigail pulled back. “Don’t touch me,” she half snarled.


  Their eyes met, and a sort of raw understanding seemed to light Katya’s eyes, even though Abigail couldn’t imagine how anyone could ever understand there was a monster inside her.


  Or that her monster needed to be continually fed life after life in an endless string of murders.


  



  **


  



  They returned to their table, and Abigail sat, not knowing what to say. She told Katya that her stomach was sick and that she wanted to go home, but they had to wait for the waiter to return with the bill. They sat mostly in silence as the cop continued stealing glances.


  He knows. He recognizes me.


  Abigail looked down at the table, trying to ignore him.


  The waiter set the bill on the table. Katya paid it, then they stood to leave. On their way toward the door, Katya stopped at the cops’ table.


  Oh God, no, what are you doing?


  “I’m sorry, Jerry,” she said to the cop who’d been eying their table. “I’ll have to catch up another time. My friend here isn’t feeling well.”


  Wait. He wasn’t looking at me? He knows Katya?


  Abigail felt a wave of relief wash against her fear’s shore.


  “It’s OK,” the cop said. “Not feeling too good, eh? My kid’s got a bug, too. It’s going ‘round. What’s your name, sweetheart?”


  “Abigail,” she said, meeting his eyes with her best smile.


  “You look so familiar. You go to Elmswood?”


  Abigail shook her head no.


  “She’s homeschooled,” Katya said, setting a light hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “OK, Jerry, see you later. I’ll tell my dad you said hi.”


  “Tell him he still owes me for that Seahawks game!”


  “Will do,” Katya said, then waved goodbye to both officers.


  “Bye,” Abigail said, quick to follow Katya out the door, hoping the cop wouldn’t remember where he’d seen her. Far more troubling than the officers, Abigail couldn’t stop thinking about what happened in the restroom. Why had all those memories returned, and would it happen again?


  It was if Abigail held a million scars inside her, each suddenly itching to be torn open again. It was enough to have lived through the nightmares she’d endured — she prayed she wasn’t now cursed to repeatedly live through those of her victims. If that was the case, she didn’t know how long she could go on before she snapped.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Hannah


  



  



  Greg stared at Hannah from across their kitchen table as if she were a delicate flower whose bloom might be lost to the slightest breeze.


  “I’m fine,” she insisted. “I just want to go.”


  Their trip was slated for the morning, delayed once by her accident. She wasn’t willing to postpone it again. Given their schedules, if they didn’t leave tomorrow, she and Greg probably wouldn’t find time for another year.


  “Are you sure? You’re not just doing this for me?”


  “I swear,” Hannah said. “They wouldn’t have let me come home if I wasn’t OK. You heard the doctor, I’m fine.”


  Greg pushed his coffee mug aside and reached for Hannah’s hand. “I’m sorry, I know what the doctor said. It’s just that I can’t help but think — ”


  “What?” she asked as he trailed off, as if afraid to voice his worst fear.


  “I just can’t get over the feeling of you looking at me like I was a stranger. I mean, you had no idea who I was. It was so, I don’t know, surreal,” he finished with a whisper.


  “The doc said it was temporary,” Hannah said. “Hell, I don’t even remember waking up that first time when you said I didn’t recognize you. Everything was normal when I woke up again, right?” She smiled, but didn’t wait for Greg to smile back. “I’m OK, Honey. Really. We should go. Besides, after messing up the wedding, I need this trip! The last thing I want to do is go back to the Boutique right now.”


  Greg said, “Mrs. Graham will get over it.”


  While Hannah’s man always had the right things to say, he wasn’t always convincing. She knew he didn’t really believe Mrs. Graham would get over her daughter’s wedding being ruined. Sure, it was an accident, but it was an accident that never would’ve happened if Hannah hadn’t stored the stupid flowers in Mr. Fanaroff’s cooler. The why didn’t matter, Becca’s wedding was botched. There was a good chance Hannah’s shop would never recover once whispers grew to shouts that she’d shit the bed on such an important wedding. Who would entrust her with their most important of days after this?


  “Maybe,” she said, not wanting to argue. “But right now, I need to get away. And I think we both need the time together,don’t you?”


  “Yes, I just want to be certain you’re OK.”


  “I have a few bruises, a wrecked van, and plenty of dead flowers dotting the road, but other than that I’m fine. I swear.”


  Greg smiled. His smile, blue eyes, and boyish charms always had a way of disarming Hannah’s frequent bouts of anxiety. He was an always-calming influence in her otherwise hectic life. How on Earth he could remain so relaxed through even the most stressful situations, she had no idea, but it was one of the things she loved most about him. Even if she wasn’t up to going on vacation, she still would have felt like she owed it to Greg to go. He was always there for her. In a sea of dipshits, he was the one man who held her heart.


  “Thank you,” Greg said, standing from the table, then taking their dinner plates to the sink. “I’m going to call the office and let them know we’re going for sure.”


  “Tell them you’ll be unreachable for the week!” Hannah said, as if there were actually a chance of that happening.


  Greg went to his office to call his boss while Hannah stayed at the table, running through her mental inventory of stuff she had to ready by morning. She’d already packed their essentials, but wanted to make sure she thought of all the little things she might need as well — her iPad, camera, memory cards, battery charger, and of course, the new sexy lingerie she’d picked up from Victoria’s Secret. This was a romantic getaway, after all.


  She wondered how romantic Greg was planning to make it, though. A small part of her wondered if this would be when he popped the question, not that she was even sure she wanted to get hitched. Greg wanted a family, and Hannah thought she probably did, though she often wavered on the thought. At first, she thought she was too selfish for a child, driven by her work. But hell, there were plenty of successful women entrepreneurs who also raised a family. Many did it without the help of a partner, so there wasn’t any reason she couldn’t, too.


  For as long as Hannah could remember, she felt something was missing from her life — a void to fill. At first, she thought it was a steady relationship she’d been missing out on. She’d had enough crappy ones to appreciate a good one when it came along. And even though Greg was great, something was still missing. Only recently did she begin to think it might be her biological clock ticking.


  It began with a feeling she got when she saw parents with their kids. While children had previously seemed like an obstacle and a time suck she couldn’t afford, lately, those feelings were replaced with “awws” and wishful thinking, wondering what it would be like to carry a life in her, to see the look of unconditional love in her child’s eyes. She thought she’d been above “baby fever,” but it turns out she wasn’t.


  The worst part was, she wasn’t getting any younger, and knew if she wanted to have a child she couldn’t put it off much longer. Yet, as untraditional as Hannah was, she didn’t want to have a child without being married, and wasn’t enough of a nontraditionalist to ask Greg to marry her.


  She wondered if Greg was on the phone making secret plans for something grand and romantic. That was like him after all. The thought of coming home from their trip engaged put a stupid, happy happy smile on Hannah’s face.


  



  **


  



  That night, they made love for the first time in more than two weeks, though it was less like making love and more like down-and-dirty fucking. Greg was usually a slow, sensual lover, but something primal growled from inside him. He was stronger, more assertive, and willing to take charge like he had back in their first weeks in bed. More animal than man.


  “You’re so fucking sexy,” Greg whispered into her flesh, words sending currents through her veins. He claimed every inch of Hannah’s skin with his mouth, moving slowly toward her small patch of tiny curls.


  “Touch me,” she panted.


  He did, everywhere, before groaning so deep it was almost a growl, then spinning her around and laying a heavy hand on her back. He pushed her down, hard into the mattress, then made her his, speeding his thrusts as he took her from behind.


  Greg grabbed a handful of Hannah’s hair from the nape of her neck, then continued to quicken his strokes. A low roar shuddered from his mouth, swelling up and out from deep within his lungs as Hannah’s breath snagged in her throat and her lower muscles tightened for release.


  Greg pulled out, flipped Hannah in a return to her back, and sent her into a scream.


  Greg was no longer there, in his place a man with long dark hair and piercing blue eyes. The man was gone in an instant, replaced by Greg, and Hannah’s scream fell into a whimper. Greg seemed to mistake her momentary shock for lust, and used it to feed his animal.


  He pounded her harder.


  Hannah squeezed her eyes tight, imagining the dark-haired man on top of her, ravishing her. He’d seemed somehow familiar, yet new and unknown. But something about him, even though she’d only seen him for a moment, was incredibly sexy. She thought of his eyes, staring so deep into her soul that it shook her to the core. She kept imagining him, instead of Greg, ravishing her, and sank into the beautiful depths of the fantasy.


  Time swam until they finished, and Greg had emptied the animal inside, into her — the first time they’d had sex without a condom. And in that moment, she didn’t care. Perhaps she’d get pregnant and engaged in the same week. They lay entwined in one another’s warmth, flesh on flesh, as Greg’s eyelids fluttered, and quickly collapsed. Soon, he started to snore, leaving Hannah alone with her thoughts of the dark-haired man, wondering who he was and why she could think of nothing else.


  As she began to drift, finally joining Greg in the depths of slumber, a name danced at the edge of her mind.


  John.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — Larry


  



  



  “She got sick at the restaurant,” Katya said.


  Abi looked down, not wanting to meet Larry’s gaze. He wasn’t sure if she was still mad at him — he didn’t think so — or if something had happened. Whatever it was, Abi wasn’t saying, and Larry was growing worried as they stood in the kitchen trading small talk that meant nothing, while the other thing that did went undiscussed. He wanted Katya to leave so he could talk to Abi and figure out what happened.


  But Katya was hanging around, like she wanted to speak with Larry alone, which stoked both curiosity and fear.


  What the hell happened? He wondered if Katya had somehow discovered Abi’s secret.


  Eventually, Abi decided to head up to her room, saying she wanted to rest.


  “I’ll be up to check on you in a minute,” Larry said, listening as she trudged up the stairs, into the bathroom, then into her room.


  As her door closed, he mouthed the words, “What happened?” to Katya.


  Her eyes turned glassy with tears that didn’t fall as she moved closer to Larry. “What happened to that girl?” she asked, holding his eyes.


  “Excuse me?” Larry asked. “She was with you tonight.”


  “No, not tonight, I mean before now. What happened to her?”


  Larry wasn’t sure what Katya had managed to piece together, but his mind spun through the many possibilities, trying to figure out what Abi might have said to get Katya asking questions.


  “What do you mean what happened to her?”


  “Someone abused that girl,” Katya said. “Who was it?”


  Larry stepped back, putting his hands up, hoping like hell that Katya didn’t think he had done anything to Abi. She definitely sensed something, which meant Larry had to tell Katya some sort of story. It had to be believable, but it couldn’t be the truth.


  “Keep your voice down,” Larry whispered, motioning for Katya to quiet. “Let me walk you to your car, and I’ll tell you more outside.”


  Katya eyed him, almost suspiciously, then followed his lead out the front door.


  In front of Katya’s car, Larry looked up toward Abi’s bedroom window, blacked out to keep the nighttime inside, without any part in the curtains. Unless she’d gone to another darkened window, Abi wasn’t watching.


  “What happened to her?” Katya repeated.


  “She was in a bad situation before she came to stay with me, that’s all I can say.”


  “Was it your brother?”


  “Oh God, no, but you’re right, she was abused. That’s why she’s staying with me. My brother, her father, went to jail for killing the man responsible.” Larry felt bad lying to Katya, but it was the first fiction to fly from his tongue, and one he felt might help explain whatever Abi had said or done.


  He studied Katya to see if his lie was doing its job.


  Her eyes softened. “Oh my God, the poor thing,”


  “Yeah, she blames herself. A lot,” Larry added for emphasis. “So, you want to tell me what happened tonight?”


  “We were eating dinner and, out of nowhere, Abigail jumped up and ran to the bathroom. I followed after a minute, and went to see if she was OK. She’d puked all over. I asked her if she was okay, but she didn’t answer. So I reached out and asked her again, putting my hand on her back. She turned on me, eyes wide like some sort of scared animal, screaming at me not to touch her. I knew something was wrong, but she wouldn’t say what. Oh, God,” Katya shook her head, palm at her forehead. “I feel so bad.”


  “It’s OK,” Larry said. “She’ll be alright. Some nights are better than others. But this is why I can’t leave her alone. I know I should’ve told you something before you took the job, but the Radleys said you were so good, and I saw how you were with their kid, and I didn’t want to scare you off.”


  Katya nodded, wiping the falling tears from her eyes.


  Larry felt like an asshole for lying, but it wasn’t like he was more than a mile from the truth. Abigail had been raped by a monster and kept in a closet for years. She had no family. In reality, her situation was worse than the picture he painted, but Larry figured there was enough truth in the brush of his lie, that good intent would outweigh his crooked karma.


  Larry met Katya’s eyes and said, “Thanks for being there for Abi tonight. I’m sure it means the world to her. Right now, she’s probably just embarrassed.”


  “It’s OK,” Katya said. “Wow, I just feel so bad.”


  Larry hemmed and hawed, trying to find the best way to ask his next question, “Did we scare you away?”


  Katya shook her head, sniffling, “Oh, God no, now I want to help her more than before. I feel so awful.”


  “Thanks again,” Larry said, putting an awkward hand to her lower shoulder. “I better get back inside.”


  “OK,” Katya said, opening her car door. “Tell Abigail I said goodnight.”


  “Will do. ‘Night, Katya.”


  “Goodnight,” she said as she climbed into her car and started the engine.


  As Katya drove off, Larry returned to the house, eager to find out what really happened at the restaurant.


  



  **


  



  Larry knocked on Abigail’s door, “Abi?”


  After a long moment, she said, “Come in.”


  He opened the door to her pink and purple bedroom. She was laying in bed, in a T-shirt and sweats with a pillow over her face, probably crying.


  “Are you OK?”


  “I don’t know,” Abi said, her voice muffled beneath the pillow.


  “Katya is worried about you.”


  “Yeah, I kinda freaked out on her.”


  “She told me.”


  “And?” Abi asked. “Is she going to quit watching me?”


  “No,” Larry said. “She’ll be back tomorrow. She said you can’t get rid of her that easily.”


  “Really?” Abigail asked, pulling the pillow from her face. Larry was relieved to see her eyes hinting at a smile.


  “Yeah, she likes you a lot, Abi. She did ask if anything had happened to you,” Larry said, unsure how to broach the girl’s abuse. It wasn’t something they’d discussed much, even though they’d gone together to her uncle’s house to repay the man that sold her into slavery.


  “I told her someone had abused you, and that your dad, my brother, killed him and went to jail.”


  “Wow,” Abigail said. “You’re a good liar.”


  “Well, I had to tell her something close to the truth, without telling her, well, you know, the truth.”


  “Yeah,” Abigail said, staring at her bedspread. “What do you think she would do, you know, if you did tell her the truth?”


  “What part? What happened to you, or about you being a vampire?”


  “Vampire,” Abi said.


  “I don’t know,” Larry said, hoping Abi wasn’t getting any ideas of confiding to her new friend. “But we can’t take the chance, you know that, right? Katya’s a great girl, but we don’t know her that well yet, and we have to fly under the radar here.”


  “Yeah,” she nodded. “I know.”


  Abi squeezed her largest, softest pillow, tight into her chest.


  “What?” Larry asked, sensing that Abigail wanted to say more.


  “I think there’s something wrong with me.”


  Larry sat at the end of the bed. “What do you mean?”


  “The people I killed,” Abigail said, pausing with a swallow before she continued. “When I was getting sick at the restaurant tonight, I kept seeing their memories in my head. I was remembering things like they happened to me, but all of the memories were theirs. None of them were mine. It’s like what happens when I feed, but this was the first time it’s happened while I wasn’t feeding.”


  “Whose memories were you seeing? Karen’s?”


  “Hers and others’. A bunch.”


  “How bad was it?” Larry said, suddenly and almost painfully nervous. “And how long did it last?”


  “Terrible. I felt like I wasn’t even in my own body. Not sure how long it lasted, but I don’t think it was long.”


  “And that’s the first time it’s ever happened when you weren’t feeding?”


  “Yeah,” Abi nodded. “Do you think you can get John to come visit? I want to ask him if this is normal.”


  Larry nodded his head, “I think so.”


  “How do you feel now?”


  “OK, I guess. Just tired. And sad.”


  “Why are you sad?” Larry said, knowing she could reel off any number of reasons, with every one legitimate. She’d had a shitty life, and was now living mostly alone, except for his lousy self, and now a few hours of company with Katya per day. Far from a normal life for a girl her age, or any age, really.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m just so tired of killing.”


  Larry sighed, “But you have to feed, or you’ll die, Abi. I thought you were OK with it, so long as we were killing bad people.”


  “But they’re not all bad.”


  Larry swallowed, “Listen, I know Karen was a mistake. And I’m sorry. I should’ve done a better job with my research. It won’t happen again. I promise.”


  “It’s not just her,” Abigail said, meeting Larry’s eyes.


  “What do you mean? There’s other innocent people?”


  “No, not that. But they aren’t all bad. A lot of them were good as kids, then their parents, or other people, hurt them. Abused them like Randy did to me. For some of them, stuff was even worse. They were turned into monsters.”


  Larry paused, not wanting to say the wrong thing. “Are you saying we should feel bad for them?”


  “Well, yeah, we should, but that’s not what I’m saying. What I’m trying to say is that every time we kill another one, I feel their pain. All their pain. Their sadness gets added to mine, as if all the bad things that ever happened to them have happened to me too. I don’t know how many more times I can feed on that, especially if the memories are going to come back again and again.”


  Larry swallowed. He’d never thought about the consequences of feeding from evil and how it would affect someone so young. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “How does John do it?” Abigail asked. “He only kills bad guys, too, right?”


  “Yeah, but he’s been doing it a lot longer. Plus, he’s not human, so I’m thinking it’s probably different for him. He might be able to compartmentalize things better.” Larry smiled. “Maybe he can teach you to do it, too.”


  “You think?”


  “Yes,” Larry nodded, still smiling while hoping he wasn’t telling yet one more lie.


  Abi smiled, then reached out her sleeved arms, circled them around Larry’s gut as she leaned into him, and gave him a giant hug.


  “Thank you, Larry.”


  Larry hugged Abigail back, making sure not to touch her skin, and swearing she felt more fragile than ever.


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — John


  



  



  



  It had been more than an hour since John heard from Tiny, and, adding another layer of dread to his worry, the big man wasn’t answering any telepathic attempts to reach him.


  Has our connection dropped?


  Has something happened to him?


  



  Though John didn’t know the man well, Tiny had sacrificed his mortality to become a vampire and help John battle Jacob’s Harbingers. In turning Tiny, John had seen inside the man enough to know he was nothing if not loyal. If Tiny said he’d try to find him, he would.


  But will he in time?


  John sank to the ground, leaning against the iron door where he felt certain someone was either standing or sitting on the other side. He would have thought it was Shadow, waiting for him to die, except that didn’t make sense. If they wanted him dead, why not just kill him while unconscious? Surely, someone like Shadow had a magickal onyx blade at his disposal that could easily kill John.


  But they hadn’t killed him, which meant something else. John wondered if they were trying to scare him, or maybe waiting to question him. He supposed that made more sense. They saw him as the enemy, and rightly so, which gave them plenty of reason to interrogate him.


  Or maybe they’re holding you hostage, trying to trade money for your life.


  That was a possibility John had not yet considered, but it didn’t seem like something Harbinger, or even Shadow, if he was working alone, would do. While he supposed they could extract money from Omega, John didn’t think it was likely that Shadow would hand him, a powerful enemy, back. They had to be looking for information.


  “Why are you holding me here?” John asked.


  Still, no answer. After another minute of horrible silence, someone finally spoke.


  “Why did you find me?”


  “Shadow?”


  “Yes. Why did you find me, John?”


  He knows who I am. Of course, it’s his job to know shit.


  “I’m trying to find Jacob. He’s back.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  “That’s all I wanted. Can you help?”


  Shadow laughed, long and hard until the laugh collapsed into a rattling cough. “You want help from me? After what you’ve done to my people?”


  “I’ve done nothing to your people.”


  “Don’t insult me with lies, John. I have no patience for the profanity of truth. What’s it like working with the Gestapo? How do you sleep through your daylight without torment from what you’ve done?”


  John said nothing. What could he say to defend the past year? Shadow was right, and right to condemn him.


  Shadow continued, “What do they pay you, John, to betray your people? How much are our lives worth?”


  “They don’t pay me,” John said.


  “So, you volunteer?”


  “They’re forcing me. They have someone close to me, and they said if I didn’t help them find Harbingers, and eradicate their threat, they would kill this person.”


  Shadow coughed again, “That’s a touching story, John. It’s good to know there’s at least a reason for your betrayal.”


  “I didn’t betray anyone!” John growled. “It’s not my fault if some innocents were swept in the raids.”


  “No, they’re just collateral damage, right, John?”


  “If you consort with the enemy, you are the enemy, at least in Omega’s eyes.”


  “In mine, too, John. If you consort with the enemy, then you are the enemy. So, tell me, how many lives have you taken for the enemy?”


  John shook his head, “I don’t know.”


  “How many?” Shadow screamed from the other side of the door, pounding on the metal before falling into another fit of coughs.


  He was angry, but why, John wondered — had he, or Omega, killed someone close to Shadow?


  Shadow, quieter this time, repeated his question. “How many?”


  “Seventy-one,” John said.


  Silence from the other side. Then, “Do you see their faces when you sleep?”


  John nodded, then said, “Yes.”


  “And among these faces, do you see this one?”


  John was confused. “Which one?” he asked.


  His brain was suddenly invaded by Shadow, forcing his way inside John’s mind swiftly enough to break through every defense. Before John could fight him off, or push him back, Shadow was in full control, forcing John to flash through memories from all the people he’d either helped kidnap or murder through the year. Faces, eyes, and terrified screams rang through John’s mind and memory as Omega raided houses, squatter’s pads, apartments, and even hidden camps in the mountains.


  The memories flashed like lighting in his mind, swift enough to strike at his psyche, but not enough to make him feel the pain he’d inflicted. John had killed no innocents, at least none he knew of. His targets were all Harbinger. Yet, Omega’s agents had, and the many soaring memories suddenly paused as Shadow found the one which interested him most.


  He tapped into the memory and forced John to watch it slowly.


  It was a house in the Cherry Grove suburbs. They were acting on a tip that a known Harbinger magick user was hiding in one of the homes. They stormed the three-story lookalike house at three in the morning, with John leading the charge through the living room, then up the stairs to where a family was waking to chaos.


  A father, mother, and a 6-year old girl.


  John didn’t need the memory played further, he knew what was coming. Shadow forced him to watch anyway.


  John was led to the basement where they found the man they were looking for, despite the homeowner’s pleas that they knew nothing. John helped the agents subdue the magick user, shoving a hood over his head while ignoring the gunshots as they erupted upstairs.


  Mike Mathews had control of the hostage, so John, along with three other agents, ran up to the second floor where all three family members lay sprawled on the carpet, shot dead.


  “The man pulled a gun on me,” Agent Broslin said, though no weapon lay on the ground.


  John stared at the trio of bodies, horrified as the little girl looked up, not yet dead — a glimmer of life barely lighting her dying eyes. He kneeled beside her, remembering staring into Abigail’s dead eyes.


  The girl looked confused more than anything. John wanted to save her — to turn her — but was afraid of what the agents would do. Even if they let him save her, there was no way they’d let her just go. If turned, they’d either imprison her, or try to use her as they were using him.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


  The light in her eyes faded, then died.


  As the memory collapsed, Shadow fled from John’s mind as suddenly as he’d invaded.


  John asked, “Who was she?”


  “My daughter,” Shadow said. “Her mother died giving birth. I couldn’t take care of her, so I found someone who could. An old friend. A friend of our people.”


  “I’m so sorry,” John said, knowing there was nothing he could say to soothe the man’s pain, or earn his forgiveness.


  “Yes, I see that,” Shadow said. “But as you say, those who consort with the enemy are the enemy. Goodbye, John.”


  John heard Shadow moving away from the door.


  “Please,” John cried out, pounding iron. “If Jacob returns, many more innocents will die! You know it, Shadow!”


  Shadow said nothing.


  John kept screaming until he finally surrendered, knowing that Shadow was either gone, or sitting with his back to the door, enjoying John’s torment.


  All John could do was focus on the aperture above, feeling the earliest hints of the morning sun, no more than forty minutes from bleeding over the horizon. John had another hour, two at most, before the light was strong enough to reach the well’s bottom.


  “Hello?” he called out on the off chance someone was above ground, or that maybe Tiny was close by. He heard nothing.


  Several minutes later John heard a car pull up and stop at the top of the well.


  Tiny?


  “Hey, John, can you hear me?”


  Yes!


  “Yes!” John shouted. “I’m down here! In the well!”


  “I’ll be right there!”


  Wait, Tiny. Watch out for Shadow! He’s close by, though I don’t know where!


  “Who?”


  John felt an explosion of excruciating pain in his head — shared by Tiny.


  John shouted through his torment. “Tiny!”


  Moments later, a dark shape appeared, blotting the purple sky above. John squinted, trying to see who it was. Two seconds into his squint, the shape plummeted toward him. John jumped out of the way as the shape hit the ground.


  Only after it fell did John see what it was — Tiny, on the ground and gushing blood.


  



  * * * *


  EPILOGUE


  



  



  Greg woke to murmuring.


  He slowly opened his eyes, and turned to see Hannah’s beautiful face, barely lit by the blue light softly glowing from their bathroom light, making her look prettier for her slumber.


  Greg couldn’t wait to get to the cabin. His cock throbbed at the thought of another night like the one they’d just shared. He wasn’t sure what had gotten into Hannah, but damn if he couldn’t do that over and over.


  She murmured again, as she sometimes did in her sleep, just one of the many cute things he loved so much about her. Hannah’s brow suddenly furrowed, and her eyes began to rapidly move beneath their lids.


  “No,” she cried, kicking her leg hard into his shin.


  Greg pulled back, surprised, expecting her to wake after kicking him. But she didn’t, still in the depths of her nightmare.


  “Stop it,” she cried out, loud enough that Greg would have thought her in danger had he heard her from across the house.


  He thought about waking her, but something inside him said to wait it out.


  Suddenly, her face relaxed. Moments later, Hannah giggled.


  He smiled, relieved to see her self-soothing.


  Her giggles turned to moans, and Greg’s cock grew hard again.


  Is she having a sex dream? I wonder if I’m the star?


  He was pleasantly shocked as her hands drifted down to her crotch, moaning louder as she churned herself into a sloppy mess beneath the sheets.


  No way she’s sleeping. She’s messing with me. I know it. I should crawl on top of her so we can start round two.


  He glanced at the clock. Only four in the morning. They could go another round and he’d still be able to get a few more hours before hitting the road in the morning.


  He slid off his boxers, but before he could mount her, Hannah moaned again.


  “Oh, John,” she said, her voice sounding somehow different.


  Greg’s eyes widened.


  John?


  “Stop, John,” she said playfully, giggly as her hands still stewed beneath the sheets.


  Greg stood, heart racing and erection dead.


  He slipped quietly from their room, then went down the hall and into his office, clicking on the small lamp beside his desk.


  He opened his laptop. Its glow lit his face as he clicked on e-mail and started typing a message to Bob Cromwell.


  We have a problem. Hope is remembering.


  



  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  EPISODE 9:


  CHAPTER 1 — John


  



  



  “You OK?” John asked.


  Tiny stared up at him, confused, blood gushing from a six-inch gash, slashed in a lazy river across the big man’s stomach.


  “Yeah, I think so,” Tiny said, sitting up. He pulled his black tee up the length of his torso, lightly pressing his fingers into the depths of his wound through the pouring blood. His flesh was already stitching itself healed. “Shit, I had worse than this before I was near invincible.”


  “What happened?”


  “Little fucker snuck up on me, stabbed me before I even saw him. Confused the sense out of me before I knew what was happening. I couldn’t think straight, or defend myself. He picked me up and threw me in here, even though he was a buck thirty tops.”


  “That’s Shadow; he’s a Halfworlder,” John said. “With all sorts of magick weapons, powders, and spells. No telling what he did for sure, but I’d guess he only stunned you. Do you think you can get up?”


  Tiny stood, wobbly at first, then looked back to his wound, completely healed and nearly invisible except for the fresh pink scar painted across his dark skin, where it would stay for at least a day until it turned invisible.


  “So what the hell we gonna do now?” Tiny asked.


  John looked up at the well’s opening and the moonlight which would soon be sunlight painting the stone walls of the well, bringing their death with it. Then he looked at the door. “If you can help me open this door, maybe we can get out of here. Shadow did something to me. I’m a lot weaker than I was. I can’t get the thing to budge. And I can’t climb or jump for shit.”


  Tiny began pushing at the door, shoving his shoulder hard enough against the metal to nudge a groan from his mouth. The door didn’t move, or even flinch in its frame, so Tiny took a few steps back and ran into it like a bat to a ball with the bulk of his body. The door still didn’t budge.


  “Shit!” Tiny said. “I’m weaker, too. What the hell?”


  “I don’t know,” John said, scrounging the well’s bottom with his eyes, searching for something, anything among the dirt and debris in the darkness that might help them escape the bottom of the well.


  John focused again, and tried to reach Larry. Still nothing.


  John wondered why he could reach Tiny but not Larry or Abigail. Tiny shared the Darkness with him, same as Abigail — with the same parasite bred into them both. They were, in essence, his parasite’s children, and if he’d been able to connect with Tiny, he should have been able to connect with Abigail. If he could contact her, he could tell her to tell Larry to come save them.


  John tried reaching out to her again.


  Abigail?


  Nothing.


  A round of automatic gunfire cracked the pre-dawn silence above.


  “Shadow!” a man screamed out. “Just give us the crystal.”


  John looked at Tiny. “You bring friends?”


  “No, didn’t have time to round up the crew, though I wish I had.”


  John closed his eyes, absorbing the outside world in his mind — he felt several people closing in on one, Shadow.


  What the hell? What crystal?


  Another round of gunshots punctuated the darkness as Shadow’s fear continued to balloon until it was so swollen that it finally pulsed inside of John as though it were his own. Shadow’s fear was a rapidly rising tide, fueled by confusion. Shadow knew at least some, if not all, the people in his ambush.


  John turned to Tiny. “His people turned on him, I think.”


  “How you know that?”


  “I can sense some of Shadow’s thoughts. You can’t?”


  “Hell, no. It’s not like you gave me an instruction manual with these powers, bro.”


  John laughed. “I don’t know how I do it. I just do. Afraid I can’t help you there.”


  Sudden movement skittered on the other side of the door, like an injured animal thrashing.


  John turned to Tiny, “Get ready, he’s coming!”


  Tiny balled his fist. John stood back from the door, ready to pounce.


  The door burst open, and Shadow threw up his hands. “Wait, wait!” he cried. “I’m not going to hurt you!”


  Tiny moved in to take a swing, but John waved him back. “Hold on,” he said, studying Shadow as he closed and locked the door, sealing them away from his enemy despite the large opening above them. John imagined the men aiming their weapons down, and firing.


  “My people turned on me. They brought Harbinger here.”


  “Why?” John asked.


  Shadow looked Tiny up and down. “Who’s he?”


  “He’s a friend,” John said, figuring Shadow could get four from two and two together, see that Tiny was also a vampire, and maybe even sense he was John’s. “Why did your people turn on you?”


  “Because my father, until he died two weeks ago, was a vessel. Now someone wants what he had.”


  “What the fuck is a vessel?” Tiny asked, before he turned sarcastic. “You sayin’ your dad was a boat?”


  “We don’t have time for a long story. All you need to know is that I, and four others, are all that stands in the way of the world’s utter destruction. Help me escape here, and I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”


  Tiny said, “And you ain’t gonna try an’ kill us again?”


  “I wasn’t trying to kill you,” Shadow said. “I was trying to get away from you. I don’t know who I can trust, and when John here rolled up on my hotel with the men in black, what the hell was I supposed to do?”


  “So, how do we escape?” John asked. “Can you make another portal?”


  Shadow laughed, “I’m good, but I’m not that good. Those things take time to prepare, and ingredients I don’t exactly carry around. There’s a network of underground tunnels which lead into the city’s sewers. We make our way through them, find a way back topside, and get to where I stashed the list.”


  “What list?”


  “The list with the names of the other vessels. If Harbinger is after it, that means they’re looking to kill everyone on that list.”


  “We’re in,” Tiny said before John. “But first, you need to give us our powers back.”


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be OK once we get out of here. I put damper spellstones at the bottom of the well to prevent feeders from escaping.”


  “Damper spellstones? That some kinda kryptonite or something?” Tiny asked.


  “They won’t kill you, so not exactly, but yes, you can say that.”


  



  **


  



  The walls inside the tunnels were slimed with moss and something black, which smelled like death at its dankest. They moved across the slippery ground, squinting through the dark amber glow of Shadow’s lightstone, not that John needed it, as his senses had quickly grown accustomed to the lack of light once he’d gotten away from the dampening effects of the well.


  They wound their way through the old man-made structures, mostly going straight, but taking a right once, and a left twice, walking in mostly silence for nearly 10 minutes.


  “I didn’t even know these tunnels were here,” Tiny said.


  Shadow explained, “They were built back when the city was made. They were used by Otherworld Smugglers who would traffic artifacts, and people, into and out of town. Some were used during prohibition, with a lot of the tunnels leading to the basements of places that had been speakeasies. Most of the exits have long since been sealed off, but there’s a few that are still active. We’re not too far from where the tunnels split into three different paths. The one in the middle leads to old sewage systems.”


  “That’s probably where they’ll be waiting,” John said.


  “For sure,” Tiny agreed. “They have these freaky magick knives like you?”


  “I don’t know,” Shadow said. “I doubt they figured they’d need anything other than guns against me. Bullets will do the job just fine. I’m half-human, and all human weakness.”


  “So you might wanna stay back and let the vampires take care of business,” Tiny winked.


  Footsteps suddenly splashed through the shallow water from too close ahead. Lights bounced off the wall — Harbinger soldiers, no doubt.


  “Stand back,” John thrust his hand in front of Shadow, then took a step forward to block his movement. The splashing grew louder as Shadow extinguished the red glow of his stone.


  Eight guns with lights rushed at John, Tiny, and Shadow. “Get down, hands in the air!” one of the Harbinger soldiers shouted as if they had any authority whatsoever.


  “Stay back,” John repeated to Shadow, then turned to the soldiers.


  John sensed the first soldier’s itch for his trigger before he pulled it, so he pivoted out of the way as Shadow dipped into a swath of the tunnel’s natural darkness, pulling it like a cloak around his body.


  Shots fired from a soldier’s gun, bullets whizzing off concrete as Tiny went into motion, a blur of giant darkness descending upon the gunman. Within seconds, the gunman was reduced to a screaming, burning dead man as Tiny yelled, “Yeehaw!”


  Gunfire erupted around them as the other soldiers fired on Tiny.


  With seven left for John, he started two at a time, leaping toward the pair of soldiers closest to him, landing hard with one hand on each. The soldiers struggled, but never stood a chance. Their screams died inside their helmets, as everything they once were and ever would be flooded into John, teasing his hunger for more.


  As the soldiers’ lifeforces, and memories, swirled inside John, he swatted the guns from the three soldiers Tiny wasn’t taking care of.


  As John circled in on the now unarmed soldiers, two of the three drew pistols from their holsters. One of the men Tiny was tussling with, managed to break free of his grasp, as Tiny must not have found a way to breach the man’s suit yet to burn him. John looked up just in time to see the man’s pistol aimed at his head. While John could take numerous shots to his body, a headshot could be mean death.


  Tiny shoved the soldier he was fighting with aside and leaped on the other man just as he squeezed a shot off at John. Tiny smacked the man’s hand just before the shot got off, knocking the gun to the ground and sending the bullet into John’s right calf.


  “Sorry, John!” Tiny yelled, then grabbed both soldiers, wrapping them both in a giant bear hug, his hands finding their way under the men’s helmets, sending them both into screaming spasms.


  One of the three remaining soldiers got a hold of his fallen rifle and began spraying the tunnel in a desperate panic. John threw out his hands and sent a blast of energy into the man, sending him flying backward into the two men who had gotten behind him for safety.


  As the men fell back, John raced forward, and was on them in seconds, feasting on their energy, feeling it surge through his body like a thousand fires, but without the pain.


  John heard Tiny yelling in victory as he finished off the last of the soldiers, but John was in too much bliss to open his eyes. He basked in the power, feeling it heal him entirely, replenishing his strength, and making him feel unstoppable, like the perfect killing machine.


  He opened his eyes to the sound of Tiny calling out for Shadow, “OK, it’s safe to come out now.”


  But Shadow wasn’t coming.


  “Shadow?” John asked, an uneasy feeling ruining his good buzz.


  But there was no Shadow — he had used the distraction to escape.


  “So what the fuck do we do now?” Tiny asked.


  John said, “We keep walking. Follow Shadow’s scent.”


  “Think we’ll find him?” Tiny asked.


  “We don’t have a choice,” John said.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — Abigail


  



  



  In the dream, Abigail was in school, and not a vampire.


  She was just a normal 11-year-old girl, sitting at a desk watching the boy beside her, but trying not to stare. He was cute, with brown hair and blue eyes. He looked like a baseball player. Abigail wasn’t even sure what a baseball player was supposed to look like, but the boy definitely looked like one in her dream.


  He turned to her, smiled, then said, “Hi, my name’s Bobby.”


  It was weird, him introducing himself in the middle of class. The teacher, who was only vaguely there, stood three feet from the front row, wrapped in a thick fog just like the rest of the room. In Abigail’s dream, the only things that mattered were her and the cute boy — Bobby.


  She wasn’t sure what to say. Abigail had never spoken to a boy her own age before, not since she was much younger, and back then they were gross, not … cute.


  “I’m Abigail,” she said, looking down shyly.


  Still smiling, the boy said, “Abigail, that’s a pretty name. What are you doing here?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, confused.


  “Why are you here?” the boy repeated, his smile now faltering, creeping to fear to match the sudden concern in his eyes.


  The boy disappeared, and Abigail woke to the sound of a man screaming, immediately followed by a woman’s screech.


  She opened her eyes, confused to find a man and woman lying in her bed. The man was large, with curly dark hair, in his 40s, Abigail guessed. His wife was big too, blonde, a bit younger, maybe. They looked vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t remember where, or if, she’d seen them before.


  What are they doing in my room?


  Abigail finished the thought, then realized it wasn’t they who had come into her house — she was in theirs.


  Abigail screamed.


  “What are you doing in here?” the man shouted, reaching into his nightstand.


  The man fished out a pistol and aimed it at Abigail before she recognized the danger.


  “Where am I?” she asked, shaking, looking around the unfamiliar room, and trying to figure out how she’d gone from her bedroom to this one, and how far she was from her house.


  “We don’t have any money!” the man shouted, waving his gun. Anger rolled from his body in waves, tinged with fear in bright orange waves of aura.


  “I don’t want any money,” Abigail said, glancing at their nightstand clock. It said 5:30 a.m. She vaguely remembered going to bed early, not feeling too well, sometime around three.


  How did I get here?


  “I don’t know how I got here, sir,” she cried out to the man, backing away from the bed.


  “Look, Jack, she’s just a kid,” the woman said, leaning closer and looking at Abigail. “Put the gun down for Christ’s sake!”


  “No!” Jack said, “She might not be alone. You call the police.” The man reached out for the nightstand, handed the phone to his wife, then stood, cautiously holding the gun on Abigail. “You come with me, missy.”


  “Where are you going?” his wife asked.


  “To check on Bobby.”


  Bobby?


  As the man flicked the lamp on, her eyes found a framed photo on the dresser — the boy baseball player from her dream. Bobby.


  He’s real?


  “No, please don’t call the police,” Abigail begged. “I swear, I’m here by myself. I don’t even know how I got here. I just want to go home, I think I might’ve been sleepwalking or something, I swear, I don’t know what’s going on.”


  “Call the police!” the man repeated his order.


  “Please,” Abigail said, bursting into tears. “Please don’t call. I’m so scared.” Because she wasn’t sure what else to say, Abigail went with a lie. “I can’t go back home… He’ll hurt me.”


  The woman paused, clutching the phone against her chest.


  The man said, “What?”


  “My Daddy likes to hurts me. Tonight he was going to hurt me again, so I snuck out of the house. Now he’s looking for me. I was trying to find somewhere he wouldn’t find me.”


  Jack looked at her, licking his dry lips and likely trying to decide if he believed her or not. Abigail’s tears must have been convincing. He turned to his wife.


  “Hold on, Marge. She’ll wait here while I go check on Bobby.”


  “Thank you, mister,” Abigail said with her best feigned sincerity. She wasn’t sure what she’d do next, how she’d get out of the house without telling them where she lived, who her daddy was, or something to keep them from calling the police. She realized with dread that telling them she was abused probably wasn’t buying her too much time.


  Jack looked annoyed, like he thought the girl might be messing with him, but he couldn’t be certain and didn’t want to be a jerk to a child whose father was abusing her. He left the bedroom, leaving Abigail and Marge alone. Marge held the phone without dialing, but her eyes, filled with glassy suspicion, were all over Abigail.


  “What’s your name, Honey?”


  “Alice,” Abigail said, thinking of Alice in Wonderland, which was exactly how she felt, trying to piece together where she was and how she woke in a strange house. “What street are we on?”


  “1215 Elm Street,” the woman said.


  Abigail was five doors down from her own house. That’s probably why they looked vaguely familiar. She must’ve seen them on one of the few occasions they might have passed after sundown.


  Jack screamed from down the hall, “Bobby! Oh, God, Bobby!”


  Though Abigail had no memory of feeding on the boy, his father’s grief-stricken scream could only mean one thing.


  Oh, God, what did I do?


  Marge’s eyes lost their concern and started to crackle with fear. She fell back from Abigail and started to dial.


  “No!” Abigail screamed, launching herself onto the bed and swiping at the phone. Her hand locked onto Marge’s wrist and the feeding started, whether Abigail wanted it to or not.


  The woman screamed as her life force flowed from her burning body into Abigail’s, slowly at first, then faster. Abigail’s vision was replaced with a sudden cascade of memories from the woman’s life.


  


  Seven years old, bullied and running to tell the teachers: “They called me Large Marge the Sailing Barge!” Then she was 8, going to see a sneak preview of “E.T.” with her parents. They didn’t get home until two in the morning because of the flat tire after the movie, but it was an awesome night, anyway.


  Nine years old and terrified of riding the bus, Marge was intimidated by the other kids who always made fun of her. Mom gave her a small stone heart, and told her that whenever the heart was inside her pocket, she was never alone. For four years the stone never left her pocket, until one day when Marge lost it at the park and couldn’t stop crying.


  Graduation from Duke, meeting Jack, getting married. And then the birth of Bobby, followed by hundreds of happy memories of a loving family.


  



  Unlike the others Abigail fed on, Marge was mostly happy. Her memories swirled through Abigail’s head, making her feel warm and pleasant, erasing many of the darker memories she’d been gathering over the year.


  A sudden gunshot — and intense pain splintering inside her gut — interrupted the flow and cut her connection to Marge.


  Abigail’s eyes blinked back to the bedroom, staring at Jack, gun in hand. She looked down, saw the hole in her stomach, and involuntarily whimpered at the blood pouring out from inside it.


  Jack fired again.


  The second bullet slammed into Abigail’s chest and threw her back to the headboard where she lay still beside Marge’s burnt body.


  “What did you do?!” Jack screamed as he ran toward her, gun still aimed.


  Pain pounded through Abigail’s body, reminding her of the agony she’d felt when shot a year before, back when she died in the motel parking lot. Before John saved her with his curse.


  She looked up at Jack, seeing him through the filter of Marge’s memories. He was a good husband. Kind, caring, loving. He’d worked so hard to provide for their family. Marge truly loved him, even if they weren’t as intimate as they once were. Jack was her everything. To see him in so much pain cut like a knife in Abigail’s heart.


  “I’m sorry,” Abigail said through tears and torrents of pain, wanting, in the current of Marge’s memories and feelings, to reach out and console him. But she was frozen, dying from the gunshot. Though John said she was nearly invincible, nearly wasn’t completely. And this time her angel wasn’t there to save the day.


  This time, death was permanent.


  Abigail couldn’t move her limbs. Her eyes drifted in and out of focus as Jack kneeled beside his wife, mouth agape, unable to fathom what could have possibly happened to his sweet Margie.


  “What are you?” he trembled, holding his wife’s ashen remains, glaring at Abigail. “What kind of monster are you?”


  Abigail continued crying, “I’m sorry,” she said, fresh blood pouring from her mouth.


  She said, “I’m so sorry, Jack.”


  When Abigail said his name, Jack’s eyes narrowed on hers, grief and shock igniting a fire in them.


  “Fuck you!” he said, dropping his gun, jumping over his wife’s body, and attacking Abigail with his bare hands.


  His hands found her neck, and, in turn, ended his life, and extended hers.


  Abigail fed again — this time with happy memories crushed beneath the agony of a man finding his son and wife dead, killed by a monstrous girl.


  Jack’s darkness festered inside her own, killing the brief moments of joy she’d experienced in Marge’s memories, salting her wounds with misery and death.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — Hannah


  



  



  Arbor Falls, California


  



  The picnic looked like a postcard.


  Their basket spilled out from its spot centered on the blanket, which lay on a bed of deep green grass a dozen yards from a glassy lake, nestled at the base of two smallish mountains. Greg said it was his favorite spot in all of California, if not the world.


  Hannah looked out at the gorgeous landscape, and then to the gluttonous spread, smiling. She was tipsy, if not entirely drunk. They were each responsible for preparing what they thought the other wanted, and while there was some overlap, mostly with the skewers — melon, ham, mozzarella, cherry tomatoes, and artichokes — and sandwiches, with both sliced muffalettas made by Greg and tea sandwiches from Hannah, there were also small plates of fresh sushi, piles of finger fruits, though only cherries and grapes remained, and a copious amount of Hannah’s homemade sangria.


  “More sangria, my lady?” Greg asked, proffering the large carafe in the nook of his arm as if it were a wine bottle and he a wine steward.


  Hannah was already warm, and on the verge of three glasses too many.


  She held up her hand. “No, no, I’m good,” she said, giggling at his impression.


  “That’s good,” Greg said, holding the carafe close to his eyes and lightly swirling the liquid at the bottom. “Not much more than a sip left, anyway.” He lifted the large carafe to his lips, finished it off, then dropped it into the wicker basket.


  “Wow, we finished all the sangria?” Hannah said, genuinely impressed.


  “No, you finished most of it, you lush!” Greg jabbed his finger between her breasts, smiling.


  “No, I didn’t! You did,” she said, setting her glass on the blanket and crawling toward Greg. She climbed on top, straddling him, then leaned into his body, kissed his mouth, and teased his lips with her tongue.


  Hannah imagined they’d have a nice romantic evening in their bedroom after a long romantic bath in the oversize whirlpool Jacuzzi, but she was horny now, and no longer willing to wait. Greg’s hardness pressed against his pants, and her dress.


  She looked around to see if they were still alone. They were beside a lake in the middle of nowhere, save for a few other cabins in the distance. She couldn’t imagine anyone sitting in their windows, watching with binoculars. If so, screw it, let them enjoy the show.


  She laughed at the thought, and her current level of daring, then reached down to unbuckle his pants.


  “What are you doing?” Greg asked, also looking around as if they were in the middle of Hanley Park back home, surrounded by joggers, kids playing, and people walking their dogs.


  “I think you know,” Hannah said, winking.


  Greg laughed at her wink. “Wow, you are a terrible winker!”


  “What?”


  “Yeah, you’re wink was kind of like, I dunno, Quasimodo?”


  Hannah slapped him playfully across the chest, “Bastard!” then climbed off his crotch and pouted.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Nope, I don’t accept your apology,” she said playfully.


  “You have to.”


  “Why?”


  “Um,” Greg looked to the violet sky as if there was a clever comeback hiding inside it. As he opened his mouth, his cell rang from inside the picnic basket.


  “I thought you turned it off!” she said, turning from Greg and reaching into the basket. She looked at the display — PRIVATE: BLOCKED.


  “Who is Private: Blocked? Is he related to General Pain?” she asked, smiling, trying to make a joke.


  “Gimme the phone,” Greg said, rushing to answer.


  Something, Hannah didn’t know if it was because she was drunk or if she was annoyed that he was letting his work invade their time, made her hold the phone just out of reach. “Nope. No business. It’s Us Time, remember?”


  Greg reached for the phone and she pulled it back, hopping to her feet and sprinting away from him, laughing. Three steps from Greg, Hannah’s foot knocked over her wine glass, and she fell to the grass, dropping the phone on the blanket.


  Greg grabbed the phone, glared at her, then took the call.


  “Greg here.”


  He began to walk off, likely looking for some privacy, when Hannah felt a pang of hurt, from both his glare and indifference. He could have helped her to her feet, but grabbed the phone instead.


  What a jerk!


  Hannah sat at the blanket’s edge, watching the spilled red wine spread through the fibers. She fumed as Greg walked farther away from their cozy spot, into the woods along the trail they’d taken to get from the cabin to the lake, until he was nearly out of sight. What was so important that it couldn’t wait? And what was with the blocked number?


  “He’s having an affair.”


  Her inner whisper was so sudden, insistent, and out of the blue, she almost had to laugh. The whisper, as if it was from someone else, even though it was her voice and tone, demanded her attention.


  “Think about it. He’s always working late. Sometimes he takes calls in front of you for work, then other times, he goes off to another room. When he does take calls in front of you, it sounds like he’s talking in coded language, like a parent who doesn’t want their kid to catch on to Christmas planning.”


  No, he’s not cheating! Greg is like the nicest guy I’ve ever known. Sure, he works a lot, and that’s annoying, but so do I, and I’m not sleeping around. I truly doubt he is.


  “Yeah? How would you know?”


  Because I know!


  “You don’t even know what you don’t know.”


  Hannah sat wondering what the hell that even meant? It was like she was arguing not with herself, but some other part of herself.


  Maybe it was simply fear having its say.


  As she and Greg grew more serious, her fear was searching for reasons to ruin things. Some part of her was so afraid of living the unknown with a man she loved, Hannah was willing to trash it and stick with the known of isolation.


  She wished she had a girlfriend close enough to help her sort things out. Jenny was her only friend besides Greg, and she was an employee. Hannah had to distance the personal stuff. Even though Jenny’s sordid life was an open book to Hannah, from her favorite sexual positions to her scariest dreams, Hannah never felt comfortable reciprocating.


  Jenny often joked that Hannah needed to step more out of her shell, and trust more. And while Hannah was trying, it wasn’t easy. As she watched Greg surface from the woods, some part, if not most of her, wondered who the hell he was talking to and why one phone call could make her feel suddenly like everything was wrong.


  



  **


  



  Hannah spent the rest of the night trying to pretend she wasn’t annoyed, until she finally lost it


  “I can’t believe you didn’t help me up,” she said, turning to stare at the mountains, hopefully to keep from crying, and to hide the truth if she did.


  Greg didn’t apologize like Hannah expected. Instead he said, “I spend most of my day putting out fires, Hannah. You tripping in the grass isn’t an emergency. That phone call was.”


  He should have punched her in the stomach. Less painful, and over quicker. His tone was so cold, and workmanlike, that it caught her by surprise. While he worked a lot, he was almost always tender when spending time with her. Now, it seemed like he was being Work Greg, all business, no emotion.


  They fought for a half hour. The closest Hannah and Greg had ever come to fighting before, was when Greg didn’t want to see a Jon Conway movie because he said Conway was a douche bag. He was her favorite actor so she dug her heels in, but only for a few minutes until Greg offered to take her to dinner instead.


  That was a silly fight. This one, though, was real.


  It was horrible, but over quickly, with verbal anger erupting from either side. Greg eventually apologized: for the stresses of his work, for letting them bleed into their personal time like the wound they were, and for his job being so complicated and boringit could barely be explained without a fresh cup of coffee for each of them, let alone added to their general conversation.


  During the most heated flare of their battle, both were near snarling, just as they were when later making up between the sheets.


  



  **


  



  Hannah was drifting between sleep and waking when her inner whisper came back.


  “He’s watching you.”


  What do you mean he’s watching me?


  “He’s watching you sleep. Can’t you feel him?”


  No.


  “Go ahead, open your eyes. You’ll see that I’m right.”


  Hannah lay still for a moment, then decided to take a peek rather than open her eyes all the way. She peered from a barely fluttered lid, and saw Greg lying beside her, and indeed he was staring!


  Startled, Hannah’s eyes shot open as she bolted up from the mattress.


  “What the hell?” she said, staring at Greg. “You scared the crap out of me.”


  “Sorry, Baby,” he said from behind a calm smile. “I was just watching you sleep.”


  She glanced at the clock beside his nightstand: 3:14 a.m.


  “Why are you even up?” she asked as Greg pulled her close to his warm, naked skin.


  “Couldn’t sleep, I was horny.”


  “So, you what? Just stare at me, hoping I’d wake up?”


  Greg smiled. “Worked, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah, you creeped me the hell out, if that’s what you meant by ‘worked,’” Hannah said, lying back down, as far from him on the bed as possible, yanking the covers around her, and turning toward the wall.


  His cock found her backside as his left hand slithered up her torso to cup her breasts. His right hand trailed down between her legs. Greg slid three fingers inside her. Hannah swallowed, turned, and kissed him.


  As she drifted from climax to slumber for the second time that night, her inner whisper hissed.


  “He’s lying to you, Hope.”


  Hope?


  She turned the thought in her mind for a moment, until its weight was too heavy to hold. Hannah lost the thought, and drifted to sleep while trying to find it again.


  



  **


  



  Hannah was surprised to find Greg still sleeping when she woke the next morning. She lay in bed, thinking about their argument and trying to remember her dreams as a craving for melon came to claim her. It took 10 minutes or so before the craving was sharp enough to pull her from the cozy bundle of down comforter and blankets. Hannah peeled the covers from her body, about to climb from the bed, when she noticed Greg’s phone — which had been in his pants when they slipped into bed — sitting on top of the nightstand.


  Did he check messages, or make a call? And who the hell is he calling? PRIVATE: BLOCKED?


  An idea nudged itself to the front of her mind, either brilliant or horrible, depending on the outcome.


  Hannah eased herself from bed, her eyes on Greg in the early morning light, watching as he slept, face down, on his stomach, snoring hard. She crept toward the spacious bathroom where she left her purse, slipped inside, softly closed the door, grabbed her purse and sat on the toilet.


  She rifled through her purse and retrieved her phone as she peed, thumbing through her apps until she found The Dictator, a funny but effective dictation app she used to record her ideas, everything from ways to mine more business from her standing orders, to ways she might be able to reduce her spoilage. The cool thing about the app was that it was voice-activated, meaning she could leave it running, and it would start recording only when she was actually speaking.


  But in this case, the app wouldn’t be recording her voice.


  She clicked “RECORD,” left the bathroom, and crept back into the bedroom with a hush. She scanned the bedroom for somewhere discreet to bury her phone, then decided on the dresser, tucked behind a vase of fresh cut flowers. The dresser was close to the bed, as well as the doorway leading out to the balcony, and Hannah figured it would likely capture voice from either location.


  I shouldn’t do this. It’s spying!


  “No, it’s called discovering truth, and you need to do it. If Greg is innocent, there’s nothing to worry about, right?”


  Right, she thought, hating herself anyway.


  Hannah finished hiding the phone, then hopped onto the bed like an exuberant child.


  “Rise and shine, sleepyhead!” she yelled, feeling almost as if she were faking an orgasm. “Still wanna go to El Montaño today? I was hoping we could get drunk on great wine, then pig out on amazing food.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Greg said groggily, maybe a bit hung over. “Of course.”


  “OK, I’m going to enjoy the Jacuzzi, then I’ll need to dry my hair, put on makeup, and all that jazz, so you probably have another hour of snooze time.”


  “Well, gee, thanks for waking me up now,” Greg said, turning over, and burying his head under the pillow.


  Hannah laughed, smacked him playfully on the ass, then went into the bathroom and turned on the faucet.


  As she sank into the warm, bubbling water, Hannah closed her eyes, trying her best to relax, and stop wondering what she’d find on the recording later.


  She thought about it every second anyway.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Duncan


  



  



  Duncan woke in his basement, hungry and cold. Shaking, and feeling every bit of his thousands of years. Yet, Duncan was glad to be alone in the dark, spared the indignity of what had become of his home.


  Upstairs, Jacob and his freaks, Harbinger soldiers, and monsters had commandeered his house. God knew what they’d done to the place, to his life’s work: his collections of rare art, books, and artifacts from Otherworld. It was all now in the hands of the monstrosity, Jacob, and the creatures he’d brought with him. Duncan’s estate had become, it seemed, Harbinger Central, at least while the monster plotted his evil plans for whatever the hell it was aimed to do.


  He sat up on the mattress that Jacob’s beasts had brought down for him. He looked up at the windows where someone had nailed boards over them while he’d slept. Despite the fact that no lights were on, and the basement should have been pitch black, Duncan was able to see well enough. Most of the large basement was filled with old furniture he’d not yet parted with, or stuff he’d told himself that he would restore if he ever got back into furniture restoration. Then there were boxes of stuff whose contents he didn’t even remember, and the remnants of a food supply he’d kept in the basement, which Jacob’s minions must’ve raided. He saw nothing which screamed, “Use this to escape!”


  Even if I could escape, where would I go like this?


  He thought of the parasite within him, evolving his body to turn him into the very things he’d been hunting for so much of his life — feeders, vampires, whatever the hell you wanted to call them.


  Now he was one of them.


  Duncan wished he could reach inside himself and pluck the disgusting monstrosity from his body, but it was now one with him, controlling his urges — more by the minute — and now some of his thoughts. Jacob used their psychic connection as a leash, making Duncan his dog.


  Duncan had never been anyone’s bitch.


  The swirling regret, circling Duncan’s mind ever since he was thrown down into the basement, was that he’d wasted his one shot on Jacob, when clearly he should have used it on himself.


  Jacob tried prying information from inside him — chiefly where Jacob’s brother, John, could be found. Duncan was trained in psychic warfare well enough to keep Jacob from the most sensitive information inside his mind, but it was difficult to maintain his vigilance with the parasite’s constant sniffing for weaknesses in his mental firewall. It was only a matter of time before Jacob would break through Duncan’s defenses.


  He had to find a way out of the basement. He didn’t know where he’d go, but he had to do something other than wait to be used as a pawn in Jacob’s game.


  Duncan was considering his limited possibilities when the door at the top of the stairway creaked opened, and bright light from above pierced the gloaming.


  “Hello, Mr. Alderman,” Jacob said in the same cheerful voice that made Duncan want to rip the flesh from his face.


  Duncan said nothing.


  “How are you feeling?” Jacob asked, descending the steps. “Oh, wait, how silly of me. Why ask when I can simply tap into your head? Ah, let’s see. Seems you’re hungry. Is that right?”


  Duncan said nothing.


  “I can make you answer me, you know,” Jacob said.


  Sharp pain twisted through Duncan’s brain, as if someone were sliding a knife through his skull. He screamed out, clutching his head with both hands, as if he could pry the dagger from inside him, and somehow kick Jacob out of his head.


  “You can’t evict me,” Jacob said, reading his thoughts. “I’m a part of you now, Mr. Alderman. The pain ends only when I allow it to. Understand?”


  He nodded, eager to end his torment. Duncan’s guts threatened to spill their stewing vomit, though he doubted there was much inside to lose.


  “Say it,” Jacob said, his voice dripping with sick glee.


  “Yes!”


  “Good,” Jacob nodded. “Glad to see we’re speaking.”


  The pain ended immediately, and Duncan’s urge to vomit followed.


  “Now, I understand you don’t want to tell me where John is, and that you’re going to resist me. That’s OK, Mr. Alderman. I do admire your loyalty. And fortunately, for you, I don’t really need to find him right now. I’m more concerned with the vessels, of course. But mark my words, a time will come when I ask you again. You will answer when I do.”


  Duncan said nothing, glaring out from the shadows at the monster, standing at the foot of the stairs like a conqueror awaiting coronation.


  The monster sighed, and stepped toward Duncan. “You look at me with such hate, as if you’re better than me.”


  Duncan said nothing, nor did he flinch when Jacob drew closer, stopping just inches from his mattress.


  “Get up,” Jacob ordered.


  Duncan held his stare, already disgusted with himself for his surrender a moment ago. Jacob was chipping his will, and while Duncan had little doubt he would eventually be broken, he refused to make it easy.


  “I said get up,” Jacob said, narrowing his eyes at Duncan.


  He felt the thing inside him, worming its way through his brain until it found what it was looking for. One moment, Duncan was actively defying Jacob. The next, his body was rising from the mattress against his will, obeying its new puppet master.


  Jacob smiled, smug and disgusting. Duncan longed to reach out and slit his throat. Somewhere upstairs, assuming Jacob had not found and destroyed them, he had two Otherworld onyx blades which would do the job perfectly.


  “Wow, such violent thoughts, Mr. Alderman,” Jacob laughed. “You and I, we’re not so different.”


  “You’re a monster,” Duncan said, surprised he could speak since his limbs were ignoring commands to sit, strike, or do anything other than obey.


  “Correction, we’re monsters,” Jacob said, jabbing his index finger sharply into Duncan’s chest. “You and I are now the same. We are one. And soon, there will be many, many more. It’s pointless to resist. So why put yourself through the pain of denying what must be?”


  “You may have infected me, but I am not a monster.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Jacob smiled, then turned and headed back to the stairs, letting go of the controls of Duncan’s body.


  Duncan was a rag doll falling to the mattress. He ran his hands over his limbs, feeling his true self slowly return to his body, staring as Jacob ascended the stairs. Jacob stepped through the door, then leaned back through the doorway and said, “Oh, that was rude of me to leave without offering you a meal. I’m so sorry. Where are my manners?”


  Someone else stepped through the door, was shoved through the door, by one of the Harbinger soldiers for hire. It was an attractive brown-haired woman — Duncan wasn’t sure of her name — but she was in her mid-20s and until a couple of days ago had been one of his housekeepers.


  She looked down, saw Duncan, then turned back at the top of the stairs where Jacob was closing the door.


  “Bon appétit,” Jacob laughed, closing the door and leaving Duncan to his meal.


  



  **


  



  “Are you OK, Mr. Alderman?” the housekeeper asked as she slowly approached him. Her hands were bound behind her. He looked down, past the length of her black dress, and noticed her shoes were missing. He wondered if Jacob’s men had taken them to keep her from trying to leave.


  “I’m fine. Are you OK?” Duncan asked. “Did they hurt you?”


  “No, but they killed Helga and Trina,” she said, her voice cracking with grief. She seemed on the verge of tears, perhaps finally glad to see someone she knew still alive. Little did she realize she’d only been spared to feed to Jacob’s newest vampire. Duncan didn’t have the heart to tell the woman that he had no idea who Trina was, let alone know her name.


  “May I sit?” she asked, stepping toward his mattress, the only place in the dark basement to sit, unless she wanted to sit on any of the dusty crates or boxes filled with stuff he hadn’t seen in years.


  “Yes, but don’t touch me,” he said sharply.


  “OK,” she said, sitting on the corner of Duncan’s bed as he fell back, as far as he could into the corner where the bed and wall met. She looked at him confused, as if she couldn’t understand his repulsion. Or maybe, he figured, she thought he was afraid.


  Her sudden nervousness stirred a hunger inside him. Duncan could see a shimmering orange aura swimming around her. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but the parasite inside him was salivating, and chewing at his insides. Duncan wanted to touch her, to draw her life from inside her, and feed. He wanted it more than a beggar starving for food, or a teenager with a hard-on wanted somewhere to put it.


  Duncan wanted the life from inside her more than the air in his lungs.


  He closed his eyes, and tried to drown his bloodlust.


  She asked, “Who are these people? What are they going to do to us?”


  He wondered why she’d just said people. Had she not seen the monsters?


  “They’re going to kill us,” Duncan said, unsure why, except that he enjoyed the scent of her terror. The colors around her went from orange to red. He closed his eyes to deny the parasite the joy it was getting from stoking the woman’s fear.


  “Kill us?” she asked, suddenly on the verge of tears. “Why?”


  Duncan struggled to keep his eyes closed, knowing he would reach out and grab her the second he saw her. He tried to think of anything other than feeding, disgusted by his irrepressible animal urges. He was a man of tremendous self-discipline. He’d worked for decades to master his every impulse from the foods he ate to the sex he had. Now it was as if some impetuous, psychopathic child had jumped into his driver’s seat and was taking control, eager to run him off the road just to see what would happen.


  No, you don’t have to do this. You aren’t a feeder. You are not a monster.


  He thought again of his words to Jacob:


  You may have infected me, but I am not a monster.


  “We’ll see about that,” Jacob had said with a huge, shit-eating grin.


  Duncan now knew what he meant. Jacob was proving they were one and the same, forcing Duncan to acquiesce to his new parasitic instincts. He could almost feel the pompous fuck laughing upstairs, imagining Duncan’s struggle to control his hunger. It was like locking a starving vegan in a room with a juicy steak, knowing full well that no matter how much he claimed to love animals, he would revert to their own animal nature to survive.


  No, I am stronger than this.


  Duncan tried thinking of better things, like Caleb.


  Not Caleb now, wherever he was, assuming he was still alive since he’d vanished into Jacob’s portal. He thought of Caleb as a young child, and how much he’d loved the kid. Caleb looked up to his Uncle Duncan, and gave the old man the closest thing to a paternal role he would ever have. He wished Caleb’s adopted father hadn’t felt so threatened, and hadn’t made Caleb feel guilty as a result. Hell, his dad had made Duncan feel guilty, and that was almost impossible.


  Duncan remembered going fishing with Caleb when the boy was 11, and first starting to notice girls. Caleb asked Duncan what to do when a girl didn’t like you like you liked her. He pointed at the lake. “See that lake?”


  Caleb nodded.


  How many fish do you think are in there?”


  “I dunno, maybe a few hundred.”


  “And how many fish do you think are in all the other lakes in the world? How many in all the seas?”


  “Millions?” Caleb looked confused. “Why?”


  “Let me ask you, Caleb. Remember that brim you nearly caught last time we were here? Just as you were reeling it in, it popped off the hook?”


  “Yeah!” Caleb said laughing.


  “You didn’t get all bent out of shape about that, right?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Why is that?” Duncan asked.


  “I don’t know. I figured I’d catch another one.”


  “Exactly,” Duncan said, holding up a finger. “It’s the same with girls and women. There’s no shortage, and never will be. Getting hung up on only one will end in nothing but heartache.”


  “But she’s not a fish, she’s a girl. A beautiful girl. She’s smart, pretty, and even likes to play soccer!”


  “Yeah, but there’s plenty more out there too, son. There’s always someone else out there. Trust me.”


  Caleb’s line went taut as another fish bit on his line, almost on cue, as if proving Duncan’s point.


  Duncan couldn’t remember what happened with that particular girl, or anything about her outside their shared conversation on the lake. There had been many girls in Caleb’s young life until he finally met the woman he married. Duncan never once considered that he might’ve been wrong. There was always someone else to occupy a space in your heart. Maybe that sort of realization could only come after living through centuries and watching everyone you love die, until you finally stopped allowing people to get close enough to miss them.


  Now, as Duncan sat with nobody caring one way or another if he lived or died, he wondered if he’d been wrong from the start. Some people, whether lovers, or someone welcomed into your family — there were some people whose absence could never be replaced.


  The housekeeper’s voice cut through Duncan’s thoughts, and with his attempts to forget she was easy prey beside him. “Can you untie my hands, sir?”


  “I’m afraid not,” he said, meeting her eyes.


  She paused, then asked, “Why not?”


  “Because if I touch you, you’ll die.”


  The woman’s eyes widened as she stood. “What do you mean?”


  Her aura darkened to deep crimson. Something in her scent changed, and stirred his hunger further. He also found himself sexually aroused, which only disgusted him more.


  “The man who brought you in here, did you see him burn anyone by touching them?”


  She nodded yes, shaking as her eyes brimmed with tears.


  “That man is a monster. And now I am, too.”


  She stared at him, unmoving.


  “What are you, fucking stupid?” Duncan barked. “Go away!”


  She turned from him and ran up the stairs, as fast as she could with her hands tied behind her back. She banged her head on the door as she wailed, “Please, please let me out!”


  As her fear escalated, Duncan’s inner creature stirred, like a stomach growling over the scent of baking bread. His cock was rock-hard.


  Duncan was at the top of the stairs a second later, surprised by his speed, once he surrendered to the creature’s will and let it guide his actions.


  The housekeeper screamed.


  Duncan reached out and silenced her forever, drinking her soul, and feasting without thinking of the monster he’d become. As he ingested her life force, and her memories, he finally knew her name — Melora.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail stood, unable to move, staring at the charred bodies in the bed.


  “Oh, God; , God; oh, God. What do I do?”


  She spun in a circle, looking around the room as if the answer might pop out at her, maybe from the closet. She thought about calling Larry. Surely, he could help her cover this up.


  No way. He will freak out. He’ll want to leave. Immediately, no questions asked. Take no chances. Adios, Katya.


  She looked down at the burnt corpses again, wondering if the police would tie the murders to her. Or worse, what if the agency John worked for, the ones who’d taken her and held her like a lab rat until John traded himself for her freedom, was investigating?


  They would definitely tie it to her.


  Unless they think there was a fire.


  Abigail ran from the bedroom and bounded down the stairs, through the dark living room and to the garage. On the ground, beside the lawnmower, she saw it — a big red gas can.


  Please be full, please be full, please be …


  It was.


  She picked it up and carted it into the living room, running back up the stairs as fast as she could, gas sloshing all along the way.


  OK, where do I start?


  She thought of Bobby. She’d killed him first, even though she held no memory of doing so. She went into the boy’s room. Seeing Bobby’s charred body triggered a store of his memories, a fresh wave rolled through her mind.


  



  Bobby found a tiny, filthy dog with a broken back sprawled in the middle of the street outside his house, and cried until his mom agreed to make Dad find a vet.


  He was trick-or-treating too many streets over. He got lost, bag snatched, then got beaten up by three boys, ironically all dressed as members of the Justice League: Superman, Batman and the Flash.


  Bobby petted his mom’s head for who-knew-how-many hours after she lost his baby sister, two months before Rebecca was supposed to be born.


  



  As Bobby’s memories softened from boil to simmer, Abigail stared down at his charred remains feeling as if she’d lost a close friend, even though she’d never known the boy, except for a few fleeting seconds inside her dream. She imagined a different life where she met him not as a vampire, but as a girl instead — a life which would never be, and hurt so much to think about.


  She uncapped the gas can and shook it over his body, like she was watering the lawn.


  The gas was pungent in her nose, burning her throat, as Abigail went from his room to his parents’, spilling a trail of fuel along the way. Once she reached their room, Abigail poured the gas all over his parents, making sure to save at least a little for downstairs. She emptied more gas in a line down the stairs and then in front of the couch and in a long wavy line running along the front door and window until the can was empty.


  Abigail went into the kitchen, searching for a lighter or matches.


  She pulled out drawer after drawer, heart pounding in her chest as utensils rattled and drawers banged back in their home.


  Hurry, hurry. I’ve gotta get home before Larry notices I’m gone.


  Finally, Abigail found a junk drawer, and seized a green plastic lighter from inside.


  Yes!


  She ran up the stairs holding the tighter tight, afraid she’d drop it. As she passed Bobby’s room, Abigail froze, unable to move again.


  What have I done?


  She stared at Bobby’s body again, trying to figure out how she’d gotten into the house in the first place.


  Was I sleepwalking? And if so, what’s to stop me from doing it again?


  She thought again of the incident in the restaurant restroom, overcome by memories, and the overwhelming sadness she’d not only experienced through her victims’ memories, but that which she inflicted herself.


  She thought of Bobby’s father screaming, “What are you?”


  She swallowed, tears streaming her cheeks.


  I’m a monster.


  Abigail moved closer to Bobby’s burned body, then sat on the bed beside him, allowing the gas on his sheets to seep into her pajama bottoms. She lay on the bed and let the gasoline soak into the back of her shirt. It was ice cold, which she thought ironic given its flammable properties.


  More memories raced through her mind, more misery, more sadness.


  She raised the lighter above her, staring at the little gray wheel, then realized she’d never lit a lighter, though she’d seen people do it plenty and it seemed easy enough. She ran her thumb along the wheel, waiting for the fire.


  Nothing.


  She looked closer, and saw a plastic red tab, probably there so kids didn’t accidentally start fires. Abigail pressed down on the red tab and started to run her thumb over the metal wheel again, bracing for death.


  Abigail wondered if she’d die quickly. She hoped so. Life was too damned hard — all she wanted was for the pain to finally end.


  Suddenly, Abigail heard a voice in her head that wasn’t hers, or any one of the many memories rattling inside her.


  “Abigail?”


  It was an unfamiliar girl’s voice she couldn’t remember ever hearing before.


  She opened her eyes and moved her head to search the room, but saw nobody.


  “Hello?” Abigail called out.


  “Don’t do it,” the girl’s voice said.


  Abigail realized the voice was in her head, like John’s used to sometimes come when he was communicating with her telepathically.


  Who is this? Abigail thought-asked.


  “My name is Talani. I’m a vampire, like you.”


  How do you know I’m a vampire? Abigail thought, suddenly afraid. Someone out there knew her secret. Someone she didn’t know. How could Talani speak to her? Was she close by, Abigail wondered, knowing as she did that Talani could read her thoughts and fears.


  Leave me alone!


  “Relax, Abigail. I’m just like you. I’m only 15. You and I are a lot alike.”


  You don’t know me, Abigail thought, feeling violated, wanting to run off and be left alone. She tried to shut the girl from her mind, but didn’t know how. She never had to defend herself against someone in her thoughts. Before now, it had only been John who could communicate with her like this.


  Talani continued, “I just wanted to tell you, you’re not alone. There are others out here like us. Good people, forced to hide from the rest of the world because of what we are. I don’t want to intrude on your life. I don’t want anything, really. I wasn’t even going to bother you, but I felt your pain. I couldn’t sit and do nothing, especially if I could make a difference. I just want you to know, you’re not alone. Don’t kill yourself, Abigail. I have to go now. I can only do this for a little bit at a time. But please … ”


  And then she was gone. Though Abigail hadn’t felt the presence enter her mind, she felt it leave — like a cold draft from an open window, except the window was in her brain.


  Talani? Abigail asked, testing to see if the girl was really gone from her mind.


  No response. As she lay in the gas-drenched bed, fumes stirring her nausea, she thought of Talani’s words, “You’re not alone.” Abigail wondered how many of her kind there were. She’d known there were some, and that many were bad, monsters feeding off the good. But what if there were others like her, like John, good people cursed through no fault of their own?


  She thought of John and wondered if he would miss her, or be happy to be free of the burden of looking out for a perpetual child? Abigail then thought of her new friend Katya.


  Will Katya miss me?


  Katya had been so concerned when she was sick at the restaurant. She actually cared. And though he wasn’t good at showing it, Larry cared, too. And of course, there was John. She thought back to the last time she’d seen him, and how he had hugged her as though he’d never let her go.


  If I kill myself, I’ll hurt them all.


  They don’t deserve that.


  Abigail’s tears were in full flow. She closed her eyes, trying not to think of the hurt she’d visit on those she loved most if she were to murder herself. She didn’t want to hurt anyone else. Taking her life was selfish. Yes, she’d be silencing her torment, but didn’t everyone have to deal with some amount of personal pain? Killing herself would add to her friends’ pain, especially John’s.


  Abigail couldn’t bear to cause any more pain.


  There had to be some other way to quiet her anguish, some other way to deal with her victims’ memories. She hadn’t even given John a chance to help her.


  Abigail sat up, looked down at Bobby, and said, “I’m so sorry.”


  She grazed his ashen cheek with her shaking fingertips. The corpse’s skin was hard, like burnt leather. She wanted to say something more, something the boy might be able to hear, but Bobby was gone, and Abigail was whispering to ghosts.


  She rose from the bed and headed downstairs. At the bottom, she managed to get the lighter’s wheel to turn and the flame to spark. Fire immediately engulfed her in a bright, painful blast.


  Abigail screamed, and was about to race out the front door, when she remembered reading long ago that moving fast could cause the fire to spread. Stop. Drop. Roll. She was about to drop to the ground when another instinct took over — not from her own memories, but something from the alien inside her. It somehow pulled the fire from her clothes and skin, like a magnet, collecting it in a ball, floating it in front of her. Then it sent the ball of fire in a blast at the stairway, where the fire began to race up the walls.


  Run, her instincts said, and she turned and fled into the night, her skin already healing from the flames.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — John


  



  



  John and Tiny followed Shadow’s scent through the tunnels.


  John was damned good at hunting Otherworlders and Halfworlders alike, and Shadow had left his stink all over. They followed him on foot into the old sewer system, and eventually to where his path ended, in an ancient looking dusty basement. From what John could sense, they were in the basement of an apartment building, filled with residents, many of whom were still sleeping.


  “He here?” Tiny asked.


  “Yes,” John said. “Though I’m guessing if we can sense him, he can sense us, and is waiting.”


  “Waiting with more of that magick voodoo shit, I bet.”


  “Maybe,” John said. “So, you wait here. I’ll stay connected.”


  “I ain’t letting you go up there alone.”


  “Just pay attention to me, OK. I’ll be fine. I don’t think he’s looking to hurt us, anymore. He’s looking for something. I’ll see if I can help him find it, and send you a flash if something goes wrong.”


  “A flash? Is that what you call that shit where you’re talkin’ in my head?”


  “Got a better word for it?” John asked.


  “An instant message? Or maybe a poke?”


  “A poke?”


  “Yeah, a poke, like on Facebook.”


  John shook his head, “You crack me up, Tiny.”


  “What?” Tiny asked. “You’re not on Facebook?”


  “No,” John said. “What the hell am I going to do on Facebook? Make friends?”


  “Ah, I see, you’re probably all on MySpace and shit like Larry.”


  John laughed again as he headed out the basement door and began ascending the stairs. He made it six flights before the stairway ended on the top floor. There were more than 20 apartments on the top floor, all of them filled with either sleeping, or at least relaxed, people — all but one.


  He could sense the frantic energy coming from Shadow. He tried to focus on the man’s thoughts, but couldn’t read them, which likely meant Tiny was right. Shadow was waiting, like before. John couldn’t afford to be taken by surprise, again. He considered finding a phone and calling Mike Mathews, telling him to light the place with agents.


  If John did that, he might not learn who the vessels were, or how to find them, though.


  He could sense Shadow’s desperation, and knew the man was afraid. John hoped Shadow’s betrayal would favor his fortune. He could offer Shadow protection from his enemies. Assuming Shadow thought he could trust John to keep him from Omega, that had to be something he’d consider.


  John approached the apartment where Shadow was hiding, stopped outside the door and knocked lightly.


  “Shadow? It’s John. I want to help you.”


  “Go away, John!” Shadow answered, his voice high-pitched, stressed. “I don’t need any help.”


  “You know I’m not leaving. And you know you can’t make it alone any longer. They’ll find you. If I did, they will too. Let me help. We can protect you.”


  “Like you protected my family? No thanks, John. I’ll take my chances going solo.”


  “I will protect you. You have my word.”


  Shadow was silent. John waited anxiously for something — either an opening of the door or an explosion. Nothing but silence answered him back.


  He’s making another portal to escape!


  John wondered if he should bust the door down. If Shadow was armed, or waiting with more magickal weapons, bursting through the door could be a death sentence. But there was too much at stake for John to play it cautious now.


  Turned out, John didn’t have to bust through the door. It opened on its own, and Shadow appeared, looking cautiously in the hallway. “Where’s the Hulk?”


  “He’s standing guard nearby, to make sure we’re safe.”


  Shadow nodded and opened the door the rest of the way. John stepped inside and saw several duffel bags sitting in the middle of the otherwise empty apartment. There wasn’t even furniture, at least in the living room. John wondered how many such places Shadow had at his disposal. As many as Larry? More?


  John asked, “What is this place?”


  “My last resort,” Shadow said. “I can’t trust that no one knows ‘bout it, but at least I have a head start.”


  “Where are you going to go?” John asked.


  “Like I’d tell you.”


  “Fair enough,” John said. “But I need to know about the vessels, please. Shadow, tell me while you get ready.”


  “OK, but pay attention,” Shadow said, “because I’m only saying this once. I need to get the hell outta here.”


  “OK.” John watched Shadow move supplies and wads of cash from smaller bags to a larger one, stuffed with weapons, of this world and John’s.


  “When your mom came over, she was helped by a powerful wizard. The last of his kind, after the Great Purge.” Shadow turned to John. “You know about the Great Purge, right?”


  “Yes,” John nodded. “I’ve read in The Unwritten Tomes.”


  “So, this wizard was taken in by your father when the North initiated the genocide of all magick users within the Northern Realm. Your father appointed the wizard as his realm’s Head Wizard. After he betrayed your father by helping your mother, you, and Caleb escape, Jacob forced him to create a new portal to follow you.”


  Shadow stopped moving boxes and turned his full attention to John.


  “The wizard knew he had to do something before your father came over, too. So he had an apprentice make one last portal, then had the woman kill him and split his soul, spreading it to be stored into six crystals, so he couldn’t be forced to do whatever it was your father would have him to do. The apprentice then came, placed the gems inside five people, or vessels, then sent each of them here. The vessels had no idea what was inside them. Once they came here, their minds were wiped, and they were blended into society never knowing what they were or what they were carrying.”


  John asked, “How the hell is that even possible without anyone knowing?”


  “Because my father organized it on this end. He was the only one on this side the wizard could trust, and in turn, the wizard put the sixth crystal in him. My father was so committed to keeping the secret, he killed everyone who helped. The only person who knew anything on this side was him. He hid his secret until he was dying. He said I had to take the gem from his body before anyone found it, then told me there was a list of the other vessels, which he’d written in the Old Language, just in case.”


  “In case of what?”


  “I don’t know, in case all hell broke loose on Earth.”


  John held up a finger. “Wait a second. If this wizard was so ‘all-powerful,’ why didn’t he just go after my father and kill him?”


  “Because your father had infected him years before. He controlled enough of the wizard to prevent him from ever harming your father. It was surprising that he’d been able to help your mother escape without your father finding out beforehand.”


  “Shit,” John said. “So, where is the list?”


  “Do you think I’m just gonna give it to you?”


  “What choice do you have? You think you can keep it safe after your people betrayed you?”


  “How do I know you won’t turn it over to Omega? If my father didn’t trust them, why the hell should I?”


  “Because I’m not them, and I would never let them have the list.”


  “Yeah, what if they use your woman as leverage? They obviously earned your devotion enough for you to betray your people for a year. What’s a little thing like a list?”


  “I don’t know what to say to change your mind,” John sighed. “But I do know one thing: If Jacob is after you, then he will find you. What happens when he gets the list?”


  “I imagine he’ll go after the crystals and get them, one way or another. If he gets them all, my father said the wizard’s soul, and his power, can be brought back and either absorbed by someone, like Jacob, or another host. Whoever brings him back, will have all of his power and knowledge.”


  John sighed, “Then you need to give that list to me.”


  “What are you going to do with it, John?”


  “We destroy it. With the list gone, no one has the power, right? Everyone on the list is protected. Nobody, on either side of the war, will ever find the crystals.”


  “I don’t know,” Shadow said, then fell into silence.


  “What?” John said. Shadow stared, his expression slightly off.


  Shadow wasn’t moving. He was frozen in place, mid-thought. Shadow’s eyes widened, staring behind John.


  John turned, but he was too late. A sharp pain sliced into his back, sending him to his knees, the world erupting in pain. He fell to his side as something burned through his body. He looked up and saw Jacob in black robes, staring down with a smile.


  “Hello, brother,” he said, stepping over John and walking to where Shadow was still frozen stiff, likely captive in some spell or enchantment.


  John flashed out to Tiny, Tiny! Help!


  No response.


  Jacob is here! Jacob is here! He stabbed me!


  “Where is the list, boy?” Jacob asked.


  Shadow’s mouth opened, gasping as if Jacob had just given him the ability to use it. “I don’t know,” he said.


  “I let you use your tongue, and you use it to lie to me?” Jacob said, shaking his head as he loomed closer to Shadow, until he was inches from his face. “Open your mouth, boy.”


  Shadow shook his head. His shaking turned violent as Jacob took control, parting the man’s mouth against his will. Jacob’s gloved right hand reached into his robe and pulled out a dagger. His left, also gloved, moved to Shadow’s mouth and pulled at his tongue.


  Shadow screamed as Jacob raised the dagger, tracing the black blade against Shadow’s cheek, drawing blood as it moved.


  John reached behind his back, trying to feel the pain’s source — another dagger, stuck in his back. He tried to grip it, but the moment his fingers touched it, they locked, unable to move.


  Shadow screamed as Jacob cut his tongue off and threw it to the ground in front of John, where it landed with a sickening splat. Blood gushed in rivers from Shadow’s mouth, but he couldn’t bring his hands high enough to stop the flow with Jacob controlling his body.


  “Now,” Jacob said, “I want you to use your hands and go get me that list. Remember what I did when your tongue disobeyed.


  Shadow’s hands went to his mouth, feeling his severed tongue as he cried out in anguish.


  “Now!” Jacob shouted.


  Shadow kneeled and began unzipping a green camouflage knapsack. Jacob watched him carefully as John tried to keep his focus through the burning sensation.


  Tiny! Come on!


  Shadow handed the list to Jacob. “And where’s your father’s crystal?”


  Shadow reached down the front of his shirt, hands shaking as he retrieved a crystal pendant, glowing just the slightest bit red, on a black leather cord, and handed it over to Jacob.


  “Thank you,” Jacob said, then thrust his blade into Shadow’s chest and shoved him to the ground.


  John screamed, “You fucker!”


  Jacob turned to him, smiling. “Now, little brother, what to do about you?”


  Suddenly, Tiny was in the room, charging at Jacob.


  Jacob spun out of the way seconds before Tiny could get a hold of him. Tiny fell forward, nearly colliding with Shadow’s fallen body, missing the wounded man by inches. Jacob’s eyes fell on John, then went to Tiny and back. He smiled and ran from the door.


  “I’ll get him!” Tiny said, jumping to his feet.


  “No!” John said, “Get this knife out of my back.”


  Tiny’s eyes went wide, almost scared. “Oh, shit.”


  “Put your gloves back on or else it might burn you.”


  Tiny retrieved his gloves from his jacket, slid them on, then yanked the blade from John and dropped it to the carpet next to him. The fire was gone, but the pain remained.


  John looked up as Shadow crawled toward the duffel, blood spilling in pools from his wound. He pulled out a notebook and pen, then opened it on the floor and scribbled across the pages.


  “What is it?” Tiny asked Shadow.


  “Jacob cut his tongue out,” John said as he got up and went over to see what Shadow was writing.


  The top of the paper read, “5 ”


  “You remember the names on the list?” John asked.


  Shadow nodded, keeping his eyes on the paper as he struggled through dying breaths to move his pen and get names on the page.


  The names weren’t names, they were Social Security numbers. John stared as Shadow scrawled numbers as fast as he could.


  He’d written three sets of when he had to stop, surrendering to a violent fit of coughing that lasted for nearly a minute as bloody nuggets spewed from his mouth.


  Shadow turned back to the paper and scrawled. He reached the fifth set of numbers when John’s eyes locked on the last set in disbelief. His heartbeat nearly tripled in speed. He knew that Social Security number. Could never forget it.


  No. It can’t be.


  John kneeled next to Shadow. “That last number, are you sure?”


  Shadow looked at the paper, then back up, coughing more blood into his hand. He smeared it on his shirt and nodded yes.


  “You know it?” Tiny asked.


  “Yes, it belongs to Hope.”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 7 — Hannah


  



  



  The morning crawled, as did the afternoon to follow.


  After Hannah took the thousand years she promised to prepare for the day, she took her phone from the dresser. She packed it with earbuds in her purse, anxious for the minute she could be alone with her phone.


  It didn’t happen on the drive to El Montaña, anywhere on the tour of the vineyard, or at any time during her one chance to slip into the bathroom without Greg. The bathroom was small, and quaint like the rest of the winery. She was only inside for a second, barely having closed the door and not yet locking it, when Greg slipped in behind her. He said it would be “romantic” to use the bathroom at the same time.


  She smiled like she meant it, glad she didn’t have to go number two, and emptied her bladder while cursing the interruption and ignoring the weight of the phone like a brick in her purse.


  Only later, after the tour when they were sitting in the restaurant, after wine was poured and appetizers ordered, but before the bruschetta was brought to the table, Greg got a call and excused himself, looking at Hannah with apologetic eyes.


  Hannah nodded, feeling grateful but looking patient, then Greg left, and she yanked her phone from her purse. She inserted the earbuds, then pressed play on her recording as her heart started to race even faster.


  At first there was nothing, but as Hannah scrubbed her finger across the recording, she found a spike in the volume. She rewound the recording a few seconds, stopped, then started it back from a spot where Greg had stress in his voice.


  “She dreamed about John again last night.”


  Pause …


  “Yes, I’m sure. What do you want me to do?”


  Another pause …


  “Are you certain, Mr. Cromwell?”


  The longest pause so far …


  Then, “Yes, I’ll do it before we return to the house. Don’t worry. Hannah won’t suspect a thing.


  Hannah looked up as Greg pulled his chair from the table and sat, smiling.


  An earbud fell from her ear.


  “Whatchya’ listening to?” he asked.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  EPISODE 10:


  PROLOGUE — Duncan


  



  



  In Duncan’s dream, he was reliving the funeral of his closest and last true friend Ed Baldwin — Caleb’s adopted father.


  Ed died of a heart attack just shy of Caleb’s sixteenth birthday, and the boy was devastated. Caleb spoke to no one: not his friends, girlfriend, or even his mother Myriam. He stood outside the funeral home, pacing back and forth in the parking lot, eyes wild and hair disheveled.


  Duncan went outside, unsure what to say, so he said nothing. He just stood beside Caleb, waiting for the boy to speak.


  The young man looked up at Duncan, angry, confused, and eyes brimming with tears.


  “Why?” was all he could ask.


  “I wish I knew,” Duncan said, pulling the boy into a strong but gentle hug.


  Duncan had buried more friends and loved ones than he could count. While he missed Ed, sympathy and sadness were only practiced. Truth was, he felt no such pain of loss any longer. At funerals, Duncan often found himself mourning his loss of feeling more than anything.


  Time marched on, and people came and people went. Same as ever.


  Little did Caleb know he was an Otherworlder who would stop aging in his 40s and bury many people himself. Perhaps, he, too, would become as jaded as Duncan.


  The first funeral of a loved one was always roughest.


  Caleb broke down into tears, and turned away, red-faced. “This is all my fault.”


  “What do you mean?” Duncan had asked.


  “I killed him.”


  Duncan woke from the dream.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 1 — Duncan


  



  



  Duncan paced his basement wondering what Jacob planned for him next.


  He was growing restless, and, oddly enough, already hungry again. Duncan felt near starving, though not for food. He was hungry to take another life. The housekeeper, Melora, left him feeling more alive than he’d ever felt. The energy surge, along with her vicious flood of memories and experiences, was more powerful than any drug he’d ever taken — and Duncan had taken a great many over the years: for recreation, experiments in self-improvement, and general need.


  Feeding was like acid and opiates, rolled into a tantric orgasm and multiplied by a million. It was a bit like a bad trip, but only for a fat handful of flickers, as he was forced to sort through Melora’s worst memories, fears, and pain, like when she lost her child three hours after his birth.


  Duncan quickly found himself riding through her currents of thought until he found himself swimming in calmer seas, basking in the pleasures of her life as if by instinct. He had even relived her more erotic moments, which left him surprised in both the depths of her kink, and that such a plain-looking woman had so many sexual escapades with men and women of every shape and size. Melora was one book Duncan could never have judged by its cover.


  He wanted out of the basement, and to experience the rush again. Yet, Duncan was also shrouded by guilt. He hadn’t wanted to kill Melora. It was the parasite’s instinct and his own sense of self-preservation compelling him to feed from Melora’s screaming body. As he sat, imagining feasting on others, Duncan felt disgusted.


  I can’t just go kill people.


  I am not them.


  I am above them.


  He could almost feel Jacob’s laughter as the monster descended the stairs, looking down at Melora’s charred remains, which Duncan couldn’t bring himself to move from the bottom.


  “So, how is superiority treating you?” Jacob smiled. “Is that whole ‘I’m not a monster’ thing going well?” He tutted. “For so long your people have treated ours like monsters, as if we’d chosen our paths. Chosen to be infected with the parasites. As if we chose a life of murder. People love to feel smug, but when it comes right down to it, they’re all just pigs wallowing in the filth, eating whatever they must to survive.”


  Duncan said nothing since Jacob was right. He was now no better than the monsters he’d hunted for so long, but that didn’t mean he had to admit it.


  Jacob circled the body. “So, are you ready for your next meal?” he asked.


  “No,” Duncan lied.


  Jacob smiled, “You say no, but you forget, I can feel what you feel. I feel that hunger within you, Mr. Alderman. Why deny what you can embrace? I’ve elevated you past the rest of your species, and above the humans! You should be thanking me. I’m setting you front and center for the next evolution of our kind. We will be Gods among beasts, and the world our buffet.”


  Duncan still said nothing, staring down at the concrete floor.


  Jacob said, “It’s OK, you’ll come around. In the meantime, I’ve a small favor to ask. It seems I’ve come into possession of some numbers, Social Security numbers, to be precise. I need to find the people attached to the numbers.”


  Duncan asked, “Are these your so-called ‘vessels?’”


  “Why, yes they are. See? You and I make a good team, Mr. Alderman.”


  “Why should I help you?”


  “Well, let’s just pretend for a moment that you have a choice, and that I can’t bring you to your knees in crippling pain by merely thinking it. In that case, you would help me because you’re helping yourself. Now that you’re with us, our goals are as one.”


  “I want out of the basement,” Duncan said. “I’m tired of being cooped up down here. Plus, I’ll need access to my computers if you expect any answers.”


  “Fair enough, consider it done.” Jacob said. He stepped closer to Duncan, locking eyes with the old man as sharp force suddenly pressed into his skull from all sides. “But just so you know, I can see your every action and hear your every thought. If you even think about doing anything to interfere with me, I will know, and make you wish I had killed you.” Jacob snarled, still sounding almost pleasant. “You think killing the hired fucking help was difficult? I’ll lock you in a room with a newborn infant if you cross me. See how that weighs on your conscience.”


  Duncan nodded, “You don’t have to threaten me.”


  “That’s excellent news,” Jacob said, losing his snarl. “I’ve taken the liberty of blacking out the windows on the second floor, so I’ll have a room prepared for you.”


  “Can’t I have my bedroom?”


  “No,” he said, “I’ve grown quite accustomed to your bed. It really is quite the luxury.”


  



  **


  



  



  An hour later, Jacob released Duncan from the basement. The old man ascended the stairs to find that his entire house was now commandeered by Harbinger, as he had suspected. There were armed men in black crowding the bottom floor, and a few others wearing civilian clothes. Duncan figured they were Otherworlders or Halfworlders sympathetic to Harbinger’s cause.


  He was led to the second floor guest rooms where he hadn’t set foot for several years, except for during a minor remodeling job three years earlier. He was placed in the room at the end of the hall, farthest from his bedroom. The room’s window was painted black, a clearly hurried mess, with black paint dripping stains along the wooden sill and hardwood floors. While Duncan noticed the mess, he didn’t allow it to worm its way under his skin since his house was filled with far worse atrocities than spilled paint.


  His laptop was set up on a small desk, waiting for him.


  Duncan sat and lifted the lid.


  “Remember,” Jacob said, “do as instructed and nothing more. Do not attempt to send a message to anyone or I will turn threat into reality.”


  Duncan signed into the Agency’s database, while Jacob probed his brain, searching for any sign of betrayal. He could feel the monster skittering through his mind, reading his thoughts. Duncan tried to bury his revulsion, but Jacob kept digging, as deep as he wanted.


  Fuck you.


  “And fuck you, too,” Jacob said aloud, delighting in his demonstration of power. “Here,” he said, handing Duncan a piece of paper filled with neatly printed numbers in the Old Language. “You can read this, correct? Get to work.”


  Duncan began typing in the numbers, retrieving names of people he didn’t even know existed, and who had never raised so much as a blip on the Agency radar, lest their names would have been flagged. As he pulled up each name and address, he asked Jacob if he wanted to record any of the details.


  “Not necessary,” Jacob said. “I never forget … anything.”


  As Duncan typed, he felt Jacob’s presence in his head, almost as if the man were pressing on his brain like a full bladder. Duncan decided to experiment, compartmentalizing a thought as if imagining it in a hidden box, then waited to see if it would register. The tricky part in compartmentalizing was that the mere act would often tip the infiltrator off to what you were doing, even if not to the precision of your thought. Tell someone not to think of an elephant, and all they can see are large floppy ears, the color gray, and two long tusks. Trying to disguise the act of concealing a thought was much the same way. You had to think the thought and then quickly think another on top of it, almost, forcing yourself to forget it. And then there was the act of thinking through a series of thoughts while covering those with other thoughts — a task which had taken Duncan decades to master.


  I know your weakness, Jacob, and I will use it against you.


  Duncan kept typing, thinking of the names and numbers he was pulling from the database, waiting to see if his secret thoughts were properly concealed from Jacob. He’d never been up against anyone with powers like Jacob. Nor had he masked a thought for longer than 10 minutes before the mental exhaustion tripped him up.


  Jacob continued staring at the computer screen while probing Duncan’s mind.


  Duncan typed in the final number, and noticed the name attached. “Hope Barnett.”


  Her? How can it be?


  The errant thought flew into the wild before Duncan could capture it back and toss it in the box.


  “Is that John’s Hope?” Jacob asked, slithering down past Duncan’s shoulder like a snake. “Where is she?”


  “I don’t know,” Duncan lied, trying to bury what he did know, and her protected identity before it slipped into Jacob’s head.


  Do not think it, do not think it.


  Hannah Quinn.


  Too late.


  It was almost as if Jacob reached into Duncan’s mind and plucked the name away before he could hide it.


  “Ah, she’s changed her name, eh? And the Agency hiding her? Is that why it says ‘location unknown?’ Tell me where she is,” Jacob commanded, narrowing his eyes as he burrowed deeper into Duncan’s head. If Jacob dug too deep, he might discover Duncan’s brewing plan. And if he did that, Hope was lost, both John’s Hope and humanity’s hope.


  “I don’t know, it says ‘location unknown’ because we don’t know,” Duncan said in a commanding tone crafted to push Jacob’s buttons. “Now get out of my head.”


  “You are my pet, and I will do as I wish,” Jacob smiled, edging himself deeper into Duncan’s brain.


  Duncan’s eyes seized on the pen and pencil holder. He reached out, grabbed a pencil, gripped it hard in his right hand, then drove it deep into the middle of his left. He screamed, but not alone. Jacob’s scream was just as loud, an echo of his pain.


  Behind the scream Duncan felt the monster withdraw from his mind.


  “What the hell?” Jacob yelled, reaching out and grabbing Duncan around the neck. “You think you can hurt me? You think you can hurt ME?” The monster picked Duncan up by the throat, and stared at him with burning eyes.


  “Where is she?”


  “I don’t know,” Duncan said, burying the secret in hurried layers of thought, bracing his mind before Jacob entered again.


  Jacob scowled and threw Duncan across the room, slamming him into the wall beside the bed. “Do you think you’re the only one with information? Do you think there is anyone in your organization I can’t reach?”


  Jacob grabbed the laptop and left the room, locking the door from outside. His anger seemed to soften on the other side, and when he spoke he was back to his sickeningly sweet voice. “You know, I’m starting to think I should find a new second-in-charge if you’re going to pull stunts like that, Mr. Alderman. I’d think long and hard about your attitude.”


  Duncan glared at the door, yanked the pencil from his hand, dropped it to the ground, and watched as the wound began to heal itself. Pain receded and brought his resolve into bloom.


  Duncan now knew what he had to do, though he didn’t dare to think it while Jacob was still in the house.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — Larry


  



  



  Larry was rudely torn from his pizza coma as sirens screamed outside his house.


  He reached up, fixed the glasses askew on his face, hopped from couch to floor, threw his Xbox controller aside, then ran to the window and parted the thick curtains. Flashing lights split the darkness to a garish rainbow blur as a mile-long fire truck drifted in front of the house. Larry grabbed his gun, slid it into the waistband of his jeans, then stepped out into the cool night air.


  He stood on his porch, staring at the house down the street as it was licked by walls of curling fire. The scent of gasoline permeated the air, but seemed too close to be coming from the burning house. Another fire truck, this one shorter, was followed by a pair of police cars and a lone ambulance.


  “What the hell?”


  Larry was about to step back inside and let Abi know what was happening when he heard the soft sound of nearby crying. He looked down and saw Abi crouched in a ball behind the thick row of shrubs beneath their living room window. She was staring up at him as if something unimaginably horrible had just happened.


  Larry swallowed. The flickering in Abi’s eyes made him weak in the knees, but he managed to hold himself steady. “What’s wrong, Honey?”


  “I did it,” she said.


  “Did what?” Larry said, dreading the answer as Abi slowly lifted her arm and extended a shaking finger at the house with the fire trucks in front.


  “Come inside, Abi,” he said, waving his arm and wishing he could hug her. She looked like she needed one. Yet, so far as he knew, he was only safe from John’s touch, not other feeders’. She slowly stood, and as her body rose above the bushes, Larry could see her pajamas were soaking wet. The pungent scent of gasoline wafted from Abi’s body and into his nostrils.


  What the hell happened to her?


  Abi stepped inside the house, her eyes holding the floor like a scared, or ashamed, animal.


  Larry closed the door, locked it, and looked at Abigail, shuddering in front of him as if awaiting trial. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” she cried. “I woke up in their house after I killed their son. I think I was about to kill them, too.”


  “Killed? You mean fed?”


  “Yeah,” she nodded, her voice cracked and fragile. “The parents saw what I did, and the mom was going to call the police. I tried getting the phone, but we touched …” Abi sniffed back her tears and swiped at her eyes. “Then the dad shot me, and tried to choke me or something. Then he touched me. Pretty soon, everyone was … dead.”


  “So, how the hell did the house burn down?”


  “I didn’t know what to do!” Abigail cried. “I didn’t want the bad men to come and take me again. So, I started a fire. I thought maybe the police would think someone burned them with gas.”


  “Jesus,” Larry said, sighing as he removed his glasses and pinched his nose at the bridge as he set his glasses on the dining room table.


  “What are we going to do?” Abigail asked, with enough fear in her voice to keep Larry from daring to yell.


  He breathed himself into a calm, then said, “How did you get inside their house?”


  “I don’t know. One minute I wasn’t feeling well so I went to sleep, and the next minute I was in their house. I even slept through killing Bobby. I didn’t wake up until I was standing over his parents’ bed. I think something is wrong with me,” Abigail’s voice cracked, forcing her to breathe before she could finish her thought. “I think I’m broken.”


  Larry remembered how, a decade ago in Florida, John had thought he’d been going out on midnight kills and not remembering them. Of course, it turned out to be his brother Jacob, not him. But what if Abi was killing in her sleep? This added a new wrinkle to caring for the girl, a wrinkle that Larry didn’t know how to iron.


  “We’ll figure this out,” he said, even though Larry wasn’t convinced in the slightest they would. “I’m gonna get some stuff from the kitchen to help get rid of that gas smell on you, so go get undressed and ready to shower, and I’ll bring it to you with some fresh clothes.”


  “What are we going to do? Are we going to move again?” Abi asked.


  “I don’t know,” Larry said.


  “I don’t wanna move,” Abi cried.


  “I don’t know,” Larry said, trying to keep his annoyance from bleeding through his fraying calm. The only thing Larry knew for certain was that he couldn’t handle this on his own. He had to reach John.


  “OK,” Abigail said, then turned from Larry and trudged up the stairs.


  Larry didn’t even have to try and reach John. The soundtrack of rushing water only played for a minute upstairs when the doorbell went ding. Larry crept to the peephole with one hand wrapped around the hilt of his pistol, then opened the door to John and Tiny, standing on his porch, covered in blood, and looking like they had a problem far larger than Abigail’s.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — John


  



  



  “I think I’m going to need another Mountain Dew,” Larry said as John finished updating him to the final detail, including the fact that Shadow was now dead, betrayed by his people.


  John and Tiny followed Larry into the kitchen. He handed them each a cold can of soda.


  “The Agency probably thinks I’m dead, or Shadow’s captive, so that’s our advantage,” John said. “I need to find Hope. The two people most likely to know are Duncan Alderman and Bob Cromwell, one of the bosses at the Agency.”


  “Can’t you just ask Alderman?” Larry said.


  “I’d rather not have to kill him,” John said.


  “What? That dude used Abigail as a pawn to get you to join his little Omega death squad. He also used Hope to keep you on a leash. Fuck that dude.”


  “Fair points,” John said, taking a swig of soda. “But he also took care of my brother, Caleb. He did what he did to protect him. I can’t fault him for that.”


  “So, Cromwell’s the target?” Larry asked.


  “Yeah, do you have info on him? Where I can find him?”


  “Let me make a few calls,” Larry said. “I’m pretty sure we can get to him. You wanna do it now, with the sun coming up? Or wait until tonight?”


  “Well, it depends where he is. If he’s at the office or anywhere near Omega, we’ll have to wait until tonight,” John said, sighing. “I need Mathews and everyone else to still think I’m missing. Besides, I don’t have my lightproof uniform, which is just as well. And Tiny doesn’t have one, so we’d be screwed if we’re fighting anywhere near daylight.”


  Larry looked at John, “So, what are you gonna do if you find her?”


  “When I find her.”


  “OK, when — what are you going to do? We’ve got Jacob to deal with, again. And you’re probably gonna piss off Omega if you strike at Cromwell.”


  “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” John said. “I only know one thing: once I have her, I’m never letting her go again. Not ever.”


  Larry said, “I still don’t get how she’s from your world! This is way too trippy.”


  “Tell me about it,” John said. “I don’t know how I couldn’t tell. Humans give off a different aura from Otherworlders. It must be a mistake. The list has to be wrong.”


  Larry said, “A bit too convenient to be wrong, don’t you think?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Think about it — you were willing to end your life for her,” Larry explained. “You love her with the kind of love I’ve not seen outside chick flicks. Maybe you two are so deeply connected because you’re from the same place.”


  Tiny interjected. “Hey, guys, I love all this Hallmark stuff, but we need to catch some sleep a bit even if we wind up heading out today.” He turned to Larry. “You got a dark spot where we can crash?”


  “Yeah, I have a spare room upstairs I blacked out just for Johnny, so you guys can share. Sorry, but there’s only one bed. You’re gonna have to bunk together.”


  Tiny smiled, “I dunno, can you keep your hands off me, pretty boy?”


  John smiled. “I’ll try my best to resist.”


  Tiny said, “OK, I’m gonna shower. You wouldn’t happen to also have some fresh clothes?”


  “Got some for John,” Larry said. “But we don’t carry size giant.”


  Tiny laughed. “It’s good to see you again, Larry. Forgot how damned funny you are. So, you got a washer and dryer, then?”


  “Yeah, right through there,” Larry said, pointing at the hallway leading out to the garage. “But I don’t want you walkin’ round my place all naked ‘n’ shit. We got a kid, ya’ know.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll wear a towel,” Tiny said. “How is Abigail doin’ these days?”


  “She’s OK. I think she’s actually taking a shower in the guest bathroom, so let me show you to the master bath,” Larry said as he led Tiny upstairs.


  As John waited for Larry to return, he could feel Abigail — still upstairs in the shower, upset. He couldn’t tell why without probing her mind, and didn’t want to invade the privacy of her thoughts. He paced the kitchen waiting for Larry when his eyes were drawn to the front of the fridge where three of Abigail’s drawings hung, all in crayon.


  He moved closer to look at them.


  One was of a dog playing with a ball on a field. John wondered if it was someone’s dog that she knew, or perhaps a dog she had as a child. He couldn’t remember seeing a dog in any of her previously shared memories. Maybe Abigail wanted a dog, but was afraid she would kill it with her touch. John made a note to tell her she wouldn’t. Their touch was only deadly to humans, non-vampire Otherworlders, and some — but not all — of the monsters from his world. Pets were fine. The second drawing was of what looked like a mermaid, with long blonde hair. The third drawing showed Abigail, Larry, and a woman standing side-by-side, almost like a family portrait.


  This must be Katya.


  John was happy to see Abigail accepting the woman Larry hired, but felt a twitch of jealousy, or maybe regret, that she’d omitted him from the drawing.


  Larry came back downstairs with a serious expression and a hushed, non-hyper Larry voice. He said, “We need to talk.”


  “About what?” John asked.


  “Abigail. She’s not doing well.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t even know where to start, man. But I suppose the squad of fire trucks down the street is as good a place as any.”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Hannah


  



  



  Hannah froze as Greg pulled his chair from the table and asked her what she was listening to. Her mind flashed back over what she’d heard him say in the recording — what seemed like certain betrayal. Questions screamed in her mind.


  What is he doing?


  What’s going on?


  Who was he talking to?


  What is he planning to do to me, or with me?


  Who is John?


  A second voice split through the madness, the same inner whisper that led her to record Greg in the first place — some wiser part of herself that saw through her “boyfriend’s” charade.


  “Don’t let on that you know anything. Play dumb or you’ll never escape.”


  Escape?


  The thought of suddenly having to escape a man she loved, a man she trusted, seemed ludicrous to Hannah, bordering on insane. Yet, she definitely didn’t imagine Greg on the recording. Those were his words, and his voice. The trusting part of Hannah wanted to believe there was some sort of logical explanation. It wasn’t as though she heard the entire conversation. Maybe there was more. Greg could have said something to clarify his comments a few seconds after the part where she had to pause when Greg appeared in front of her asking what she was listening to.


  I must’ve misheard him.


  “You heard him correctly, girl. Stop second guessing yourself.”


  Hannah promised herself she would listen to the rest of the recording later. For now, she would do as her inner advisor suggested: stay calm and play stupid.


  She slipped the phone back inside her purse, hoping Greg didn’t notice that she was in The Dictator app, and not a music player. Fortunately, he never seemed to give too much attention to details, especially when it came to things like her apps or music. Hannah figured her secret was safe, unless she gave it away with a look of sheer terror when he surprised her.


  “Just listening to some music,” she said, painting her mouth with a phony smile she hoped didn’t look like what it was. “So, who was that on the phone?” she joked, “Your other lover?”


  “Yes,” Greg took a sip of wine. He swallowed and said, “She’s meeting us later for a threesome. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “In your dreams,” Hannah said, faking a laugh and hoping she wasn’t overselling it. She lifted her glass and sipped at her wine, but it had turned from a light plum to a sudden vinegar. She winced, set the glass back on the table, then steered the subject toward tomorrow’s plans, wondering if that would be when Greg did whatever it was he planned to do. Not that Hannah expected him to announce his secret, sinister plans.


  “So, what’s on our agenda for tomorrow?” she asked. “I’d love to go shopping in town.”


  “Yeah, we can do that,” he nodded, seemingly preoccupied.


  She wondered what he was thinking. Or what sort of conversation he’d just had. Had his boss, or whomever he was talking to, told him to act sooner rather than later? Maybe Hannah didn’t even have until tomorrow. Perhaps Greg was planning to do something tonight.


  She took another sip of her vinegar.


  “Don’t get drunk. You’ll need your senses sharp.”


  They finished dinner, stretching it out another hour with reels of small talk, as if neither were in a rush to end the evening. They even ordered dessert, which they rarely ever did, a dulce de leche cake that would have tasted amazing under any circumstances where Hannah wasn’t mulling her safety or her sanity.


  Small talk turned slightly bigger as it fell to trips down memory lane. Greg asked, “Remember that time we had that really snooty waiter who kept enunciating everything in a horrible attempt at French?”


  Hannah laughed, “Oh, God, he was awful.”


  “And how he kept getting the order wrong and acting like he didn’t?”


  “Worst waiter ever,” Hannah said, smiling while trying to mine true intentions from Greg’s guarded eyes. He stared at her intently, never breaking gaze as they spoke. She wasn’t sure what he was thinking — if he was jealous of the man in her dreams, or if it were something else, perhaps a part of Greg that was there from the beginning, with her blind to his existence until now. The trip down memory lane felt like some sort of farewell dinner, which only scraped her already frayed nerves.


  An uncomfortable silence stretched across the table and forced Hannah’s wine back to her lips. She took another sip from her glass, ignoring her admonition to stay sober. As she swallowed, a glimpse of memory swirled into her head — a man with long dark hair, piercing blue eyes, staring back at her. The man she’d seen in a glimpse while making love with Greg. The imaginary man whom she fantasized about while Greg was inside her.


  “John. His name is John.”


  The name felt familiar, not just from hearing Greg mention it, but also like a name she’d dreamed of. But there was something more there, just beyond the edge of her memory. He seemed real, like a long-forgotten love. But how could that possibly be? How could she not remember someone she loved? Hannah had never had a lot of success in relationships. Hell, her luck was so bad with men, it was a running joke with her few friends in college. Though, oddly enough, she couldn’t recall a single college friend’s name through the merlot’s haze.


  Troubled, Hannah tried hard to remember her friends more clearly, but picking her brain for a minute could barely recall a reasonably hot redhead with a big mouth, her most outspoken friend.


  Carla? No, not Carla. That doesn’t sound right. What kind of friend am I that I don’t even remember people I was so close to during the best years of my life?


  “You ask this when you can’t even remember John?”


  He can’t be real.


  “If he’s not real, why is Greg worried about him? And discussing him in secret on the phone?”


  She thought of the accident and the temporary amnesia. She didn’t remember much of the hours she’d first come to, but now she started to remember bits and pieces. She’d thought of John then, too, she realized. She’d even asked Greg where John was.


  But who is John?


  Maybe Greg is talking with my doctor. Or maybe he’s consulting with a friend, unsure of what to do. Maybe he was planning to ask me to marry him this week, and now he’s not sure since he overheard me talking about some John guy in my sleep. Maybe I’m just blowing this all out of proportion.


  “No, you are not. Greg is not who he says he is. You know it, so stop denying it.”


  Hannah looked up from her glass and found Greg’s eyes on her again, still staring. If he wasn’t who he claimed to be, who was he? The whole thing seemed almost on the verge of paranoia.


  “What are you thinking?” he asked.


  “That you’re going to kill me and dump me in the woods, you psycho.”


  “Nothing,” she said. “Just tired. Getting a migraine, I think.”


  “Too much wine?”


  “Maybe,” she tried to laugh but shrugged instead, this time reaching for the glass of water, its ice long ago melted. She swallowed two large gulps as the waiter returned with their bill.


  “Need to use the restroom before we go,” Hannah said, grabbing her purse from the table as she stood.


  “OK,” Greg said, downing his wine


  Hannah went to the restroom, relieved to find it empty. It was a tiny bathroom with dark walls, a stone floor, and only two stalls. White Phalaenopsis Orchids with blush-colored centers sat in potted planters on the sink, draping low between the bowls. Hannah hoped to find a window in the restroom, something she could crawl out of and run, though she had no idea where she could go once she did. Her heart pounded, and her breath went shallow with a sudden, urgent need to escape. She wasn’t sure if it was irrational fear, or some instinct for self-preservation kicking in, but she wanted to run: fast, far, and without looking back.


  But what do I do after I run? Where do I go?


  “Don’t worry about what; just go.”


  First, she had to pee, especially with her nerves so swollen. Hannah sat, and fished her phone from her pocket. Before she knew what she was doing, she dialed a number from an unfamiliar area code as if her fingers were on autopilot. She didn’t dare stop to think about what she was doing, watching as her fingers dialed and the numbers displayed on her screen.


  The number seemed familiar, though she didn’t know why, and was dialed so automatically, Hannah knew she had dialed it many times before.


  What the hell am I doing?


  She brought the phone to her ear. After a long moment, a man answered with a slight accent she couldn’t place.


  “Hello?” Hannah said.


  “Hello,” the man said and let a moment of silence stretch as he waited for Hannah to say something else. When she didn’t, he asked, “Who is this?”


  “I was hoping you could tell me,” Hannah said.


  After a long pause, the man said, “Hope? Is that you?”


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — John


  



  



  John showered and changed into jeans and a T-shirt, then stepped out of the bathroom to find Abigail waiting in the hall, pushing her striped toe sock into the carpet, making circles. Then she saw him, and the girl who would never be a woman ran up to her angel and threw her arms around him.


  “John!!” she yelled, her voice muffled in his chest.


  He hugged Abigail tight, as tears welled inside him and a sudden warmth spread through his heart. While John had not forgotten how much he missed her, he tried to bury the thoughts when they came, lest they weigh too heavily on his soul.


  “Oh, God,” she cried, “I missed you soooo much!”


  “I missed you, too,” John said, inhaling the scent of strawberry shampoo. While the shampoo was different, Abigail’s scent was still there beneath it, permanently imprinted on him.


  “Come on,” she said, “I wanna show you my room!”


  Abigail took John’s hand and led him to her bedroom, then opened the door to a flamboyant clash of purple, black, and pink that somehow matched her perfectly. The first thing Abigail showed him was the teddy bear he had given her more than a year before. “Look, it’s Mr. Bear!” she said, excited. “One of the cops Larry knows found it in the car I got taken away in. Can you believe it?”


  She hugged the bear to her chest, squeezing almost as hard as she’d hugged him.


  “Wow, that’s cool,” John said, wondering if it was in fact the bear he bought her, or if Larry had gone to the gas station they’d gotten it from and got her another. Either way, Abigail was happy, and that’s what mattered.


  “And look at these,” she said, pointing to the purple bookcase beside her bed. “I have all my favorite books, and even found some new ones!” She started holding up kids’ books one by one — some he remembered her mentioning before, some he’d had memories of that he’d gotten from her when he saved her life, and still others he’d never heard of. As she went on about each of her books, Abigail’s face grew increasingly animated, her voice slightly squeaky and cheeks pink, an undeniable glimmer in her eyes.


  In that moment, knowing how sad Larry said she was, and how happy she now seemed, John felt guilt crashing on him like a two-ton slab.


  This is how she’d be all the time if I was here.


  John tried not to think of what might have been. That was a pointless, painful exercise in futility. The only thing he could do was try and make things right. Find Hope, then take Abigail, and Larry if he wanted to join them, and run somewhere far from the madness.


  As Abigail prattled on at a million words per minute, John wanted to hug her again and promise her things would get better. He was going to make things right.


  I can’t make promises to her again — it’s unfair. I just have to do what I need to do, then come back and deliver. If I break another promise, it’ll break her heart.


  It was hard not to promise, and harder still to shift their conversation to what Larry had told him downstairs, but eventually John steered their exchange to the fire, and to Abigail’s breakdown in the restaurant.


  They sat beside one another on her bed as she told him everything that happened. After Abigail finished, she looked at him, her eyes going from happy and excited to sad and scared.


  “Larry said we might have to move. Do you think we’ll have to?”


  “Yes,” John said.


  Abigail burst into tears. “But I was just starting to like it here. I’ve even made friends with this girl Katya.”


  “I heard,” John said.


  “Then why do we have to leave? Are the police going to find out it was me?”


  “I don’t know if the police will trace it back to you, but there are bad people who will be looking for you once they hear about this.”


  “I didn’t mean to do it,” Abigail said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, John.”


  “I know,” he said, feeling naked next to her sorrow.


  Abigail grabbed three tissues from the box on the top of her nightstand and blew her nose a few times before her eyes finally met his. “Am I broken?” she asked, clearly trying to stop her tears.


  John tried not to laugh, but couldn’t help it. Abigail’s question, and the way she asked it, seemed so innocent, almost cute. It reminded him of just how much of a child she still was, despite all she’d been through, all they’d been through.


  John pulled Abigail into another oversized hug. “No, Sweetie, you’re not broken. Not at all. Sometimes it’s hard to control the Darkness. I’ll help you work through it, though. I promise.”


  Shit, I had to go and use the p-word!


  “You will?” Abigail asked, her face still in his chest.


  “Yes,” he said, stroking her hair until she finally fell asleep, a few minutes before he drifted and joined her in slumber.


  



  **


  



  John woke feeling watched.


  He opened his eyes and saw Abigail’s big brown eyes staring back at him. She smiled. “Did you know you snore?” she asked.


  “I do not,” he said.


  “Yes, you do,” she nodded. “Like a big, giant bear.” She imitated a bear loudly snoring and said, “That’s you!”


  “No, it’s not,” John said, reaching over and tickling her sides.


  Abigail erupted into giggles, her raspy laugh even more infectious than Tiny’s deep booming guffaw. John hadn’t been around many children, but there was something about Abigail’s giggle that sounded like liquid happiness.


  “Stop it!” she said laughing, and kicking his shins.


  She then started staring at the blanket on the bed like she was trying to work up the nerve to ask him something, or tell him something. She was distracted by something, something he felt that had happened at the house when she set the fire. He was about to ask her what it was when a knock at her door surprised them both. Larry called from behind the door. “You two awake?”


  “Yeah,” John said. “Come in.”


  Larry opened the door, looking like he was about to explode with exciting news. “Cromwell is in town. Tiny’s got some men with eyes on the place. They say he’s there, and alone.”


  “Great! How far away is it?”


  “About 40 minutes. I say we get going now.”


  “We?” John said.


  “Hell yeah, I’m coming and don’t even try and talk me out of it because the place has security, and you need my help getting past it.”


  “Where are you going?” Abigail asked.


  John said, “I’m trying to find someone, and we found a man who might be able to help us.”


  “Is it dangerous?” she asked.


  John didn’t want to lie to her. “It might be, but not too dangerous.”


  “You just got back, I don’t want you to leave again!” Abigail whined, wrapping her arms around John’s torso. “Please, don’t go. Let Larry and Tiny go. They can find the man, and you can stay here with me!”


  John looked into Larry’s eyes, feeling bad that Abigail didn’t seem to mind if his best friend risked his life while being scared that John might. Larry shrugged, nodding to say he understood.


  “I need to go, Abigail. But I’ll be fine. I prom … er, I swear.”


  “What am I supposed to do while you guys are all away?” Abigail asked. “What if something happens?” She swallowed, suddenly looking twice as scared. “What if I do something in my sleep again?”


  Larry said, “Katya said she’ll watch you. I’ll bring you to her place, and you two can have a sleepover until we get back. Does that sound fun?”


  “What if I fall asleep and wake up killing Katya?” Abigail asked, eyes wide, terrified.


  “You’re not going to hurt her,” Larry said. “Besides, we’re not going to be gone long enough for you to get tired and go to sleep.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” he nodded. “We’ll come and get you in a few hours.”


  “Maybe you should both stay here,” John suggested.


  “No,” Larry said. “You want to get past Cromwell’s security, right? You need my help, unless you plan on storming inside. A guy like that, I’m sure he has a safe room.”


  “You sure you can get past his security?” John asked.


  “I’m like freaking Rain Man when it comes to that shit, dude.” Larry said. “Also, I’ve got just the thing to keep Abigail awake if she’s worried about sleepwalking.”


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “These special brownies,” he said smiling. “Not those kind of special brownies,” he added, winking at John. “These are energy brownies, a recipe I picked up from this Otherworlder chick a few years back. “Could keep you up for three days without a yawn. But it’s perfectly safe for Abi.”


  “OK,” John said, then turned to Abigail. “Everything will be OK.”


  She smiled. “Well, I do want to see Katya.”


  “We gonna go or what?” Tiny was standing in Abigail’s doorway. “And did someone say something about special brownies?”


  John followed Larry and Tiny into the living room to go over details, feeling like he was forgetting something he’d wanted to ask Abigail.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — Jacob


  



  



  Three of the five addresses on the vessel list were within Washington State. The fourth was smack dab in the middle of Nevada. The fifth belonged to Hope, whose location was unknown. Two of Jacob’s Harbinger soldiers drove out to Nevada to retrieve the vessel and bring the crystal back. Two other agents were handling the other Washington vessels.


  He saved the closest of the three in-state addresses for himself. His targeted vessel was a man named Albert Koenig, a 45-year-old operations consultant who lived in an apartment 20 minutes from Duncan Alderman’s mansion. It was still early when Jacob arrived with Mr. Dark, a devoted Otherworlder who provided clouds and sufficient shade on demand in addition to his job as Jacob’s right-hand man and driver.


  Jacob was surprised, if not slightly startled, to find Mr. Dark still waiting to serve him after he returned. Most of Jacob’s crew, at least among those who had survived the firefight at the compound, had fled to parts unknown. Mr. Dark held things in place, waiting for the day when his boss would return.


  Mr. Dark had done well the past year, continuing to recruit and pay new Harbinger members and soldiers, while sewing a thousand seeds of dissent among Otherworlders as Omega initiated their campaign against aliens, half-breeds, and all known associates.


  It didn’t take long to rally enough soldiers to take over Alderman’s place once Jacob returned. Soon, Harbinger would be legions strong, and Jacob’s people, the vampiric Valkoer, on Otherworld would finally find the freedom they had waited centuries for.


  “Do you need me?” Mr. Dark rasped from the driver’s side, beneath a billowing umbrella of whirling shadows.


  “No,” Jacob said, opening the door and setting his heel on the concrete. “That won’t be necessary. Wait here. I’ll be finished shortly.”


  Jacob closed the car door, stepped out from the billowing shroud and into the night. He crossed the sweeping lawn that circled the perimeter of Cooper Arms, the opulent apartment building where Koenig made his home. The doorman nodded at Jacob, looking slightly baffled but mostly dazed. Jacob nodded as he walked past him.


  Inside, a man wearing a well-fitted, hunter-green blazer with thin, gold stripes circling the cuff, nervously fondled the knot on his tie, swallowing as Jacob approached him. “May I help you?” he asked.


  Within a heartbeat, Jacob was inches away, leaning over the counter and into the man’s face as he swallowed again, then again, looking as if his throat had a golf ball riding the geyser from a broken faucet.


  “Yes,” Jacob said. “I’ll be going up to the seventh floor to see Mr. Koenig. “Would you be so kind as to make me a key?”


  The man stared at Jacob without any idea that his next few seconds determined the rest of his life. If he was only a stupid animal, like most humans and exactly as Jacob expected, he would make the keycard for Jacob. By the time the elevator dinged and Jacob stepped inside, the man would be well on his way to forgetting what had happened and what he’d done, just as the doorman outside had already forgotten Jacob.


  If the man was the rare fighter with courage, he would sense the danger and make it his death. A fight with Jacob would last only a second, and the aftermath would see Jacob that much stronger as he rode to the seventh floor and met Koenig.


  “Of course,” the man said like an automaton, averting Jacob’s eyes. He went to a drawer, pulled it open, grabbed a blank card, slipped it into the machine’s mouth, then tucked it into a keycard-sized envelope and handed it across the counter to Jacob.


  Jacob smiled as he took the card from the man. “Thank you, Mr. Wyatt,” he said, glancing at the man’s nameplate, finding his eyes despite Wyatt’s resistance, then holding them to stir confusion enough to know all memory would surely be lost.


  “Of course, sir,” Mr. Wyatt said, his voice emotionless.


  Jacob turned from the counter, crossed the lobby, pushed a button and waited 30 seconds, then stepped into the elevator. Jacob held Mr. Wyatt’s thoughts until the elevator doors shut and then he felt them fray to nothing. As Jacob’s elevator ascended he could feel Mr. Wyatt swatting at the surface for truth, but by the time the doors opened to the seventh floor, Mr. Wyatt had already drowned beneath it.


  Jacob stepped out from the elevator, walked to the end of the hallway, and slipped the keycard inside the door.


  Because it was late, Jacob expected to find Koenig sleeping in a back bedroom, but he wasn’t. He was making filthy love to his woman instead. Their bloated bodies were naked, pressed into one another and turning the sofa into a sticky mess. Koenig’s eyes widened in horror as he turned in mid-thrust to see Jacob racing toward them.


  Koenig screamed — even louder than his woman — as Jacob picked him up by the throat, dug his fingers deep into his flesh for a second, then lifted him high and threw him across the living room.


  Koenig landed with a loud snap across the room as his back spattered against a thick square column at the apartment’s center. He smacked into the sharp corner, then fell to the hardwood floor gasping for air in a fetal ball.


  The filthy woman tried to run. Jacob left Koenig gasping as if he were a wad of trash to be tossed later, then raised his hand and hurled a blast of energy at her feet knocking her to the ground. She fell, face first into the coffee table, blood gushing from her mouth as she reached up to feel for broken teeth. He looked down, and yelled, “Do you want to live?”


  “Y … yyy … yyyessss,” the woman whimpered through a mouth of blood.


  “Then have a seat on the couch,” Jacob hissed. “Otherwise you die while he watches.”


  The woman climbed up to the couch, crying as Jacob turned toward Koenig and approached the column.


  He looked down at Koenig with utter curiosity, wondering if such a simple ugly man could possibly know anything about the power inside him. Was he even aware he wasn’t human? No, it did not seem so.


  “Do you have any idea what makes you special?” Jacob asked Koenig, who was still writhing on the floor and gasping for breath.


  Though Jacob waited, Koenig couldn’t make words.


  Finally, Jacob made him an offer. “I understand that it’s difficult to breathe, Mr. Koenig, but I don’t have all night. Do you have any idea why someone like you would be worth the time of someone like me? If you can’t answer in the next few minutes, you’re going to have to watch your woman become my snack.”


  The man started gasping faster. He looked seconds from spitting blood.


  Jacob turned on his heel, then went to the couch and sat beside the woman on the sofa, running his long gloved finger up and down the length of her pudgy naked leg, smiling as he did so, inhaling the room’s discomfort like the scent of a rose. He waited for the clock on the wall to lose three minutes, then, quite calmly, said, “I’m so sorry, Mr. Koenig, but you’re all out of time.”


  With no more preamble than that, Jacob feasted on the woman, driving pleasure into his body from two sources — one from the woman’s waning life force, the other coming in petrified waves from the miserable man lying in agony on the floor, knowing he was next and wondering why.


  Jacob was normally a speedy feeder, but with Koenig going nowhere, and forced to watch the show, he took his sweet time, savoring the seconds until the woman was cindered memory. Once done, he stood from the sofa and returned to the column.


  “Hello there,” he smiled, kneeling beside Koenig.


  Koenig said nothing.


  “Are you certain you have no clue about the magick inside you?”


  The man’s hollow and terrified eyes said he knew nothing.


  “Oh, well then,” Jacob said before making Koenig his next feast.


  The man was surprisingly tasty, with many dark secrets and evils, but disappointing, without any memories that might point Jacob to a new and freshly discovered truth.


  Who was this man, and who determined he was worthy of being a vessel?


  Jacob shoved his fist into Koenig’s withered body, then waited for the energy to find him. Once he felt the pulse of energy warming his palm, Jacob pulled his hand from the corpse. He opened his palm and a rainbow of colors leapt from inside, sparking from the center of the bloodied crystal which looked just like Shadow’s, which he now wore around his neck.


  Jacob stared at the gem for several seconds before wrapping his fist back tightly around it. He lowered his fist and closed his eyes, feeling a massive rush of power run through his body from both the crystal in his hand and the one around his neck, as if they were working in concert. The energy was different than the souls he fed on. This was pure power unlike anything he’d ever felt, undiluted with the tainted memories of the souls he took. The energy was part of the wizard’s essence, he realized. And once he found the rest of the crystals, he would be unstoppable.


  Four more, and the world would bow to him.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 7 — Hannah


  



  



  “Who is this?” Hannah asked.


  “This is Sergei,” the man said. “Who is this?”


  “This is Hope,” she answered, not that she believed she was Hope, but she needed to know more, and this man seemed to recognize her voice.


  “Hope!” Sergei said, his voice ringing with excitement as if he were an old friend not seen in decades. “It’s been so long! How are you? How have you been? Where are you at? Oh, my God, Stefan is going to die when he gets back.”


  “I’m not good,” she said, honestly. “Listen, I need to ask you something.”


  “What is it?” Sergei said, voice shifting from hyper to apprehensive.


  “How do you know me?”


  “What?”


  “I had an accident, and don’t remember much. I need you to help me remember.”


  “Oh God, are you okay?”


  “I’m not hurt, but my memory is spotty. I can’t remember you. Your phone number just sorta came to me.”


  “Oh, wow. I saw this on a TV movie of the week once,” Sergei said. After a short pause where he seemed to be thinking, he rattled off a life story fast enough to make Hannah wonder if he’d even drawn a breath between sentences.


  “Um, OK, you were the waitress at an Italian restaurant in St. Augustine where Stefan and I used to go to all the time back in the mid-‘90s. The restaurant was called Umberto’s. You were a painter, but had never sold anything. You were sweet, but super shy. Stefan and I were opening an art gallery, and helped you sell your first paintings. Then you met this man, John, and you were sooooo in love! You moved in together, in this cozy little place in the historic district, and then one day you both took off, just vanished. Rumor was you both flew to Italy and decided to marry and live there. I tried calling you, but your phone was disconnected. I tried to find someone who knew how to get a hold of you, but nothing. At first, I was mad you didn’t tell us, but Stefan reminded me that young love is impetuous, and I ought not be so selfish. We still have that painting you did for us, and cash from a few of your paintings which sold after you disappeared. By the way, vanishing was a great way to increase the price of your work!”


  Hannah sat on the toilet, floored. She couldn’t remember a single one of Sergei’s stories. Yet, each wore a thin skin of familiarity. Like a story once told, but not by her.


  After she was silent too long, Sergei said, “Are you there, Hope?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry. Just trying to remember.”


  “Any of that ring a bell?” Sergei asked.


  “Maybe a little, I don’t know.”


  “Where are you now? Are you OK? Are you still with John? Are you still painting?”


  “No,” Hannah said. “None of it.”


  Greg’s voice was at the door, a jackhammer to her nerves, sending her heart racing. “Hannah? You OK?”


  “I’m fine, just a bit sick to my stomach, I’ll be out in a minute,” she said trying to squelch the rising panic in her voice. “I’ll meet you at the car.”


  “Um, OK,” Greg said.


  Back to Sergei, Hannah said in a hushed whisper, “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go in a minute. But I need you to do me a favor.”


  “Sure, anything,” he said.


  “Do you know John’s last name? Have you seen him?”


  “No, I don’t think we ever knew his last name. But he did work at another restaurant, and … oh, never mind, that place closed down a few years ago. I’m sorry, I don’t know. Are you OK?”


  “No,” Hannah said. “I mean, I don’t know. Listen, I’ve got to go. Can I call you back if I need to?”


  “Yes, anytime, Hope. And if you need anything, anything at all, don’t be afraid to call, at any hour.”


  “Thank you,” she said.


  Sergei seemed as if he didn’t want to let her go; worried enough to keep her on the line. “Are you OK?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Are you in danger?”


  Hannah forced herself into a tiny laugh. “Of course not, and I’ll be OK,” she lied. Hannah realized she should leave Sergei with something, after being gone for so long with nothing at all. “I’ll call you tomorrow; and thank you.”


  Hannah killed the call and stared at the phone, wrestling her confusion, and the thought of some alternate version of herself she couldn’t remember. She tried to pull memories from her past, but everything was like sand through her fingers, landing in water and scattering away too quickly. She tried again to remember her college friends, but every memory seemed stuck behind a wall of Jell-O.


  “That’s because they’re not real, Hope. None of it is.”


  Stop calling me Hope.


  She kept staring at the phone, wondering who else she could call. Her coworker and only friend Jenny?


  And say what? I think I’m someone else and Greg is trying to do something, but I don’t know what? Yeah, they’ll put me in the loony bin, for sure. She could hear the doctor now, “Sorry, that bump on your head in the accident was a bit worse than we thought. Turns out you’re nuts.”


  But nuts didn’t explain Sergei knowing her voice, or the dreams and flashes of John, and it ignored all of Greg’s mysterious phone calls. Something was happening, and Hannah couldn’t afford to be timid.


  She had to do something.


  But what?


  She thought of Greg sitting out in the car, waiting.


  There’s no way I’m getting in that car.


  “Then don’t. Go. Run.”


  She rose from the toilet, washed her hands, and approached the restroom door hoping Greg wasn’t being sweet, and waiting patiently for his “sick” girlfriend. Hannah opened the door, saw Greg standing there waiting, and tried to pick her racing heart up from the floor.


  “Are you OK?” he asked, looking in her eyes. “Wow, you seem pale.”


  “Stomach,” she said, holding her belly and wincing. “Just puked.”


  “Oh, wow, I’m sorry. OK, let’s get you back to the cabin and in bed.”


  She swallowed, looking past Greg to the red glowing exit sign hanging over the restaurant’s rear door. Every instinct ordered Hannah to run — right past him and into the night without stopping. Surely, he wouldn’t pursue her in public. Then again, it was dark. Maybe no one would notice if he did.


  Instead of running, Hannah followed him to the front of the restaurant, and then the parking lot. There were a few dozen cars in the lot, but no new arrivals, and no one leaving. If she tried to run now, or make a scene, there was nobody around to notice, call the police, or intervene. It would be her versus Greg, and she wasn’t sure she could outrun or overpower him.


  Greg opened the car door for Hannah, and she got inside.


  He got in and keyed the ignition.


  “Get back in there! Go in, leave out the back door, and run!”


  “Oh, crap, I think I left my phone in the restaurant,” she said, seizing on a half-baked escape plan. She could go in and run out the back, getting at least a few minutes of a head start. “Maybe in the bathroom. I’m gonna run back inside and …


  “No, no,” Greg said, laying his hand gently on hers. “You’re sick. Wait here. I’ll go back.”


  Shit.


  Greg surprised her by leaving his keys in the ignition. He got out of the car, then leaned back inside and said, “I’ll be right back.”


  “OK, thanks,” she said, her heart pounding while eyeing the keys.


  “Well, hello, Plan B. Take the car, Hope. Take it and go!”


  As Greg entered the restaurant, Hannah crawled over the center console and into the driver’s seat. She moved the seat higher and closer, then slowly backed out of the parking spot, darting back and forth between her rearview and the restaurant’s front door.


  “Go! Go!”


  Hannah floored the pedal, and tore into the night.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 8 — Duncan


  



  



  Duncan sat in the bedroom turned prison, focusing, searching, and probing through his parasite’s psychic defenses. The creature was sentient, and responded to the prodding with short painful bursts to its host’s brain; a message to stop, though it didn’t communicate with anything like words.


  Duncan wondered if it spoke their language, or even spoke at all. He shuddered to think of any creature existing without wants, needs, or desires besides feeding. Jacob was right about one thing: the parasitic bonding was an evolution inside him.


  Duncan could feel the changes in his brain even if he couldn’t figure out exactly how they happened. He was stronger, more aware, and his already enhanced senses felt sharper than ever. From dissections of feeders over the years, they’d found that the parasite connected to its host’s brain, forming an inseparable bond. But when the human, or Otherworlder, died, so did the creature. So far as he knew, the reverse was also true: if someone tried to remove his parasite, they would die.


  The only people he knew who’d been able to pause the parasite’s incursion were John and Caleb, though both used outside intervention of magickal means. And Duncan had not known how either intervention occurred or how to replicate the success, if it could be done. For everyone else, the parasite, and the Darkness it brought with it, were lifelong curses.


  Duncan had found its weakness, though. Everything had a weakness if you probed hard enough. It had a strong aversion to pain, and that pain was shared between the parasites’ psychic bonds, meaning if he hurt himself and Jacob was connected, he hurt Jacob.


  Duncan only needed to interfere briefly, long enough to allow him to connect with John and warn him of the danger to Hope. He’d first sensed John after Jacob showed up demanding the list. Duncan wasn’t sure why he could suddenly feel John in the world, or if the feeling was reciprocal rather than a vestige of Jacob’s ability to sense his brother, passed through his parasite.


  Duncan was reasonably certain the parasite would sense what he was doing once he reached out to John, though. Then the only question was whether the parasite in him would relay the information to the parasite in Jacob. Duncan hoped not, but had a plan just in case.


  He began searching the outside world for John, unsure of what he was doing, and almost certain he was doing it wrong until he felt himself suddenly inside John’s head.


  John, he thought.


  Then, just as if he were on a phone, he heard John’s voice in his head, surprised, “Duncan?”


  “Yes, I have to tell you—”


  Suddenly, he felt Jacob probing.


  Damn it, that was quick.


  Duncan tried pushing Jacob out of his mind, but the monster’s power was too strong. “Let me in,” Jacob screamed inside Duncan’s skull, the sound a neutron bomb between his ears.


  Duncan couldn’t let Jacob see what he was doing, or worse, try to stop him. He didn’t dare push another thought out to John until he’d banished Jacob from his head.


  Duncan buried his plan as his hand gripped tight around his desk chair. Immediately, Jacob sent a sharp pain through Duncan’s skull trying to stop him from doing anything other than obeying his master’s will. But there was no stopping the chair once it was in motion, crashing through the blackened windows.


  Sunlight poured into his prison, and with it, a rain of fire, erupting along Duncan’s arms as he screamed loud enough to spray blood from his throat.


  Jacob echoed his terror and withdrew from his brain like a scurrying roach. The moment he was gone, Duncan pushed the message to John, telling him as much as he could in the moments he had, though he was unsure how much of it was making sense as pain tainted his every thought, making it an effort.


  Do you understand?, Duncan asked.


  “Yes,” John said. “Where—”


  Duncan’s connection to John dropped as the door to his prison burst open and two men tore inside, trying to rip him from the window. Duncan shoved the men aside, then leapt through the glass and into the last hours of daylight.


  Behind the roaring inferno, Duncan’s life flashed before his eyes.


  Most of the memories went too fast.


  When they finally slowed, Duncan found himself standing on a dock overlooking the lake with Caleb as a young boy. He looked up at Duncan and said, “I can remember the flavor of ice cream you bought me at Six Flags, but sometimes I don’t even remember what day it is.” The boy shrugged. “I guess what you remember depends on what you think is important.”


  Duncan remembered looking into the child’s eyes and feeling a little less alone in the world. He might never have children, but he was lucky that he at least had the chance to feel a parent’s love, even if he wasn’t the boy’s father. That love came with fear, and a fierce desire to protect, like lion to cub.


  Duncan once believed he would never die, and never thought it possible he could die protecting a son.


  As fire ripped through his body, bubbling flesh and soul to vapor, Duncan found himself remembering Ed’s funeral again.


  Caleb had said, “This is all my fault.”


  “What do you mean?” Duncan had asked.


  “I killed him.”


  “We had an argument, a big one. It was about you. He wanted me to refuse the car you said you would buy me. He said it was too much. And that if I wanted a car, I should ask him. I told him I didn’t want a crap car, though, and that Uncle Duncan said I could pick any car I wanted. The look on his face, was just, it was like I had stuck a knife in his heart. He said, ‘Duncan Alderman is not your father. I am. And you have to do as I say.’”


  Caleb had to stop before finishing his story. “And I just said the most awful thing I could to him. I told him that I wished he wasn’t.”


  Caleb bawled as he fell into Duncan’s chest, crying. “Those were our last words. He died that night.”


  “Jesus,” Duncan had said, tears streaming down his face.


  It was then, as he comforted Caleb, that Duncan realized he’d not lost the ability to mourn. There was still one person left in the world whose death he could not bear, and whom he would do anything to protect.


  “It’s OK,” Duncan had said, hugging the boy. “He knew that you loved him. And he loved you very much.”


  And so do I, was Duncan’s final thought.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  EPISODE 11:


  CHAPTER 1 — Hannah


  



  



  Hannah’s heart pounded as she floored the gas, pushing Greg’s car as fast as it would go along the Northern California highway. She tore from El Montaña and drove north without stopping for hours, too scared to pause her flight for more than a few minutes at a gas station about 150 miles upstate


  The station looked like it last had new pumps installed in the 30s, probably around the same time as the sign that read Gas-4-Less! in giant, blocky almost Art Deco letters. Though it was a full 15 minutes past “quitting time,” the old man working the station was waiting for his wife Lucinda to come get him. The old man asked Hannah what she was doing driving out on the roads all by herself so late at night.


  “You heading out toward Ashford Canyon?”


  “What’s Ashford Canyon?” she asked, thinking she should have simply said yes.


  The old man mopped his brow, just beneath the single tuft of hair, and looked at Hannah with undiluted surprise, as if it was impossible to believe that anyone could be filling their tank at his station and not headed out toward Ashford Canyon.


  Since the old man couldn’t go anywhere without Lucinda, he decided to give Hannah a history lesson while waiting. He jabbed his finger at a thick swath of trees, without any general direction. “You probably know all about the gold rush, right?”


  Hannah shrugged and lightly nodded. She knew a little.


  “The gold rush is what changed this state. You see,” he said waving his hands in a wild circle, “gold is everywhere. In every rock, believe it or not, and even ocean water. The world is always changing, and California wasn’t nothing like it is now millions of years ago when it was sitting at the bottom of the sea.”


  The old man took Hannah’s mild surprise as an invitation to continue. Despite her urgency to flee, there was something comforting in the old man’s lilting voice that kept her sitting in her seat and smiling through the open window, willing to hear the rest of his story.


  He thrust his thumb behind his shoulder and said, “The Pacific shoreline lay to the east, where Utah and Arizona are now. Hot springs along the ocean floor built up huge deposits of sulfide minerals. That makes gold, and once all that gold was sitting on solid ground instead of being stuck under water, people all around the country, if not the entire world, started seeing California as the end of their rainbow. Ashford Canyon was one of the state’s more profitable mines, until she called it quits back in 1968.”


  The old man whistled, and only then did Hannah smell the whiskey on his breath, which tightened her nerves and made her want to key the ignition and take off.


  “Now it’s just a ghost town people like to visit,” the old man shrugged. “But the hotel is nice if you’re looking for a place to stay, or at least I’ve heard it said. Never stayed there myself.”


  “How do I get there?” Hannah asked, thinking an out-of-the-way ghost town hotel might be the perfect place to rest her head on a pillow and gather some thoughts.


  “You can’t miss it,” he said, again pointing nowhere in particular. “Just keep driving on the road, you’ll see the first sign in about five minutes, then fairly regular after that. You’ll hit the canyon in about 25 miles or so. Just follow the signs.”


  “Thank you,” Hannah said.


  “Sure thing,” the old man nodded and slapped the side of Greg’s car as if giving Hannah permission to leave. “Just be careful and don’t drive too fast. The roads twist something fierce up toward the canyon, and there’s no light until morning, outside what you make yourself.”


  Hannah said thank you and turned the engine, then gave him a little salute just as what she assumed was Lucinda pulled into the station. Hannah turned to the heavyset blonde around 60, smiling from behind the steering wheel of an ancient F150, and sent her a similar salute. The heavyset blonde returned her wave, looking uncertain.


  With a full tank of gas, Hannah tore into the night, only slowing through the treacherous turns the old man had promised. She followed the signs leading toward Ashford and was now only an exit away. As the highway turned flat, Hannah floored the pedal, racing through the walls of trees and hallways of darkness around her, keeping her eyes fixed ahead as she fled either paranoia or nightmare.


  Though Hannah didn’t doubt her instincts enough to stop, or even slow, she doubted them enough to fill her trip with plenty of mental self-flagellation.


  What are you doing?


  You stole Greg’s car and left him stranded hundreds of miles from home.


  Why?


  She waited for her other inner voice, the one which prompted her haste to flee like a bat out of hell. She needed that voice to weigh in and assuage her guilt. Unfortunately for Hannah, that voice stayed oddly silent, thickening her doubt and decaying her resolve.


  I should turn around, drive back, and say it was all just a joke, ha-ha.


  Maybe I can say I forgot about him, blame it on the accident and my bump on the head. Yeah, that might work.


  Despite the thought that Greg would probably forgive her, Hannah’s body was in no hurry to turn the car around. She accelerated, racing toward Ashford, eager to put more, not less, distance between herself, Greg, and whatever his plans were for her.


  What was he going to do to me?


  She thought about listening to the rest of the recording, to see if she could glean any more information from it. She would have to wait to listen to it, though. It was too dark, and the roads too unfamiliar to be messing around with her phone now. While nothing made sense, her fear was as real as any other instinct. Hannah now knew Greg was a danger, and maybe even a threat to her life, the same way she once knew she loved him.


  Loved him?


  Is it now past tense?


  Hannah wished her other inner voice would return to ease her mind, and tell her she was doing the right thing. She felt like a rocket sent into space without any destination. Along with the fear, a small part of her also felt an undeniable tingle of exhilaration along with a welcome, much-needed freedom. That feeling made her nervous more than anything, causing her to wonder if she hadn’t just imagined Greg’s imminent danger to justify running from a great relationship growing too serious, and too fast to stop.


  No, that’s not it. Yeah, I could see me getting into a fight with him or thinking he was cheating, both of which did happen, yes, but I wouldn’t be this creative.


  Hannah wasn’t sure what to do next. Maybe forget Ashford, flip the car around and head back home? If she spun it now she could probably still beat Greg, unless he left immediately. She could go home and pack her bags. Then what? Abandon the life she’d made for herself? Hannah’s Bucket Boutique and everything else? And all for what? A suspicion that Greg might do something to her?


  That’s stupid! I can’t run away based on a hunch!


  At the same time, Hannah didn’t think she should go home. Greg could find her there, would find her there, then what? If she was right, and he was working for someone who wanted to hurt her, as outlandish and Jason Bourne as it all sounded, it wasn’t like she could defend herself from him. But if he was crazy and acting out of some sort of paranoid delusion, or something worse, then perhaps she could call the police.


  No, not the police. I should call Sergei. I need to see him, to see if he recognizes me. If so, that means I’m right, and there’s something weird going on. If not, then maybe I’m the paranoid one.


  Hannah looked down at her speedometer — 95 mph, 35 miles over the posted 60 mph limit. She started to decelerate, but it was too late.


  Bright blue lights from a police car flashed in her rearview.


  Shit!


  The inner voice was back in her head. “Don’t stop.”


  What?


  “Keep driving! Don’t stop.”


  No way I’m running from the cops!


  That was the final straw. Hannah had listened to her inner crazy long enough. In the space of a day she’d gone from being on a romantic getaway with the love of her life to stealing his car and considering a run from her life and the law.


  Enough is enough.


  Hannah took the Ashford Canyon exit, then pulled to the side of the road, hoping the cop car would fly on by on its way to chasing someone else instead of her, but her luck wasn’t good enough to keep the cop from following her off of the highway, or from pulling up right behind her.


  “What are you doing? The cop is going to run your plates, find out the car is stolen, then throw your ass in jail. Go! Go!”


  I’m not outrunning a cop! I doubt I even could if I tried. This isn’t some stupid movie. Real chases don’t end with people getting away. They end in arrest or horrible wrecks. There are trees everywhere and I can’t even fucking see.


  Hannah kept both hands on the wheel, her fingers shaking around her palms as she waited for the cop to either get out of the car and come to her window, or say something over the car’s speakers. She stared into her rearview, trying to see through to the inside the cop car’s window, but couldn’t see anything beyond the high beams, flashing light rack, and blankets of black.


  What’s taking so long?


  “He’s probably being told over the radio that he’s dealing with a nutcase who stole her boyfriend’s car.”


  Shit. Shit. Shit.


  “I told you to run.”


  I’m not running.


  Suddenly, a stern woman’s voice called out. “Get out of the car with your hands on your head.”


  Oh, shit.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — John


  



  



  Duncan’s dying message came just as the sun set, adding an urgency for John and the others to drive to Bob Cromwell’s house sooner rather than later. Time was running out. They had to get answers, now.


  They arrived just after 10 p.m., and John and Tiny waited outside the van, parked just outside Cromwell’s posh riverfront estate. The van, a white utility vehicle with a magnet on the side displaying the local cable company’s logo, didn’t seem like it would draw the sort of attention that might prompt a phone call to the police. The pair were waiting on Larry, who was tapping away at his computer in the back of the van, accessing a backdoor into Cromwell’s security system so they could control it remotely.


  “OK, everything’s good to go,” Larry said over their headsets. “Head on in and make yourselves at home. I’ll keep an eye out here to make sure no one surprises you.”


  John and Tiny casually approached the house as if they were meant to be there on a routine service call, just in case anyone was watching on closed-circuit camera or otherwise.


  They stopped at the front door. Tiny held a pistol. John had no weapon other than his left hand ungloved.


  “Can you sense him?” Tiny asked. “Feels like he’s upstairs, sleeping. Someone’s with him.”


  “Yeah, his wife, I’m guessing,” John said. “They’re both asleep.”


  John waved his hands over the lock, moving the pins and chamber with his mind, then turned the knob and opened the door.


  They crept inside, closing the door softly behind them but leaving it unlocked. The house was beautiful and sprawling, with high ceilings and thick moldings. It looked to John more like a model home used to sell others, than one where anyone actually lived. They quietly made their way through the front of the museum, then slowly up the stairs to Cromwell’s room.


  They stared at the bed, Cromwell was on the right side, sleeping on his stomach. His wife was on the left, on her side, facing the window. John nodded at Tiny to do as planned — aim the gun not at Cromwell, but at his wife instead.


  John leaned over, slid his gloved hand over Cromwell’s mouth and whispered, “Wake up.”


  Cromwell’s eyes shot open and bugged with surprise.


  John turned to acknowledge Tiny standing over Cromwell’s still sleeping wife. John whispered, “Make a peep, and he blows her brains all over your sheets. Nod yes if you understand.”


  Cromwell looked over nervously at Tiny and then back at John and nodded.


  “Good, now get up.”


  Cromwell obeyed, slipping out of bed, dressed in boxers, a white T-shirt, and a pair of red and brown argyle socks. John pointed toward the doorway. “Go.”


  Cromwell stepped out of his bedroom and into the hallway, then turned back to John in the darkness. “What do you want?”


  “Just wanna talk,” John said. “Got a place we won’t disturb the Misses?”


  “My study,” Cromwell said, then led John to the end of the hall.


  As they stepped into his office, Cromwell turned to John. With an authoritative voice that harbored no fear, he said, “If anything happens to my wife, I will kill you.”


  “Nothing happens if you answer my questions,” John said, matter-of-factly.


  “What?” Cromwell asked, not bothering to turn on a light or take a seat. “Tell me what you want.”


  “I need to find Hope. She’s in danger. Jacob is searching for her. If he finds her, she’s dead.” John didn’t bother explaining that Hope was a vessel. If Omega knew of the vessels then they would kill her themselves, just to keep Jacob from getting the crystal. And if Duncan knew of the vessels, it was possible that someone in Omega did, too.


  Cromwell asked, “Why is Jacob looking for her?”


  “He wants to get to me, I guess,” John lied. “But the why isn’t important. What matters is that Hope’s life is in danger, and I highly doubt you all can keep her safe.”


  “We’re not handing her over, John. Not to you or anyone else until every last member of Harbinger, and that includes Jacob, is dead. That’s the deal you signed on for.”


  “I’m not giving you a choice,” John said. “Duncan Alderman is dead, and Jacob is winning his war. Hope will not become collateral damage. Where is she?”


  “Alderman is dead? What?”


  “Tonight,” John said. “Jacob’s men killed him. Now tell me where Hope is.”


  “She’s safe. That’s all you need to know.”


  John stepped toward Bob. Through clenched teeth he said, “Don’t make me find out the hard way. You won’t like it.”


  Cromwell had balled fists and narrowed eyes. He wanted to punch John, and probably would have if it weren’t for the large man waiting upstairs with a gun on his wife.


  Cromwell swallowed. “She’s with one of our agents.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “A few years ago we had an agent get close to Hope, insert himself into her life. His entire job is to keep his eye on her, make sure she’s safe.”


  “What do you mean insert himself into her life?”


  “He’s dating her. They’re close.”


  Now it was John clenching fists and narrowing eyes. “What the hell?”


  “As I said, she’s safe. The agent is always with her, and if Jacob comes, he’ll be there to protect her.”


  “Are you really that stupid? Duncan Alderman with all his wealth and guards couldn’t keep Jacob away.”


  “Well, I’ll have to take your word on that, I suppose.”


  “He’s dead. And Jacob turned him into a vampire. So whatever protection Omega thinks it can offer is negligible at best.”


  John continued speaking, never moving his steady eyes from Cromwell’s definite surprise. “I’ve done everything Omega has asked, and will continue to do so. I’ll help stop whatever Jacob’s planning, but you have to help me find Hope, or I’m finished, and you can all burn in hell.”


  Cromwell nodded. “OK, let me see what I can get for you. The files are in my desk.” He pointed to a switch on the wall. “Mind if I turn on the lights?”


  “Sure,” John nodded.


  Cromwell stepped past him and flicked a switch.


  The light was immediate, blinding, and painful.


  The switch triggered some sort of ultraviolet lights Cromwell must have installed as a security measure to protect himself against exactly this sort of threat.


  John fell to his knees screaming, his skin burning.


  A gunshot thundered down the hall, followed by Tiny screaming.


  “Linda!” Cromwell shouted, running past John’s burning body to check on his wife.


  John’s skin was seared and his flesh bubbling. Every movement further ripped his gaping wounds as he struggled to stand and move toward the light switch to shut it off.


  The light was like a grand piano on John’s body, forcing him back to the floor. He pulled his jacket over his head to cover as much of his skin as he could, while pulling his hands back into the sleeves. John sat huddled, unable to stand, barely moving as he clung to life despite the bright lights above.


  Tiny continued screaming, the giant’s bellows loudly echoed by Cromwell’s wife’s. Another pair of gunshots ended Tiny’s screams.


  They killed him!


  John again tried to move, but every labored twitch led to a fresh torrent of pain.


  Suddenly, the world went dark, the lights, and power in the house, shut off.


  Larry!


  John heard footsteps growing louder as they came down the hall, then heard Cromwell standing over his baked body, panting. John let the jacket fall, though his every move was stiff and painful. Cromwell flicked at the light switch, trying to turn the lights back on, but nothing happened.


  “You stupid fuck!” Cromwell yelled at John as he leaned down and shoved the gun into his face. “Why do you always have to interfere? I never should’ve listened to Duncan!”


  John tried to speak, but Cromwell kept going, his pistol pressed hard into John’s temple.


  “I told the old bastard we should’ve killed you both years ago. But no, Duncan didn’t listen, and now he’s dead because of sentimentality! Sentimentality for monsters!”


  “Honey,” Cromwell called out to his wife, “bring me my cell phone.”


  Cromwell turned back to John. “You come into my house and put a gun to my wife’s head? You fucking fool.”


  Cromwell pulled the trigger.


  The blast sounded like a plane crashing beside John as impossible pain clawed through his right shoulder.


  He writhed on the floor, crying.


  “Do you know how much of a thorn in my side you’ve been, John? How much bullshit I had to tolerate because of you and Caleb? No more, and never again. The old man is dead. Now we’re doing things my way. The time for your demands are over. That means you’re going to do your fucking job, without the negotiating. No Hope. No deals. No protection for your friends. Jacob can have them all, I don’t fucking care.”


  John, doubled over in pain, glared up at Cromwell.


  The fucker is dead the minute I can stand.


  Cromwell aimed the pistol at John’s head. “Ah, you don’t heal so well when you’re hurt, do you? Neither did your big nigger friend upstairs.”


  John tried to reach out to see if he could feel any life left in Tiny, but his world seethed in pain and anger too much to focus. Cromwell lowered the gun, fired at John’s leg, and turned his right calf to raw meat.


  “Fuck!” John hollered.


  “Now we’re doing things my way, John, got that? If you don’t obey my every fucking word, I’m going to go get that little girl, Abigail, tie her up on my front lawn, and have a barbecue on her burning corpse, do you understand me?”


  John said nothing, staring Cromwell in the eyes, wanting to tear him apart piece by bloody piece with his bare hands.


  “I asked if you understood me!” Cromwell shouted, his face crimson. He turned and shouted back to his wife. “Honey, where the fuck is my phone?”


  The phone flew across the room, skipping twice off the floor before landing beside John.


  “What the … ?” Cromwell said, turning to see Larry with a pistol pushed into the side of his wife’s head.


  “Put the gun down,” Larry ordered, his face stone serious. “Or I shoot the bitch.”


  “OK, OK,” Cromwell said, setting the gun on carpet. “Don’t hurt her.”


  Larry’s eyes absorbed the severity of John’s condition. He winced as his friend struggled to stand.


  Cromwell turned to John, “I’ll tell you whatever you want. Just don’t hurt her.”


  “Yes, you will,” John said, reaching out for Cromwell’s flesh before the man had time to register what was happening.


  John could vaguely sense Cromwell’s wife screaming as he feasted, trying in vain to reach out and halt her husband’s murder. Larry yanked her back, shoved her to the side, and pushed her to the ground. She tried to stand, but Larry shoved his foot into her chest, “Stay down!”


  “No, no, no!” she screamed.


  John sucked Cromwell’s energy into his body, feeling his flesh stitch itself together as if someone was pouring pure life inside him. John dove into Cromwell’s memories, searching for any sign of Hope.


  He steered Cromwell’s memories toward her, first learning her new name — Hannah Quinn — then finding the name of the agent she was sleeping with — Greg Overton.


  John saw Cromwell on the phone earlier that day, instructing Mike Mathews to have Greg bring Hope in so they could wipe her again, as she was starting to remember. After that, they’d have to move her somewhere else. Or, if she became a problem, dispose of her.


  John would have to get to Mathews.


  He searched for more information, but found nothing. John allowed Cromwell’s memories to trickle to nothing as the present surfaced and he saw what was left of the man’s body lying crumpled on the floor. Larry was nowhere in sight.


  “Larry!” John called, afraid something horrible had happened to his friend.


  John ran to the Cromwells’ bedroom and saw Tiny laying in a pool of thick red syrup at the foot of the bed, the right half of his bald head cracked like a melon from the gunshot, his flesh torched. His burnt fists clutched at a blanket which he’d not managed to pull over himself before he was either baked into nothing, or ended by the crack of Cromwell’s gun.


  Jesus.


  John cursed himself for luring Tiny to his death. He should never have given Bob a chance to trigger the house lights. There was no way John could’ve known what he would do, but should have suspected something the second Bob became Mr. Helpful.


  Larry stood with his gun trained on Linda, who was sitting in a chair, crying. Larry looked like he’d been crying too, mourning his friend, Tiny, whom he’d known far longer than John had.


  “What do we do about her?” Larry asked, angrily waving the gun at Bob’s wife, looking like he wanted to shoot her.


  “I don’t know,” John said. Memories of Linda, Bob’s memories, flooded through his mind. Bob had once loved his wife, years ago. They grew distant after their daughter went to college, and things changed. While the passion was missing, and Linda mostly a stranger, Bob did still love her. Traces of that love coursed through John as he looked at Linda, remembering the her from two decades before. The young, carefree, loving woman, eroded by years of indifference.


  John hated feeling his victims’ emotions, especially when clouding his practical thought. If he allowed Linda to live, she would surely call the cops. Omega would be tipped off that much quicker to John’s attack on his boss, giving them a chance to do whatever they planned to do with Hope sooner rather than later.


  “Please,” she said. “Don’t kill me.”


  Larry looked into John’s eyes, seeking a verdict.


  John shook his head no. “Tie her up.”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail sat in an overstuffed strawberry-colored chair in Katya’s apartment, comfy as she watched “Gravity Falls.”. Katya stood outside talking on the phone to her boyfriend, Derek. Abigail didn’t even know she had a boyfriend. Apparently, her last-minute visit had derailed Katya and Derek’s date, meaning her newest friend had to soothe things over with him.


  Katya came back into the apartment, looking steamed.


  “What’s wrong?” Abigail asked.


  “Nothing,” Katya said, clearly lying. It was weird to see Katya annoyed; she was always so happy. Abigail couldn’t remember a time when Katya wasn’t bubbly and smiling, save for the scare Abigail gave her at the restaurant.


  It was weird to see her smile go missing.


  “Is Derek mad?”


  “He’ll get over it,” Katya said sinking deep into an almost matching red leather couch.


  “What are you watching?” Katya asked.


  “‘Gravity Falls.’ Ever see it?”


  “No,” Katya shook her head. “I don’t watch much TV. When I used to work for the Radleys, I didn’t see anything other than Nick Jr., Sprout, and Disney Jr. Honestly, I don’t even know why I have cable.”


  “What do you do if you don’t watch TV?”


  “Sometimes I try to draw clothing designs and stuff, but mostly, lately, I’ve been writing.”


  “Writing what? Books?”


  “I suppose they would be books if I ever made it past 10 pages,” Katya laughed. “They’re pretty awful.”


  “I doubt that,” Abigail said. “Could I read something?”


  “Oh, no, they’re truly, truly awful. I swear.”


  “They can’t be that bad.”


  “That bad and worse,” Katya smiled. “Guaranteed.”


  Abigail wondered if they were really that awful, or if maybe Katya’s stories were romantic, or something else that might embarrass her. Abigail changed the subject.


  “So, what else do you do?”


  “I play a little guitar.”


  “Really?” Abigail said. “I’ve never met anyone who plays guitar.”


  “I’m not very good at that, either,” Katya said.


  Abigail frowned.


  Katya pursed her lips, then stood from the sofa. “Want me to play something?”


  “Yeah!” Abigail said, smiling.


  Katya went to her bedroom then returned a few minutes later with a large, black leather-looking case with four large metal latches on the side. The case was covered with stickers of bands Abigail had never heard of.


  Katya set the guitar case on top of the coffee table then sat on the couch. Katya popped the four latches open and pulled the guitar from its home. Abigail watched, utterly fascinated as Katya started plucking at the strings and adjusting knobs at the guitar’s top. There was something almost magical in the ritualistic process that filled Abigail with a sense of awe.


  “Any requests?” Katya asked after a few minutes spent tuning her guitar.


  “I don’t know,” Abigail said. “Play your favorite song.”


  Katya thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know what my favorite song is since there are too many good ones to choose from, but this is one I liked a lot a few years ago. It’s called ‘Elsewhere’ by Sarah McLachlan. Ever hear it?”


  “No,” Abigail said, leaning forward in the chair, hands folded in her lap as Katya began to play.


  Katya started to sing. Abigail immediately felt tears start to swell in her eyes. The music, lyrics, and Katya’s voice were all beautiful by themselves, but magical together. The song was so sad, yet uplifting. Abigail felt as if it were written just for her, and Katya was the first ever to sing it.


  As Katya finished, Abigail broke down in tears. “Oh, my God,” she said, wiping her eyes. “That’s so beautiful.”


  Katya’s cheeks turned salmon. “Really?”


  “Yeah, I love it. What was it called again?”


  Katya told her, and Abigail said, “I have to have Larry get that for me.”


  “Hold on.” Katya set the guitar back in its case and ran to her room. She took longer than last time, but returned, clutching a CD in her hands.


  “Here,” Katya said. “You can have my CD. I have, like, three copies!”


  Katya reached out to hand the CD to Abigail, who absentmindedly reached out to take it. Only as their fingers drew close, did Abigail remember the curse of her touch. A spark shot from her hand to Katya’s, causing the woman to jump back with a yelp as the CD fell to the carpet.


  Abigail yanked her hand back before she could lock onto her friend.


  Katya fell back on the carpet and landed on her butt crying out in pain. Abigail curled on the chair, shaking: covering her eyes with her fingers, afraid to see what damage she might have done.


  The world was entirely dark behind her closed eyes as the room grew painfully silent. She couldn’t bear to look.


  Oh, God, she’s dead. I killed her.


  Please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead, please —


  “Ow,” Katya said. “Are you OK?”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Abigail repeated as she blinked her eyes to Katya standing and staring at her hand. The fingers on her right hand were swollen and red, almost burnt-looking.


  Katya closed her fingers around her burnt hand, wincing, looking at Abigail to see if she were also hurt. “Are you OK?”


  “I’m fine,” Abigail said. “Are you?”


  “I don’t know,” Katya said, running to the kitchen, probably to grab ice from the freezer. Abigail hopped up from the floor and followed, eager to make sure Katya was OK, and that the damage wasn’t spreading up her arm or into her body.


  Abigail kept a safe distance as Katya dropped her hand it into a bowl of ice-cold water. She stood in front of the sink, staring at Abigail with fear in her eyes.


  “What happened?” Katya asked.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Why do you keep saying you’re sorry?” Katya asked. “You didn’t do anything.”


  Something in Abigail’s eyes must have given her away — maybe the guilt. She stared at Katya as everything in her friend’s body started to shift, from her eyes to her mouth to the look of understanding dawning in Katya’s eyes.


  Something was wrong with Abigail, and Katya knew it.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Hannah


  



  



  Hannah was confused.


  She’d been sitting in a county jail cell for a few hours, and yet nobody had said a word to her. The arresting officer escorted her to a cell, and that was that. No mug shot, no fingerprints, no anything. She’d just been told to sit, then left alone.


  Don’t they have to charge me with something? They can’t just hold me and not tell me what I’m being charged with!


  Hannah decided to say something the second she saw someone. Problem was, her row of cells was empty of both prisoners and guards. It was as if the jail was a ghost town, too.


  Something wasn’t right.


  “I told you to run,” that other inner voice started to harp.


  Not now.


  It was easy to lose track of time in the tiny cell without any windows. Hannah was exhausted, and wanted to sleep on the cell’s only cot, but didn’t dare close her eyes.


  She had to stay awake — had to see what was going to happen.


  Finally, sleep won, and Hannah nodded off while sitting up and trying to stay awake.


  



  She woke to the sound of her cell door opening. Greg stood beside another officer Hannah had not seen before, a stern looking man in his 50s.


  Despite being afraid of Greg just hours before, she melted with relief as he stepped into her cell. “I’m so sorry, Greg,” she said, feeling ashamed and foolish.


  He hugged her tight, and his hug felt good: comfort without judgment. “I don’t know what happened,” she said. “I think it must be from the accident. I was confused and, I don’t…”


  “It’s OK,” he said, stroking Hannah’s hair, “Everything is fine now. Don’t worry.”


  The officer asked, “Everything good here, Agent Overton?”


  “Yes,” Greg said. “Thank you, Gene.”


  “No problem, sir.”


  Agent? Why is he calling him an agent? Why is he talking to Greg as though Greg is some sort of authority?


  “I told you. He’s not who he said he is.”


  Hannah kept her mouth shut as the officer escorted them out from the cell and handed Hannah the purse they’d taken when she was arrested. Her heart pounded, and confusion swirled through her head as she followed Greg outside the station and over to his car, waiting beneath the soft, early-morning light. Something inside Hannah screamed for her to run, but where in the hell could she go when her boyfriend was friendly with the cops? Might even be a cop, or something.


  Agent? Who the hell is he?


  He opened her door and said, “Get in.” Hannah wasn’t sure if she imagined the sharp edge in his voice, but didn’t think so.


  She got into the car, and Greg closed the door hard behind her.


  Greg got in on his side, adjusted the seat, and put the car into drive. The doors autolocked as they left the county jail.


  They drove in silence, Hannah wanting to ask him why the officer called him “agent,” what was going on, and even confront him about his phone call back at the cabin. She thought of the phone in her purse, and though she didn’t dare check to see if it was still there, Hannah wondered if the police had listened to the recording, and whether they had played it for Greg?


  Hannah stared out the window at the passing greenery, afraid to meet his eyes. He stared at the road with gritted teeth, more pissed than she’d ever seen him.


  When he finally spoke, it was so loud and abrupt that Hannah made a tiny leap in her seat. “What the hell did you think you were doing?” he shouted. “You really fucked things up, you know that, don’t you?”


  Hannah’s heart was in her throat, as her body trembled through his verbal assault. Greg had never been so rude. Had never said “fuck,” even in bed. His new words were a punch to the gut. If he was dropping all pretense of kindness, then Hannah figured anything was possible.


  “He’s going to kill you,” her other voice warned.


  “What’s happening, Greg?” Hannah finally asked, her voice cracking. “Why did that man call you agent?”


  “Because I’m with the FBI,” he said.


  “What? I thought you were some kind of business analyst?” She couldn’t believe her ears. Hannah wanted to know why the FBI would be interested in her, but that meant admitting to recording his call, and she wasn’t ready for that yet. She’d play stupid — which didn’t seem too difficult considering how in the dark she felt.


  “I’m with the FBI, and I’ve been assigned to you.”


  “Assigned to me?” So, their whole relationship was a ruse from the beginning? He’d been lying to her for two years? She felt like she was going to puke, burst into tears, or just melt down right there. “Why?”


  “I’ve been assigned to protect you. But you just fucked things up for both of us.”


  “What are you talking about? Protect me from what?”


  “The man you’ve been dreaming of, John. Does that ring a bell?”


  “No,” Hannah lied, flashes of the dark-haired man racing through her mind.


  “I know you remember him.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, her voice at the edge of a whine. While she was lying about not remembering John at all, Hannah had little more than a few scraps of scattered memory, nothing other than Sergei’s conversation, which suggested he was actually real.


  “Whatever,” Greg said, returning his gaze to the road.


  Hannah stared back out the window, wanting to speak, but at the same time, pissed at Greg for being so rude. Finally, she asked, “Who is he?”


  “He’s trying to kill you,” Greg said. “That’s all you need to know.”


  Kill me? What? Sergei said we were in love.


  “Why is he trying to kill me?”


  “I said that was all you needed to know, now sit back, shut up, and don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.”


  “Make what difficult?”


  “This. THIS!” he said, waving his hands as if she was supposed to understand what in the hell he was talking about.


  “What?” Hannah repeated, trying not to cry. She hated crying almost as much as she hated whining.


  Greg didn’t respond.


  What’s he planning to do?


  Hannah looked down at the door, remembering that it locked when they started driving. She wondered if she could open the door, jump out, and survive the fall, let alone escape into the woods running alongside the highway. She looked at the speedometer. Greg was driving more than 80 mph.


  Why’s he in such a rush? Where are we going?


  “Greg, tell me what the hell is happening. You’re scaring me.” Hannah finally found some force in her voice.


  “I’m protecting you.”


  “From what?” she screamed.


  Greg turned to her, his eyes wild, like he might reach out from the steering wheel and strike her at any second. Instead, he lowered his voice to one breath above a whisper and asked, “You really don’t remember any of it?”


  “No,” she whispered back.


  “You were the victim of a serial killer. He tried to kill you more than 10 years ago. You told me all of this when we met.”


  She stared at Greg as if he’d just told her the sky was purple and would be dropping flying saucers by sundown.


  “What?” was all she could manage.


  “When we met, you told me that you changed your identity, and said that you were in hiding because he was still out there. So I’ve been investigating the killer and trying to keep you safe. And no, I didn’t tell you I was FBI because I’m part of a secret division. Most people think I’m an analyst, and while I wanted to tell you the truth, I couldn’t.”


  “Why don’t I remember any of this, the stuff about the serial killer?”


  “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “Maybe the amnesia from your accident runs deeper than the doctors thought.”


  “This doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “I would remember something like that. And I don’t have amnesia. I remember my family, my friends, and … ”


  “Are you sure?” he asked.


  Hannah tried to remember her mother, or her college friends, but again came up fuzzy, and more confused than before. She could remember something, but wasn’t sure if that something was honest memory, or fabrication.


  She shook her head, waiting for her other voice to chime in and give her some direction. Unfortunately, the silence said she was on her own — just her and her confusion.


  “I don’t know,” Hannah said, swallowing her rising fear. It was one thing to be uncertain of Greg and his motives, another to suspect the candor in her memory.


  Greg moved his hand from the steering wheel and opened his fingers, waiting for Hannah to take his hand as it hovered above the center console. She did, shivering as his fingers wrapped tightly around hers. She swallowed her throat’s climbing knot while trying to bury tears she didn’t want to lose.


  Hannah fought the growing urge to ask Greg about the phone call. She wanted to know who he was talking to and what he was trying to do to her. Now she could barely remember what he’d said in the recording. Everything felt fuzzy, like a blur.


  “Don’t ask him,” her other voice warned. “You need to play dumb until you get another chance to run.”


  Another chance to run? Run to where? He’s working with the FBI! He’s trying to protect me.


  “No, he’s not, Hope. Don’t trust him. He told you a lie — John wasn’t trying to kill you. Don’t you think Sergei would’ve said something?”


  Maybe Sergei didn’t know. Or — what if the man who answered the phone was John? He was pretending to be someone else so he can find me now?


  “You would know if it was John. Trust me, Hope. Trust yourself.”


  Hope. There’s that name again.


  She asked Greg, “Hannah’s not my real name is it?”


  “No, your name was Hope Barnett,” Greg said. “Like I said, you changed your name about 10 years ago, but no one else knows. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. We have to put you in hiding. I’ve gotten word that he’s looking for you, and that he’s in town.”


  “The killer?”


  “Yes. His name is John Sullivan. Does that name ring a bell?”


  “No,” Hannah said, lying.


  Greg got off an exit roughly halfway between the vineyard and home, then pulled into an apartment building she’d never seen in a city whose name she didn’t know.


  “What is this place?”


  “Somewhere safe,” he said, as if it was. “We’re going to stay here, ride things out until I hear something.”


  “Something about what?” she asked.


  “That John is dead.”


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — John and Larry


  



  



  Larry raced to Mike Mathews’ apartment, wobbling the van with too much velocity the entire way there. Neither spoke of Tiny’s death, not that either needed to. They would grieve when the war was over. For now, they had to focus on finding Hope, which they’d only do if they found Mathews.


  As the van hit a pothole hard, and seemed like it might rip in half, Larry looked over at John and said, “I really ought to get a fucking sports car, as much racing around as I’m doing for you. We got that in the budget? Maybe somethin’ like the Batmobile! That shit would be rad.”


  “I left you a ton of money,” John said. “Don’t even tell me you blew it all already!”


  “Well, not all of it,” Larry said grinning and shrugging.


  “Jesus, how much Mountain Dew do you drink?”


  “Enough to piss green, but that could also be because of that stripper chick I was bangin.’”


  John laughed.


  It felt good to laugh before dealing with Mathews. With Duncan and Cromwell both dead, Mathews would be exactly the type of loose cannon they couldn’t risk working with. John had to get out from under Omega’s thumb while he still had a chance to save Hope. Unlike killing Cromwell, he had no compunctions about killing Mathews. The man was on a power trip and didn’t care whom he killed on the way to accomplishing his mission.


  Yet, even as John condemned Mathews, he realized his hypocrisy in judging the man. They were both killers. The difference, at least in John’s eyes, was that his goal was righteous and true — to save Hope. Mathews’ goal seemed like nothing less than a blatant power grab.


  No sense in beating myself up. We’re here.


  They arrived at Mathews’ house at 12:16 a.m.


  John was still in the van when disappointment slapped him hard in the face.


  “Shit,” he said. “Mathews isn’t here.”


  “You sure?” Larry asked.


  John said, “Nobody in there but a sleeping dog.”


  “What now?”


  “Now, Plan B.” John said.


  “I fucking hate Plan B,” Larry said, even though he didn’t yet have a clue what Plan B was. Didn’t matter, Larry was right. John was certain he would hate it.


  



  **


  



  Larry


  



  



  “This is a bad idea,” Larry repeated all the way to The Port Hole, a dive bar in the seediest part of the city.


  “This is the only way,” John had said.


  Larry waited in his van, idling in the parking lot, located in a large field between The Port Hole and a fairly popular seafood joint, meaning there were plenty of parked cars to blend in with. Lightning flashed overhead, the flickers accompanied by a deep roll of angry thunder.


  A storm is coming — a shit storm.


  The plan was for John to show up at the bar as if he’d just freed himself from Shadow and his men, and would call Mathews to request extraction. From there, John would attack as soon as he could, discover Hope’s location, then they’d go rescue her.


  That was the plan, but as evidenced earlier at Cromwell’s, and Tiny’s subsequent death, plans were made for getting blown to shit. Larry waited for nearly 20 minutes before he saw an Agency van gliding black on black through the parking lot, followed by a second, and then a third.


  Oh shit, Mathews didn’t come alone.


  “Hey, boss, you got a fucking party pulling up outside,” Larry said into his mic.


  “Who is it?”


  “Men in black. I think they’re Omega, but fuck if the good guys and bad guys aren’t dressing the same these days. They’ve got guns, lots of ‘em.”


  “Thanks,” John said. “Cutting radio now. Over.”


  Larry kept his headset on, just in case, and trained his binoculars on the front door as the men stormed inside the bar. He wondered if any of the men were Mike Mathews. Moments later, several of the men in black emerged, shoving a man in a black hood in front of them, out the door at gunpoint — John.


  Shit, shit!


  Larry watched as they shoved John into the back of a van and slammed the doors. All the men jumped back into their vehicles.


  Fuck, shit, fuck!


  Larry keyed the ignition and peeled from the parking lot, chasing the vans as they headed off.


  “I’m coming, John!” Larry screamed, hoping his friend could hear him, either through his earpiece or their mental connection.


  Larry was driving fast, following the red lights as the sky opened and rain began to pelt the van in thick sheets.


  “Really?” Larry said looking up at the invisible deity in the sky. “Really, G?”


  Larry followed at a distance as the vans continued down the main avenue. There were three, their taillights the only thing visible through the thick sheets of rain blurring Larry’s windshield.


  Larry sighed as he was forced to decrease his speed beneath the pounding rain. His windshield was a blanket of white, headlights bouncing straight into the rain and then reflecting back.


  The red lights ahead were gaining distance and sending Larry into a panic. There were too many side roads, and the vans could turn off at any moment. If that happened, he would be fucked.


  Larry sped up, trying to make sure he didn’t lose Omega. The speedometer said he was going 65 in a 50 zone. That gave him two things to worry about: feds, and cops.


  Come on, come on, where are you?


  He leaned closer to the steering wheel, straining to see through the whipping sheets of blinding rain. Suddenly, he spotted red, both low and high — a red light, and three vans, one in each lane, all stopped. The road was too slick for Larry to slam on his brakes without flipping the van, but if he slammed into a van going as fast as he was, he probably wouldn’t walk away from the crash.


  With only a second to think of his next move, Larry swerved into the opposite lanes, flying past the three vans and into the intersection, praying nobody was in the cross traffic as his van sped through, sliding.


  Oh, God; oh, God;oh, God!


  The van made it through, miraculously without leaving the road, and he hit the brake pedal the moment he had decelerated enough. His eyes looked to the rearview to see if he’d drawn the agents’ attention. He had. Headlights from the vans on the right and left turned onto the cross street, one going east and the other west, while the third continued straight behind him.


  Shit, which one is he in?


  “Where you at, Johnny?” he asked to no response.


  Larry watched as the van’s headlights approached in his rearview, following for sure. Larry smiled as the van drew closer.


  “Come on, bitches, just a little, ah, there we go!”


  Larry slammed on his brakes, causing the van to crash into his rear. Larry grabbed his gun, hopped out of the van, raced up to the black van behind him, saw the driver, and whoever was sitting in the front passenger seat, both struggling with their crash bags which were taking their sweet time to deflate.


  Larry raised his pistol, fired three shots through the glass, and hit both men in the head. He raced around to the back of the van, hoping like hell it wasn’t loaded with more gunmen.


  He pulled on the door handle and pulled it open to an empty cargo hold.


  “Fuck!” Larry yelled. John was in one of the other two vans.


  He raced back to the front seat, reached over the dead agent, grabbed his radio, and took it back to his van so he could listen in the off chance they’d surrender John’s location.


  The rain began to fall harder.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail stared at Katya, about to tell her everything when another voice bled again into her brain — the girl vampire, Talani, who she hadn’t heard from since the fire.


  “Don’t tell her,” the girl said. “You can’t tell her.”


  Stay out of my head. Stop spying on me.


  “She won’t understand you, Abi. Humans never understand us.”


  Stop it — she’s not like the others.


  “Are you all right?” Katya had been looking at her strangely, now she was looking at Abigail with growing discomfort.


  Abigail shook her head, trying to push Talani away. Talani had just appeared in Abigail’s head, as if she’d been there all along, watching and listening. Waiting. It unnerved her. Abigail didn’t want people eavesdropping on her thoughts, or her life.


  Get out!


  “Are you okay?” Katya repeated.


  “I need to tell you something,” Abigail said.


  Talani’s voice spoke again, demanding, “Don’t do it.”


  Abigail ignored the warning. “It’s bad.”


  “What is it?” Katya said, stepping closer, eyes almost haunted by concern.


  “I’m a monster.”


  “What?” Katya said, laughing like Abigail just delivered the punch line to a corny kid’s joke.


  “I’m a vampire, to be precise, but not the kind from books and movies.” Abigail pushed through the words despite Talani shouting protests in her head.


  Katya stared at her. The smile on her face was a stretched out shirt, awkwardly draped from its hanger. “Ha-ha, Abigail. Seriously, what do you want to tell me?”


  “That’s it,” Abigail said. “I’m a vampire. And I kill through touch. Which is why I wear gloves and cover myself when I’m around people who might accidentally touch me. That spark between us, that was it. There’s a parasite inside me. It feeds off of other people.”


  Katya stepped forward, still smiling, “Don’t be silly, Abigail. You’re not a — ” she reached out to touch Abigail’s hand as if to prove her point.


  No!!


  Abigail suddenly did something she’d never done — something she’d seen John do to Larry, but had never tried herself. Without meaning to, only from thinking it, like instinct, she shoved Katya back with a blast of energy, across the kitchen, so fast and hard that Katya’s head slammed into one of the cabinet doors with a sickening crack.


  Katya cried out as Abigail fell to the kitchen floor, weak and wobbly, waiting to regain her strength.


  Katya sat across the kitchen from Abigail, burnt hand on her head, looking like she’d been roughed up. Their eyes met, in that meeting, Katya realized Abigail was not joking.


  “You were telling the truth?” Katya said, holding her spot on the floor.


  “Yes,” Abigail said softly, ashamed.


  “How? How is it even possible?”


  “It’s a long story,” Abigail said. “And if you didn’t believe the ending, you certainly won’t believe the beginning.”


  “Try me,” Katya said.


  Abigail let it all out — the everything she’d been stuffing inside for a year, and even before then. She told Katya about her parents dying, her uncle Frank selling her, and her abuse at the hands of Randy Webster. Katya listened intently, saying all the right things, and offering something Abigail had never had — a female she could turn to for support.


  Crying softened pressure on Abigail’s soul.


  Outside, rain began to pelt the windows, and with it, Abigail surrendered to more tears. She shuddered with relief that there was finally someone in the world who understood her, or at least willing to listen to the splinters of a calloused life. She sobbed and spoke more, until she finally finished a thousand pounds lighter.


  “Wow,” Katya said, sitting just two feet across from her on the floor. She looked like she wanted to hug Abigail, to offer comfort, but now knew better. “I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry you’ve gone through so much.”


  “You believe me, then?” Abigail asked.


  “Yes,” Katya nodded.


  Abigail fell into a fresh heave. Her head throbbed, and it felt like she was floating in an ocean, out of control.


  “I don’t feel so good,” she said, trying to stand.


  Halfway up, Abigail fell to the floor, hands and elbows breaking her fall with a jolt of pain to her brain. “Call Larry,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.


  Katya stood, ran into the living room where she’d left the phone, dialing on her way back into the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” she asked Abigail.


  Abigail couldn’t talk, though. She felt weak and empty. Her eyes closed, plunging her world to black. Her ears begged for scraps, though every sound felt like it was happening beneath a turbulent sea.


  Katya said, “Larry, it’s Katya. Something’s wrong with Abigail! She’s lying on the floor and is passed out! I don’t know what to do! I know about her real condition. Call me, please!”


  “I called him, but he didn’t answer. I left a voice mail,” she said to Abigail.


  Abigail blinked her eyes back to open. Everything was a blur. She remembered John at the hotel after he’d blasted Larry, and how weak he had become.


  What was it Larry said? Oh yeah … that John was starving and when he woke, he would attack anyone or anything he saw.


  Oh, no.


  The hunger stirred within Abigail. The Darkness within, uncoiling, wanting to reach out for Katya.


  Abigail opened her mouth, “Go,” she said.


  Katya leaned down, “What, Abi?”


  Abigail felt Katya’s warmth, life beckoning like garlic frying in oil.


  No, no, no, not Katya.


  “Run,” she said, or thought she did. The truth was haze as she faded in and out. Every time she opened her eyes, Katya was somewhere else in the kitchen. Every step echoed loudly, as if caroming between canyon walls.


  Go, get out.


  Talani was back.


  “You must feed, Abigail, or you will die.”


  No. I’m not killing her.


  “You’ll die, Abigail. You don’t have much time. I can feel you weakening.”


  I don’t care. No more death.


  “Take her, Abigail. She’s exactly what you need. Look at her — she’s lived a happy life. Think of all the miserable people you’ve killed. How much of their pain you’ve soaked like a sponge. Feeding on her will bring you happiness.”


  No! She’s my friend.


  “You really think she can be friends with you? Look at her, Abigail. Look at her long and hard and tell me you don’t see fear staring at you. She will never see you the same way after tonight. Trust me. Your friendship is over. She’s scared of you.”


  Abigail opened her eyes, and saw Katya standing at a distance, but couldn’t see more than a blur.


  “You’re going to die, Abigail. Get up now. Feed!”


  No. I’m not killing her.


  “She’s not your friend. You can’t be friends with humans. They don’t understand you. They can’t understand you. Look inside her mind and you will see yourself as she sees you. You will see a monster.”


  Shut up.


  Abigail tried to stand, but fell again. Katya rushed over. “I’m calling an ambulance,” she said.


  “You can’t,” Abigail tried to reply, but couldn’t open her mouth. She shook her head no, put the phone down.


  If an ambulance came, she was dead. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she did. Either they’d discover what she was, or she’d be found by Omega, or she’d be passed out in a hospital bed when the morning sun rose and she burst into flames.


  No, no.


  “You can’t call!” Abigail cried out to Katya’s back. Katya was either ignoring her or didn’t hear her, or maybe she wasn’t in the room. It was so hard to know up from down when seeing nothing but fog.


  Katya’s blur went in and out of focus, long enough for Abigail to see her finish dialing. She put the phone to her ear.


  “Hello?” Katya said.


  No!


  Abigail sent another burst from her body. The phone flew from Katya’s hand and crashed to the floor where Abigail heard it shatter across the tile.


  Katya screamed, and in that scream, Abigail heard it — the fear Talani warned of.


  “She’s afraid of you. How can she be friends with you when she’ll always think you’re going to kill her?”


  I’m not going to kill her.


  “I have an idea, Abigail … ”


  The voice held its pause, then:


  “You don’t have to kill her. There is another way.”


  Abigail was silent, waiting for more.


  “You can partially feed from her, then turn her. You can save your life, and turn her into one of us. Then you two could be friends forever, if you wanted.”


  Abigail smiled, or thought she did. It was so hard to tell.


  She loved that idea. Abigail thought of Katya playing her pretty song again. Maybe she could even teach her to play guitar.


  What if Katya doesn’t want to be turned? Who am I to decide?


  “Who wouldn’t want immortality? She’ll thank you. Trust me. You know I’m right.”


  I don’t know how to do it.


  “I’ll show you, Abigail. Just get up and go to her before it’s too late.”


  Abigail lifted her head, opened her eyes, so heavy, and saw Katya standing over her, looking down.


  Their eyes met.


  “Do it, Abi. Now!”


  Abigail reached out, catching Katya’s hand as she tried pulling away. Their eyes locked.


  Energy coursed through Abigail, along with a flood of happy memories —


  



  Katya’s childhood spent with her doting father; a puppy she once had named Laika, after the first dog Russia sent into space, a dog which had sadly died; and dozens more memories, all like warm sunshine melting chocolate through her body.


  



  Abigail tried to find Talani’s voice in the current.


  Help me turn her.


  Talani was silent.


  Oh God. Help me, Talani!


  Nothing.


  Oh no, no, no!


  Abigail tried to break the current, but it was too late. She was riding it, high, drowning in the girl’s energy and memories.


  



  Katya was small, fresh from Ukraine. No friends in America, yet, so her father helped her meet some at Embassy Park, swinging and playing until they nudged their play into a circle of children.


  Katya was 12 and self-conscious, smaller than her peers. Then, from nowhere, she was 14 and several inches longer, from too few to too many, she was again as awkward as when she couldn’t get English on her tongue. But still, she made friends with a girl named Rosa. They were good friends and spent a lot of time together. Sleepovers, going to the mall, and a hundred other things that normal girls did, which Abigail would never know.


  Then Abigail was forced to stare into the worst memory, seeing how much Katya had cared for her, pacing her carpet for hours of worry when she left Abigail with Larry after they returned from the restaurant, then lying in bed for several more, flipping her body like a pancake on the mattress, over and over. Something in Katya loved the little girl who seemed so beautifully big inside.


  



  Abigail fell away, the ride finally finished. When she opened her eyes and saw Katya’s ashen flesh, eyes open and sockets burned to black. Nothing left of her only friend.


  She stared, lips trembling.


  Oh God, what have I done?


  Abigail screamed.


  * * * *


  CHAPTER 7 — Larry


  



  



  Larry drove for a half hour before he thought to check his phone. He brought the screen into view, saw the red number on the green icon, then tapped it and listened to Katya’s voicemail.


  I hope nothing’s wrong.


  The pit in his stomach, deep and brimmed with acid, said otherwise.


  Larry played the message.


  “Larry, it’s Katya. Something’s wrong with Abigail! She’s lying on the floor and can’t get up. I don’t know what to do! I know about her real condition. Call me, please!”


  Oh shit. Abi!


  Larry spun the van in the middle of the street, nearly wrecking it, then raced back to Katya’s.


  



  **


  



  Larry was relieved to see Katya’s car in the parking lot. That was a good sign, he tried to convince himself. If an ambulance had taken Abigail away, Katya probably would’ve followed along.


  Unless they let her go in the ambulance with her — she is a kid, and Katya might insist. Say she’s family.


  Larry hated how his mind always found a negative follow-up for every what-if.


  Relax, everything is good. Do you see any signs that something shitty went down?


  The apartment complex was quiet. The night air was cool, and the rain had stopped. There were no sirens or police laying tape.


  Larry parked in a handicapped spot and raced from the van, up the stairs, and to the second floor of the four story apartment building.


  He went to Katya’s door and knocked.


  It was late, but he figured Abigail would be awake — if she’s OK.


  Stop thinking negatively.


  The pit in his stomach tightened as the knock went unanswered.


  He pounded against the door, harder and louder.


  No response.


  He tried the doorknob, but it was locked.


  Larry pulled a Starbucks plastic gift card from his wallet, slid it between the door and doorjamb, then bent the card and forced the lock back as he pressed his weight against the door.


  The door popped open to a darkened room.


  Larry turned on the light and wished he hadn’t.


  Oh God.


  Katya’s body was reduced to a withered husk.


  No, no, no, what happened?


  “Abi!” he called out.


  No response.


  Shit.


  Larry called her name again and again as he ran through her home.


  Abigail was gone.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  EPISODE 12:


  CHAPTER 1 — Jacob


  



  



  Jacob sat cross-legged at the top of a wooded hill, alone beneath a fat moon, staring down at Duncan Alderman’s house as it was swallowed by flames in the distance. Walls of brilliant orange curled against the bright white wood — a stark contrast against the pitch black behind it, and all the dancing stars above.


  Soon, the world would burn with a million fires.


  His kind would come to claim Earth as its own, and its people as the livestock they were. Some would be spared — those deemed worthy of evolution to join his race, the Valkoer. But most on Earth were unworthy of the honor — ignorant, petty, violent, tiny-minded creatures who sickened Jacob to his core. It was they who would be cast to the ghettos, and serve as cattle for the elite as nature intended.


  Why the Pioneers, who came to this godforsaken world so long ago, decided to spare the humans their appropriate fate, was beyond Jacob’s understanding. He had thought he would invite the Pioneers to join him, but in further reflection, decided not to. They deserved to be shackled to the humans’ fate.


  They had been weakened by their time with humans. They’d grown fond of humans, thinking them worthy, and in exchange, like a person who takes in too many animals, eventually, they were weakened for their efforts. Perhaps they devolved from Humkoer to human. Jacob would be making no such mistakes, however. For him, it was about evolution of the species, and evolution of himself above all.


  It was nearly time. He had two of the six crystals — just three more to get before he would have the power of the Last Great Wizard. Then, the walls would crumble, and Earth would be ripe for the plucking.


  Jacob’s mouth curled into a smile, lighting his face as he watched waves of flame devour Duncan’s grand estate, a monument to misplaced arrogance. Duncan and his Guardians were trying to stop nature, not unlike how their Otherworld counterparts, the Humkoer, the ruling class who had tried to eradicate the Valkoer. On his home world, his kind were at a disadvantage. Here, Jacob’s people were the top of the food chain.


  Humans had no clue what they were in for.


  He couldn’t wait to prove his father’s trust in him, to present him with the greatest gift a son could offer, a world for the taking — an opportunity for the King to lead his people to a new era where they were the superiors, free from the Humkoers’ persecution and ghettos.


  Jacob smiled wider.


  He held the crystals in a black velvet pouch, and could feel their vibration intensifying. Jacob turned to Mr. Dark as the man appeared behind him on the hill holding a pouch like Jacob’s. “Sir, Elim has returned with three of the crystals.”


  “Ah,” Jacob said, smiling and rising from his spot in the grass.


  Mr. Dark handed the pouch to Jacob, who opened it and looked inside. These crystals, like the others, were glowing bright red. They were vibrating too, as if they sensed the proximity of their brothers. Perhaps they did. If the crystals contained the soul of a powerful wizard, wouldn’t they be sentient?


  Jacob looked up at the thief standing a good distance from Mr. Dark, and nodded a thank you.


  “Pay him,” Jacob said, and returned to his seat in the grass.


  As he sat, the crystals hummed, lightly shaking in their pouches. Jacob opened one of the bags to look inside and was surprised when the crystals hopped out from the bag and hung suspended, hovering in the air as if held by tiny filaments. He opened the bag given to him by Mr. Dark, then watched as the other three crystals flew out, joining the others in midair, five crystals in squared formation, with one floating in the center.


  They began to glow brighter and then, to Jacob’s surprise, moved closer to one another. He thought about stopping the movement, then thought better.


  Who am I to interfere with nature?


  The crystals began to shift into place like a puzzle piecing itself together, brightening as the individuals fused into a single glowing sphere of crimson; an almost perfect circle, save for the missing piece.


  The sphere hummed, a vibration so low you could barely hear it, though Jacob could feel it in the depths of his soul.


  He felt his power emanating, and without even thinking about what he was doing, reached out to brush the sphere with his fingers. They wrapped around the sphere, and an almost violent energy exploded through him, even stronger than the last crystal had delivered — raw, powerful, and perhaps everlasting.


  It felt as if Jacob was somehow able to tap into and harness the power of a sun.


  He closed his eyes and savored the moment, feeling as if the stars were aligned to shine on his destiny. It was his time to conquer this world. He felt something else, too, something he’d not even recognized within himself until the moment the sphere shined its light into the darkest recesses of his brain.


  Jacob didn’t just want to save his people, he wanted to finally prove himself worthy of his father’s love. The father who had always mourned the sons he’d lost, John and Caleb, and who had treated Jacob like less than flesh and blood. Jacob was always an embarrassment to his father. Not any longer, and never again.


  All he needed was the final crystal, then nothing could stop him.


  Where is it?


  The sphere responded to his wonder, showing him a vision of the woman with the crystal — Hope.


  Then it showed Jacob where she was.


  He opened his eyes, and gazed upon the fire consuming Duncan’s estate. It was but a signal fire, a portent of what was to come.


  Yes, soon, the world will burn.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 2 — John


  



  



  John opened his eyes to total darkness, on his feet and ready to fight by the second blink.


  He was in a small holding cell with a cot, a toilet, and a door. He closed his eyes trying to feel where he was.


  John was in the Building, a 12-story office building the FBI had sanctioned exclusively for Omega’s use. The ninth and tenth floors were devoted to a secret prison which no one other than the highest security clearances knew existed. Not even prisoners knew where they had been taken. They arrived with drugged heads stuffed in thick black sacks, just as John was sure he had. They left, if they were lucky enough to leave alive, the same way.


  John’s cell had both a camera and speaker system used to monitor the prisoner, and a row of lights behind thick bullet-resistant glass. Like the lights at Cromwell’s, they were designed to kill his kind.


  “Why am I in here?” John shouted, looking up at the camera.


  A few moments later, Mike Mathews’ voice came over the speaker.


  Mathews said, “Hello, John. I’ll be with you shortly.” Then, after 10 minutes, the metal door slid open, and Mathews stepped into the room. He was wearing his field uniform, covered head to toe in black, and an enclosed helmet with speakers on the side — designed to protect him from John’s touch. He had no weapon.


  The door closed.


  “What the hell is going on?” John asked.


  “I’d like to ask you the same thing. One minute you were storming into Shadow’s hotel room, and the next you two were gone,” Mathews’ voice said through the speakers. The man’s visor was thick black, but John didn’t need to see through to know that Mathews’ cold stare was fixed on him.


  “What are you saying?” John asked, knowing exactly what the he was implying.


  “I’d like to know how you two escaped.”


  “We didn’t escape. He took me against my will, through a portal.”


  “A portal?”


  “Yes,” John said.


  “How the hell did he create a portal? Is he working with Jacob?”


  “I don’t know. But it wasn’t the kind which travels between worlds. It brought us from the hotel to somewhere else, some place he had set up, a well in the middle of some field.”


  “So, you just teleported, then?” Mathews asked skeptically.


  “Do you have another explanation for how we got out of there?”


  Mathews was silent, until he said, “Did you, or your Shadow friend, kill Duncan Alderman?”


  “Shadow’s not my friend. And no,” John said, knowing he probably should have acted surprised to learn of Duncan’s death. It was too late.


  “Why did you kill Cromwell?”


  John swallowed.


  I knew we shouldn’t have left his wife alive. Shit.


  “Well?” Mathews said, tapping his foot.


  “It was an accident.”


  “That’s not what Cromwell’s wife said. She said you were there looking for information. Specifically, you were looking for Hope. Tell me, John, why would you be looking for Hope? You know we have our eye on her, and that everything is fine and she is safe so long as you cooperate. So why were you searching? Were you planning on putting an end to our arrangement?”


  John wanted to tell him she was in danger, but couldn’t tell Mathews that Hope was a vessel. If he did, Mathews would drag her in, might even order her killed to prevent Jacob from getting the crystal.


  John told Mathews the closest thing to the truth he could afford.


  “Jacob’s back, and he knows my weakness is Hope. He will target her, and though you, and some others, are top-notch agents, I can’t say the same for everyone in the FBI. You can’t guarantee her safety; I can.”


  Mathews leaned closer, probably trying to read John’s truthfulness through the visor’s scanners.


  Mathews said something, but not to John. “Send Skinner in.”


  Skinner was the son of an Otherworlder, a gifted Halfworlder with powers to probe people’s minds. He’d been co-opted to work for Omega to avoid detention. Supposedly, he had taken to the task of betraying his kind with glee, though there were plenty, such as Shadow, who accused John of the same thing.


  The door opened, and Skinner stepped inside. He was tall, thin, and a nightmare’s worth of creepy, with closely cropped, jet-black hair and dark circles ringing cavernous eyes. He looked to be in his fifties, but John figured he had to be at least a century older.


  “Not too close,” Mathews said, warning Skinner to avoid John’s touch.


  “I know,” Skinner said in a light German accent.


  Mathews said, “Find out what he’s hiding.”


  John tried not to appear nervous. It was possible that Skinner couldn’t probe him, in which case John might be able to escape further interrogation.


  “OK,” Skinner said, closing his eyes.


  Instantly, John felt the man’s touch as if he were laying fingers inside his skull, probing for fault lines in his brain. John erected psychic barriers inside his mind, keeping his defenses high and hiding Hope’s secret inside.


  Mathews said, “So, what was your plan, John? Find Hope and run away together, live happily ever after while Jacob went about killing whomever he wanted? Was that it?”


  John knew what Mathews was trying to do — distract him with discussion so he couldn’t maintain his defenses. John was far too skilled in psychic warfare, able to carry on full conversations while fending off attempted intrusions for Mathews’ tactics to matter.


  “I hadn’t thought it out that far,” John said. “My priority is keeping Hope safe. After I gave her shelter, I meant to continue tracking Jacob. I will continue.”


  “How do I know you’re not working with him?” Mathews asked.


  “I’m not responding to stupid questions.”


  John continued resisting Skinner’s attempts to break into his mind until finally Skinner turned to Mathews.


  “He’s fighting me.”


  Mathews said, “Oh, is he? Well then, our friend John must have something to hide.”


  “I’m not hiding anything.”


  “Then why don’t you just open wide and let Skinner in?”


  “Sorry,” John said. “I don’t let anyone in my head.”


  “We’ll see about that.” Mathews reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black rectangle — a remote of some sort.


  Mathews thumbed a red button on the remote and the rows of special lights blazed on above.


  John fell to his knees in agony as his skin caught fire from inside. “Stop!” he screamed.


  Mathews clicked off the lights. John stayed on his knees, body shaking in torment and pain. Skinner had shattered the thinnest wall at the edge of his defenses. John clenched his fists and squeezed his eyes tight trying to repel him, but the burning rotted his ability to fight.


  Skinner was in.


  John felt the man seize upon the information he was most trying to hide. And then Skinner was out.


  As his pain receded, John watched as the crimson skin on his arms slowly started to heal.


  Skinner turned to Mathews, “He’s searching for vessels — people with crystals stuck in their flesh. Five crystals which contain the soul of the Last Great Wizard from Otherworld. The person who pieces them together controls the wizard’s power. Jacob is hunting the vessels, then killing them to get the crystals. Hope is on the list.”


  John glared at Skinner, wanting to sink his fingers into the bastard’s flesh.


  “Thank you,” Mathews said. “You’re excused.”


  “Yes, sir,” Skinner nodded, the German accent crisp on his lips. He left the room, not daring to meet John’s stare.


  Mathews stepped closer to John, looking down at him, almost daring him to make a move. John considered it, but the man’s finger was on the button, and the man had grown sadistic enough to fry him just for laughs.


  “So, that’s why you want to find Hope. It’s all so perfectly clear now. Interesting.”


  “You have to bring her here,” John said. “If Jacob gets to her, he will kill her.”


  “Yes, yes, good idea,” Mathews said. “She should be here.”


  Mathews fell several steps from John, then said into the radio in his helmet, “Get me Agent Overton.” Moments later, Mathews was talking to Agent Overton, instructing him to bring Hannah to The Building. “If she resists in any way, kill her immediately.”


  John went to strike, but wasn’t fast enough. Mathews pushed the button again, flooding the room with lethal light and sending John back to the floor in crippling pain.


  Mathews clicked the lights off, then leaned down to John and calmly said, “Your free ride is finished, John. You had exactly two friends in the Agency looking out for you, and, as it so happens, both Duncan and Cromwell are now dead. That means a new boss. Are you familiar with Bernard Walsh? He’s now in charge of The Guardians, and unlike his predecessor, Walsh understands that this job leaves zero room for misplaced sentimentality.”


  John rode out the pain, rocking back and forth on the floor as Mathews continued. “None of this would have happened if Duncan had done the right thing when it had to be done. But I assure you, John, you will not see me making the same mistake. When it’s time to choose between one life and millions, I won’t falter.”


  John forced himself into action through the pain. He tried to reach out, but his attempt fell pathetically short.


  Mathews stepped away from John, as if trying to evade a swatting old cat. “Goodbye, John. I’d like to say it was great working with you, but we both know that would be a lie.”


  Mathews left just as John managed to stand.


  The door closed and locked.


  John wondered why Mathews hadn’t simply killed him, and figured he either still needed him alive, or Mathews wasn’t able to make the call for John’s death — yet.


  There was also a third option: Mathews thought the torture too fun to end so soon.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 3 — Hannah


  



  



  Hannah was sitting on the couch in the apartment where she and Greg were sequestered, trying to relax despite her frayed nerves, when Greg got a call from his bosses. He left the apartment to take it. She pressed her back into the cushions, waiting through the anxiety that sat like lead in her stomach.


  As her foot tapped a thousand times on the carpet waiting for Greg to return and tell her what was going on, Hannah expected her other inner voice to chime in with more doomsaying. But that voice was uncharacteristically quiet, and had been since their arrival a few hours earlier.


  The door finally opened and Greg said, “We’ve gotta go. The Agency wants us in Washington immediately.”


  She wasn’t sure if it was the look in Greg’s eyes or a simple fear of the unknown, but Hannah felt as if she were about to be strapped into a ride without escape.


  “Washington? For how long?”


  “Washington State, not D.C. My division is headquartered up there. As for how long, I don’t know,” he said.


  “But what about the shop? I need to call Jenny and update her.”


  “Jenny’s not expecting you back until next week, so we can wait until we arrive before doing anything else or making any other decisions. OK?”


  “OK,” Hannah said. “Why are we going to Washington? Did something happen with John?”


  “I don’t know. Nobody’s saying much, but they were insistent that we leave immediately, and they wouldn’t insist unless they thought you were in danger.”


  



  **


  



  They drove to a private airfield where a small private Agency jet waited.


  They sat with another agent, Agent Henry, a tall Marine-looking black man with a black suit, and a granite jaw, and no trace of a smile.


  They rode in silence as Hannah tried to calm her jangling nerves, both from the flight, and all that was happening so quickly. The world was a web of confusion around her, each second seemed another sliver of proof that everything was wrong and nothing would be right, not ever again.


  She drew long breaths, in and out, over and over, holding heaves at the top of her inhale as she gently dug her fingers into her thighs and lightly bounced her heels against the floor. Through every mile of her fear, Hannah tried to find the voice. But her inner whisper, that other voice that had led her down this path, was silent.


  You sure had a lot to say before!


  I know you’re there because I’m here.


  Why won’t you answer me?


  If something happens to me, then it happens to you, too. And if something happens to US, it’s all your fault.


  Hello?


  Even after Greg started speaking, Hannah’s whisper stayed silent through his story.


  “How are you doing over there?” Greg asked, friendly.


  “Fine,” Hannah said. “I guess.”


  “I’m sorry about all of this.” He looked at the clouds outside the window rather than her, but it was hard for Hannah to doubt the thick apology lining his voice, despite his many lies.


  She was tempted to answer his sorry with an, “It’s OK,” but she was far from OK, and didn’t feel obligated to protect his feelings. So she said nothing.


  Greg’s eyes held the clouds as he spoke. “I didn’t plan for any of this.”


  Hannah stared down at her hands in her lap, still silent.


  It was hard to separate truth from its opposite. There was so much of Greg to love, but impossible to know what was real. The meaning of true had softened since truth told with bad intent was sometimes worse than a lie.


  Hannah thought back on the years of Greg’s countless compliments; the many times he practically sang gospels about how lucky he was to have a girl like her in his life. He would compliment how she looked, the way she smiled, and how she could just turn any handful of flowers — from garden to bucket — absolutely beautiful. He would stare into her eyes and steal glances at her face and body, desire kissing Hannah through the length of his gaze. Greg always went out of his way to make her happy, like the way he slipped notes into her lunch bag, which she often found stuck to the bottom of her see-through microwavable containers. At first she would only see them as she finished her lunch, but Greg had done it so often Hannah was now trained to look first.


  The hardest part about their flight, besides heading into the next chapter of her nightmare, was that every affectionate gesture, kiss on the cheek, or midnight nibble now seemed somehow premeditated or possibly insidious, down to the day they met.


  Clouds thinned, and snowy ground and city came into view below. Greg continued staring out the window. Agent Henry was reading Popular Science


  As Hannah sat there, something jarred what felt like a memory, or perhaps a glimpse from a remembered dream, loose in her mind.


  They were standing on the beach, the warm sunshine kissing her skin, the cool, salty breeze blowing his long hair. His eyes met hers. She asked what he was thinking about. He was always so quiet and so distant in thought. Usually he would answer “nothing,” even though she never believed him. This time, however, he said something different. “You. It’s weird. I never really felt like there was something missing from my life. I never felt like I was waiting for the right person to come along. But now I realize just how empty I was before I met you. And how even though I didn’t know it, I was waiting for someone — you, Hope.”


  A chill ran down her spine as she was snapped back to reality by Greg’s voice asking, “Are you OK?”


  “I’m fine,” Hannah said as she realized the jet was landing. “I guess.”


  



  **


  



  They took a truck from the airfield to a nondescript office park with a 12-story mirrored building that seemed like a thousand other such buildings she’d seen back home and along the way on their drive. Yet, Hannah was draped in an overwhelming sense of déjà vu.


  There was something about the office park, or the building itself, or …


  Hannah swallowed, realizing it wasn’t the park or the building or anything else.


  It was John.


  Her inner whisper came back.


  “He’s here.”


  “You sure you’re OK?” Greg asked, pulling the car into a space in front of the building.


  “Positive,” Hannah said.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 4 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail stood frozen in horror after she killed Katya. She panicked, not knowing where to go or what to do. She had now murdered four innocent people, five if you counted Karen McKenna, which, of course, Abigail did.


  I’m a monster.


  Abigail thought about calling Larry, telling him what had happened, but the thought of his probable response was terrifying. He would be furious, and worse, afraid of her, too. She could feel his fear after she’d killed the family down the street and set their house on fire. Larry would never hurt her feelings by saying so out loud, but part of him had to be wondering when she would kill him. Abigail wouldn’t be surprised if Larry started locking his door when he went to sleep.


  I wouldn’t trust me.


  Abigail tried calling out to John in her head. He might understand, and be able to tell her what to do next.


  John?


  John, please, I need you.


  Abigail wondered if their connection was broken, or if he were simply too busy to respond. Tears streamed down her face as she stared at the remains of her only friend.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said, lying on the floor beside Katya, hugging her corpse.


  Suddenly, Abigail felt someone in her head.


  John?


  “No,” the voice said. It was Talani.


  “You made me kill her!” Abigail screamed. “She’s dead.”


  “Dead?” Talani said, seeming surprised. “What happened?”


  I did what you said. And then when I tried to save her, to turn her, you were gone. You left me! Now she’s dead!


  “Oh God, Abigail, I’m so sorry.”


  Why did you leave? Why?


  “Our connection broke. I couldn’t feel you anymore. I didn’t do it on purpose, I swear. I thought you had pushed me away.”


  Abigail said nothing, just stared at Katya’s body, wishing she could reverse the energy and put breath back into Katya. She would gladly surrender her own life to bring Katya back.


  She was nice. She shouldn’t have died. I should have.


  “It’s not your fault.”


  Yes, it is!


  “No, Abigail. You were trying to help her — trying to share your gift.”


  Gift? You call this a gift? It’s a curse! I wish John had never brought me back.


  “You don’t mean that, Abigail. You’re just scared.”


  I do mean it. I don’t want to live like this. I don’t want to be a monster.


  “You’re not a monster. You’re just with the wrong people. They don’t understand you. It’s not their fault. It’s not that they don’t love you. They just can’t understand you.”


  John understands me. We’re the same.


  “But he’s not there, is he?”


  It’s not his fault. He has to work.


  “Sounds like my father. Always working. Never had time for me. I never would’ve been turned if he had been home when the man tried to kill me.”


  What man? What are you talking about?


  “It was a man who lived next door to us. He knew my parents were never home. He came over and tried to … touch me. I fought back, and he stabbed me. Sixteen times before he left me for dead. I crawled out onto the street. An old woman saw me. She called an ambulance once she stopped screaming. I died as I was being wheeled into the hospital. Then someone brought me back.”


  Who?


  “A woman who happened to be at the hospital when I was brought in. She snuck into my room and brought me back. She saved me. Now I’d like to save you, Abigail. I want to offer you a place with others of your kind.”


  There’s more? How many?


  “There are four of us who are like family. But there are even more out there, an entire community of people like us. Like you.”


  All vampires?


  “No, not all of them. But all are different, and all are people you can feel safe to be yourself around. People who won’t look at you as the monster you’re not. Come, Abigail, please. Let me introduce you to them.”


  I don’t know.


  “Listen, Abigail, I won’t speak ill of your friends. But I will ask you if they are there when you need them most? Where are they now?”


  Talani had a point, even if it hurt Abigail to see it.


  Larry and John were off fighting monsters, or whatever it was John was doing for the government. What was to say he would ever have time for her? If she was losing control of her vampire abilities, how long was it before she hurt Larry, or someone else John cared about? Abigail thought of John’s love, Hope. What would happen once they were reunited? Would John try to become human again? If so, surely they’d have no place for an out-of-control vampire child in their life or home.


  What was I thinking? That we could all be one big happy family?


  She felt so foolish.


  Everyone would be better off without me.


  “You don’t need to be alone,” Talani reassured Abigail from inside her head. “Come, meet my family. You can decide if you want to stay. If not, I’ll bring you back home.”


  OK, Abigail thought back, though she wasn’t sure she really had a home to go back to, not once Larry found out about Katya.


  Abigail grabbed her coat and was about to head out the door, but stopped, realizing she had no money. She grabbed Katya’s purse and dug for her wallet, phone, and credit cards. She took them all, shoving them into her coat, then headed out to find the voice in her head.


  



  **


  



  Abigail walked to the corner gas station, called a cab, then took the taxi downtown following the directions Talani fed her mind. She arrived at a cyber café located at the far end of a strip mall with a grocery store, bar, bank, and few other places, all closed. The café was small, lined with a dozen or so surfers, all sitting at cramped desks, lining each wall and running down the small shop’s center aisle. Most of them seemed to be playing some sort of car game or another.


  Near the shop’s rear sat an old black woman in a bright pink floral dress, looking up from behind a larger desk with a computer and register. In front of the woman sat a romance novel, face down and open to the center, a long haired man’s bare chest gleaming from the front cover.


  “Ask for me,” Talani had said. “Edith will bring you to the back room.”


  Abigail approached the old woman, nervous, feeling as if she were doing something criminal by asking for Talani.


  “Hi,” Abigail said, her quivering voice betraying her timidity. “Is Talani here?”


  The woman eyed Abigail up and down, as if trying to determine if she belonged there. The woman, probably Edith, nodded then pointed to a door behind her. “In there,” she said.


  “Thank you,” Abigail nodded, then went to the shop’s rear and tried the doorknob. At first, it didn’t budge.


  Edith pushed a button behind her desk and the door clicked unlocked. It was only then that Abigail spotted the shotgun sitting on a shelf under the desk, within easy reach of Edith.


  What kind of place is this?


  Abigail turned the knob and slipped through the doorway and into a narrow hall with another three doors on either side, and one at the end with tinted glass leading outside. Abigail spied a camera above the rear door with two lenses, one aimed at the door below it and the other directly at the door she’d just come through.


  Before Abigail reached the end of the hall, one of the doors opened, and a thin, black girl with long, dark hair and a stylish, black coat and dress stepped out, studying Abigail. She seemed maybe 16.


  “Abgail?” the girl said, her voice the same as the one in Abigail’s head.


  “Yes. Talani?”


  “Good to meet you,” Talani smiled, a big, genuine-looking smile, walking toward Abigail and reaching out to pull her into a hug, as if they were long-lost friends freshly reacquainted. Abigail pulled back out of instinct, forgetting she was harmless to a fellow vampire. Talani smiled, and Abigail relaxed into her embrace. Her newest friend wore the scent of a faint but sweet perfume which Abigail instantly liked.


  “Come,” Talani said, “there’s someone I want you to meet.”


  Talani led Abigail through the door she’d just come out of and into a small storage room piled high with cardboard boxes. Abigail looked around, confused, seeing no one.


  “Just back here,” Talani said, leading Abigail back past the boxes and through a doorway leading to a second storage room, also filled with boxes. Talani opened a door which spilled out into a much larger room, the boarded up storefront next to the cyber café . Is this some kind of secret place that you can only get to by passing through their security in the cyber café ?


  The room was lit by a solitary candle sitting in the center of a table in the eye of the room. Several folding chairs surrounded the table as if it were a regular meeting place of some sort. At the table sat a short, blonde-haired woman with medium length hair who looked to be in her mid-30s. She wore thin, round, red-framed glasses. “This is Judith,” Talani said. “She saved me.”


  “Hi,” Abigail said, standing at a distance and waving.


  “Sit,” Judith said in a friendly voice, waving her hand at the other chairs at the table.


  Abigail sat across from Judith. Talani took a seat to Abigail’s immediate right. Abigail looked around, “What is this place?”


  “A special sort of meeting place,” Judith said. “Talani tells me you’re one of us? A vampire?”


  “Yes,” Abigail said.


  “And so young,” Judith responded with a sigh. “Who turned you?”


  Abigail felt protective, and didn’t want to give John’s name. “A man who saved me after I was shot,” Abigail said.


  “And where is he now? Why is he not taking care of you?”


  “He was, but he has a busy job,” Abigail said. “He has to travel a lot.”


  “Yes,” Judith said. Abigail thought she might have heard the slightest hiss behind it. “I heard he works for our enemy.”


  Abigail wondered how she knew that. Abigail hadn’t told Talani. The girl must’ve been poking around in her head and found out about John. Abigail felt a chill run down her spine, afraid she’d made a bad mistake meeting Talani.


  “He’s not a bad man,” Abigail said, shifting nervously in her seat.


  “It’s OK,” Judith smiled. “I’m not interested in persecuting your friend. We all make our choices, and who is anyone to judge another’s decisions until they’ve walked in their proverbial shoes?”


  “Good,” Abigail said, fidgeting, uncertain what she should say and feeling like she might have offended the woman, though she had no plans to apologize.


  “It’s OK,” Judith said. “You’re among friends now. We run a meeting for our kind here twice a week at 8 p.m. on Mondays and Fridays.”


  “What kind of meeting?” Abigail asked.


  “Support, Abigail. We offer a place for outcasts to come and feel accepted. It’s sort of like church, but without a false God to pray to.”


  “Oh,” Abigail said, not sure what else to say. She was feeling uncomfortable and wished she had called Larry rather than following Talani’s call.


  “Show her the place,” Talani said.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Judith said.


  Abigail wondered what place Talani was talking about.


  “You have to!” Talani pleaded, for the first time sounding like a teenager instead of the authoritative voice Abigail had somehow grown almost used to hearing in her head.


  Judith met Abigail’s eyes, “Would you like to see something only five others on Earth have ever seen?”


  “OK,” Abigail said, shifting in her seat, uncomfortable behind the thick curtain of uncertainty.


  Judith held her hands out in front of her, cupping them as she muttered and whispered into her palms. Abigail could barely hear the words, and what she could hear made no sense. It was a language, that much she knew, but nothing she’d ever heard — and yet it seemed vaguely familiar.


  A dim light was born in Judith’s palms, then began to glow brighter as an image hovered above them. The image jumped and flickered, like video looking for reception, until it cleared enough for Abigail to see the rich, green mountains, a waterfall larger and bluer than any she’d ever seen in pictures, and something flying high in the richly purpled sky. As the image closed in on the something in the sky, Abigail saw that it wasn’t a bird, but rather the impossibility of a Pegasus instead.


  “Whoa!” Abigail breathed, lost inside the beauty of a winged horse, so rich with details it couldn’t be fake.


  Judith closed her hands around the image, and Abigail watched as it faded into ashen wisps of nothing.


  “What was that?” she asked, mesmerized.


  “That is the world I’m from,” Judith said. “Home to our kind, the Valkoer.”


  Valkoer? That’s what we’re called?


  “It’s so beautiful,” Abigail whispered, wondering if that was where John was from, too. And the world his brother, Caleb, had gone off to. It had to be. John and Larry didn’t speak much of the world in front of her, or Caleb. She’d only picked up on bits and pieces. But they had never described it so beautifully, or mentioned something so mythic as winged horses.


  “Yes,” Judith said. “Those are my final memories of home. I’ve not been back in thousands of years.”


  “Thousands?” Abigail said, shocked. “How old are you?”


  “I stopped counting long ago,” Judith smiled. “How old are you?”


  “I’m almost 13. Well, I stopped growing when I was 11. So, I guess eleven.”


  “Do you like being 11?” Judith asked.


  Abigail looked at Talani who smiled sweetly, then back to Judith. “Not really. Everyone treats me like a kid.”


  “Yeah, I imagine that’s rough,” Judith said. “Given a choice, what age would you choose to be?”


  “I don’t know,” Abigail shrugged. Memories from Katya flashed through her mind — the girl’s twenty-first birthday in particular. A large party with many friends, a cute boyfriend who wore his hair long. He liked to laugh and loved her a lot. The party had been one of the most fun nights of Katya’s life, and memory said she thought of it almost every day.


  “I think I’d like to be maybe 20. Or 21?”


  Judith smiled, “Ah, yes, those are good years.”


  Abigail turned to Talani. “How old would you choose?”


  “I like being this age,” she said. “I’m young enough that people are still nice to me, and it’s easy to take advantage of nasty old men.” Talani laughed.


  Abigail joined her, though she didn’t think the comment was that funny.


  Judith asked, “Tell me, Abigail, what would you do if I said you don’t have to be 11 forever?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What if I said you can choose your age?”


  “I can?” Abigail said. “Nobody ever told me that.”


  “Of course not,” Judith said. “Men who turn girls into vampires want to be needed. They don’t like when girls grow into women and find their independence. If they could have their way, they’d all keep us in boxes on shelves, serving only their purposes.”


  Abigail shook her head. “No, that’s not John. He loves me. He didn’t even want to turn me. He saved me after I died.”


  Judith smiled, “Well, perhaps he doesn’t know the spell.”


  “The spell?” Abigail asked.


  “The spell that allows us to alter our age. You can be any age you want to be, Abigail. Any age at all.”


  “How?” Abigail whispered.


  “I’m glad you asked,” Judith said, her smile growing wider, reminding Abigail of the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 5 — Hannah


  



  



  Hannah waited for Greg in the small office, furnished with a chair and desk, but no phone, computer, or any other sort of communication device. She wondered what sort of work was done in such an empty office. She considered opening the desk drawer to see if there was anything inside — perhaps the office was not yet assigned, or it was an office for field agents to temporarily use — but Hannah didn’t know if there were cameras, or if she was somehow being watched. She figured she was, so Hannah fought the urge to investigate, along with the one to nod off as her head grew heavy. She wasn’t sure what time it was, but they’d been there a few hours, and it felt late at night.


  Hannah was tired, hungry, and wanted to be anywhere other than the FBI building where Greg had brought her, a building which didn’t say FBI anywhere outside, but instead looked like any of the typical buildings Hannah filled with flowers each Monday for the week’s standing orders. Yet, inside everyone looked like agents, straight from a movie. Hannah was surprised to see the number of people who were working ridiculously late.


  Since their arrival, Greg had come and gone, being mostly gone, off talking to his bosses or doing God only knew what, while Hannah’s patience was turning to vapor. When he finally returned, Greg wasn’t alone.


  He stepped into the office behind one man and in front of another. The first man was about 10 years his senior, who he introduced as Commander Mike Mathews. The man’s jaw was chiseled like a G.I. Joe, though his body was short, and slightly soft. He looked like any number of asshole frat guys Hannah thought she remembered from college. He gave her a big fake smile as he extended his hand. “Hello,” he said. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”


  “Likewise,” Hannah said, shaking the man’s hand. She tried not to laugh as he showed how strong his handshake was. What a tool.


  The second man was older, tall, thin, and pale looking, with dark hair and darker circles blotting the skin beneath his nose. The tall man reminded Hannah of a cartoon villain, so much so that she had to suppress a smile, so as not to offend.


  “Hello, ma’am,” the cartoon villain said in a German accent, making him seem even more like a cliché, nodding toward Hannah but not offering his hand for hers, as if too shy to shake it.


  OK, he’s not weird at all.


  “This is Mr. Skinner,” Greg said. “He would like to examine you.”


  “What?” Hannah said, unable to hide her alarm. “What do you mean, examine me?”


  Mathews took a step forward wearing his big fake smile. “It’s nothing like you’re thinking, Ms. Quinn. Mr. Skinner isn’t a doctor. He’s something of a specialist, here to help us find something.”


  Not a doctor; oh, that’s a relief.


  “I’m confused,” Hannah said. “What’s happening, Greg?”


  “Just relax,” he said, his voice reassuring as he stuck her in the neck with something. Hannah could barely register what it was before she saw the needle in his hand.


  “What the… ,” she couldn’t finish her sentence before falling back.


  Greg caught her and set her gently back in the chair.


  What the hell are you doing?


  She could barely feel her body, or his touch. Hannah could only sense it as if it were happening to someone else. She felt as if she were swimming through the middle of a weird dream. She turned to Greg, their eyes meeting for a breath, but she was finding it difficult to focus. She tried to ask why but Hannah’s mouth ignored her mind.


  The tall German leaned closer, placing his hands over Hannah’s chest. She tried to move, repulsed by the thought of the strange man touching her, but she couldn’t even twitch with her entire body, which was numb and unresponsive.


  The man continued to hold his hands over Hannah, moving them back and forth, hovering centimeters above her body without touching her. He turned back to Mathews and pointed directly at Hannah’s chest. “It’s here. Next to her heart.”


  Mathews pulled the phone from his pocket, mashed his thumb on the glass, waited a few seconds, then said, “How quickly can we get a surgeon here?”


  Surgeon?


  After a painfully long silence Mathews said, “Tomorrow’s too long. We’ll just cut her open.”


  What? Cut me open? Why? What’s happening?!


  Hannah’s heart raced; a crashing plane between her ears as her mind tried to find sense in her surroundings. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t cut through the chaos. She wished her inner whisper would chime in and offer a clue, but it was inconveniently silent, leaving her alone and afraid — again.


  “What?” Greg said, clearly alarmed. “You can’t just cut her open. She’ll die.”


  “Not my concern,” Mathews said. “She has what I want, and I’m not waiting until tomorrow. Who knows how long until … ”


  A high pitched buzzing sound ripped through the room, and somewhere, Hannah heard what sounded like gunfire erupting.


  What’s happening?


  A voice crackled through on Mathews’s phone. “Harbinger is here!”


  Harbinger? Who?


  Mathews pointed at the creepy German. “You, stay with her. Make sure no one comes in.” He handed the man a gun. “And make sure she doesn’t leave.”


  Mathews grabbed Greg’s arm, and they raced from the room. Greg looked back at Hannah as if it was the last time he would ever see her again.


  Hannah was suddenly alone with the creepy man, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst from her chest.


  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 6 — John


  



  



  Jacob is here.


  John thought it moments before he heard the first rounds of gunfire cracking from somewhere in the building. John stared at the door, waiting for it to burst open and for Jacob, or worse, his henchmen or monsters, to come storming through to kill him once and for all.


  More gunshots, followed by screaming.


  John tried reaching out to feel what was happening, and see how many enemies Jacob brought with him, but too much chaos made sense of nothing. The world on the other side of the door bubbled with fear, screams, and pain — the writhing anguish of many. To dip in without losing himself in the flood would be impossible in John’s current state, drugged and weakened, his body still slowly stitching from its earlier burning at Mathews’ hands.


  John wondered how well he’d be able to fight when death came to claim him. Maybe he’d get lucky, he hoped, and the first to attack through the door would be caught unprotected and unaware. Then, John might be able to feed from their souls and use the power to finally kill Jacob.


  A sudden horror struck him.


  Perhaps he’s not here for me. Maybe Hope is already here.


  That thought sent John into action. He ran at the door and slammed his body hard against it.


  “Jacob!” he screamed. “I’m here, you fucker. Come and get me!”


  John closed his eyes and tried reaching his brother, finding him, somewhere on the bottom floor, fighting agents, killing them with glee.


  Jacob stopped for a moment, turning his thoughts to John.


  “Well, hello there, brother, fancy meeting you here.”


  “I’m on the 10th floor, you fucker, come and get me,” John said, knowing his words would travel to his brother alongside his thoughts.


  “Perhaps, I’ll visit you later, John. Right now, I’m here to see someone else. Perhaps you’ve heard of her. She shares her name with something of yours which will surely continue to dim by the second.”


  Jacob laughed like a monster.


  “You fucker,” John screamed. “Stay away from her!”


  “Aw, Johnny, you amuse me so with your bravado. Ta-ta, brother. Be seeing you soon. Is there any final message you’d like me to give her?”


  Jacob killed the connection before John could respond.


  “Jacob!” John screamed into the silence.


  John paced his cell, determined to find a way out. “Mathews!” He looked up at the camera, screaming. “Let me out! Now, goddamn it!”


  “Mathews!”


  The screams outside seemed almost louder than the gunshots. John closed his eyes and tapped into streaming thoughts, searching for Hope somewhere in the din.


  So much death. Despair. Horror.


  John’s door suddenly clicked and began to slide open.


  Here comes death.


  He balled his fists, waiting to spring on anyone who entered, hoping he was up to the task and wasn’t staring down a squad of armed, suited men immune to his touch.


  John’s heart felt as if it dropped as Skinner stepped into the room, carrying an unconscious Hope in his arms.


  “What did you do to her?” John said, stepping closer, cautiously, hoping she was OK. His chin quivered, thinking she’d been hurt.


  “She’s not hurt,” Skinner said. “I took her away when all hell rained down on this place. I’ll help you both escape into the service elevator and then to the roof. You can jump from there, yes?”


  John nodded as Skinner set Hope lengthwise on the cot.


  John said, “I’ll need some more clothes so I don’t touch her.”


  “Take my coat,” Skinner said, removing his suit. It was long on John, but fine for the moment.


  “Thank you,” John said, slipping his arms through the sleeves. He moved closer, desperately wanting to touch Hope, to open her eyes and say “Hello.”


  It had been so long since he’d seen her. And despite the fact that Adam had said he’d change her appearance, she looked the same as he remembered her, not a day older, in fact. So beautiful. So sweet. His heart melted, ached, and exploded all at once. He wanted to pause the moment so it was just he and she in the world, and the ensuing violence outside could never permeate their bubble of forever.


  But the continued gunshots killed that hope immediately, sending urgency into John’s limbs.


  John turned to Skinner. “Why are you helping us?”


  “Because Mathews is drunk with power. Now that Jacob is here, you are the only one standing between him and the end of this world as we know it. Come, we must go. Are you strong enough to carry her?”


  “Yes,” John said, unsure if he was, but knowing as he stared down at his love that he’d find a way no matter what.


  



  **


  



  John wasn’t sure if there was something different about Hope, or whether he was simply too weakened to properly handle her. She felt far heavier than she should have. Hope should have been a pillow in his arms, but John was limping heavily from his cell into the hallway, then every step after that as they crossed the long hallway, strides behind Skinner.


  “We have to go faster,” Skinner urged, his eyes wide and panicked. “Are you sure you’re OK? I’d be happy to help you carry her.”


  John could hear the kindness through Skinner’s thick accent, which surprised him considering how eager the German had seemed to help the bad guys a short while before.


  “No,” John said. “I’m fine.” He took a second to readjust Hope in his arms. It was awkward since he had to keep her body up past his forearms and away from the naked flesh of his hands in case they slipped from Skinner’s long sleeves. He tightened his grip and walked faster, quickly closing the distance between them and Skinner.


  “That corner,” Skinner pointed toward the end of the hallway. “The elevators wait around it.”


  Great. Let’s hope I can make it that long.


  John felt a flicker of swelling strength as they neared the corner, and dared to hope for recovery. His eyes were on Skinner’s back as the German neared the corner and suddenly screamed, stopping dead in his tracks.


  John fell an involuntary step back, clutching Hope tighter against him, before he rounded the corner and saw the source of Skinner’s cry.


  A monstrosity charged at them, a monster unlike any John had ever seen, though the déjà vu humming in his head suggested otherwise. The monster wasn’t tall, though its hulking bulk gave that impression. It was 5 feet high, thick, like a giant tree with thick dark skin to match, tiny legs, and long arms which ended in sharp, black pincers that looked like they could shear metal.


  In the center of its mass were what appeared to be dozens of eyes, some blinking and each ringed with a wet dark circle. The eyes which were blinking opened to a softly glowing amber. Beneath the eyes, a wide open maw filled with hundreds of teeth which jutted in every direction like porcupine quills.


  The monster paused its charge and seemed to study them, its hesitance saving their lives. John was weak, Hope still in his arms, and Skinner was frozen, staring at the creature as if hypnotized.


  John pulled strength from somewhere and set Hope down against the wall and ran toward the monster and Skinner, not knowing what the hell he’d do until he got there.


  Skinner drew his gun but the beast batted it from his fist with a blur, which seemed fast for the creature’s mass.


  The monster leapt toward Skinner, but John was faster, throwing himself between Skinner and the creature. John thrust his hand up at the creature’s face, expecting to pull the soul from inside it.


  Nothing happened.


  John felt the creature’s soul calling to him, which meant it should have been his for the taking, but its bark-like body was like a protective armor. Momentarily dazed, John stood rooted to his feet with a weakness in his body wanting to force him to the floor.


  It did, and the monster fell on top of him. Its dozen or so eyes were all open, staring at John as it opened its maw and readied to feast.


  Six deafening shots rang through the hallway as the monster’s body grew suddenly still and heavier on John’s.


  “Thanks,” John said, looking up at Skinner as he ran to them and pulled the monster off of John, and rolled it aside, black ooze pouring from its wounds.


  Skinner nodded, reloading his clip. He pointed to the elevators. “Let’s go.”


  John scooped Hope up from the wall and into his arms. Just as they were within 20 feet of the elevator, the wall exploded beside them, another of the tree-like creatures barreling into the hallway. This one seemed the same size, but that was an illusion given that it was hunched over.


  It then stood, and revealed itself to be at least 7 feet tall and almost twice as wide as its dead brother.


  Shit.


  Skinner fired two shots, then three before the creature swung at him, sending him flying back, almost hitting John. The creature shrieked, a loud, bird-like shrill which sounded almost metallic in tone.


  John set Hope down on the ground, and looked up just in time to see the monster running toward him.


  In a flash, John saw that one of the monster’s eyes seemed larger than the others, with a deeper amber bleeding from behind its barely open lid. The larger eye made John think of something he should have thought of before.


  He brought his fingers together in a point, as a makeshift shiv, and ran straight at the beast, shoving his hand into the monster’s barely open eye.


  The creature shrieked, screaming with something that sounded like a train scraping off the side of the rail as everything it ever was or would be shot inside of John.


  Its memories were raw, animalistic, a life of brutality and carnal lust, with nary an intelligible thought other than its primal urges. But its power was immense, coursing through John, recharging him more than any human ever could. He let go of the beast and stared down at his hands, shaking with energy he longed to spend on Jacob’s destruction.


  Hope stirred on the floor, softly moaning as she looked like she was about to come to. However, when he went to pick her up, she fell back into unconsciousness. With the monster’s strength within him, John could now carry Hope easily. With any luck, they would soon be far from the Building.


  Skinner stood looking down at the beast and then back at John until a smile cracked through his lips. He walked over to the elevators, made the top button glow, then turned back to John and said, “Very impressive.”


  “Eyes are windows to the soul,” John half-smiled. “I just had to break one.”


  They stepped inside the elevator, Skinner first. John’s heart practically pounded as the elevator rose to the roof.


  Come on, come on, come on.


  He stared down at Hope, flashing back to their last kiss. The final nights they’d spent in an embrace before the world flickered and changed forever. It had been more than a decade since then, but it felt like a lifetime apart.


  Jacob was responsible, for every pain that John had ever felt — from the death of his true mother, to the chain of events that sent his brother, Caleb, to Otherworld, forced Hope to have her memory erased and to live apart from John for more than a decade, and turned a child into a vampire.


  Jacob was a cancer that destroyed everything he touched.


  There’s no way in hell I’ll let him do it again, John vowed as he stared at Hope.


  The elevator door dinged open and John carried Hope onto the rooftop, watching her face the entire time, hoping, and fearing, she might wake. Wind whipped through her hair, and John longed to touch it, to run his fingers through it again.


  Skinner followed closely behind, pointing ahead to the building’s southern edge which looked down on a smaller six-story bank building. He had to shout over the howling wind. “If you jump over to that roof, you should be able to escape unseen.”


  “What about you?” John asked.


  “Don’t worry about me, I’ll stay here until the smoke clears. Nobody’s looking for me.”


  “Thank you,” John said.


  Skinner’s eyes suddenly widened at something behind John. The German opened his mouth but was launched through the air, thrown back 10 feet and slammed to the rooftop before he could utter a word.


  John turned around and saw Jacob floating in midair, holding a glowing red sphere in his right hand, wielding it like a power stone. Jacob thrust the sphere hand forward, sending John and Hope both flying back hard to the ground. John tried holding onto Hope, but lost his grip, crying out as she flew four feet farther than John, tumbling across the rooftop.


  He leapt to his feet, running to her, but hadn’t made it four inches before he was frozen in place, then lifted from the ground by Jacob and his powerful orb. John tried fighting it, to push back with his telekinesis, but Jacob’s power had grown too strong.


  “Is that any way to greet your brother?” Jacob asked, grinning with a lunatic’s smile as he spun John around to face him.


  John wanted to spit in Jacob’s face, to reach into his chest and pull out his heart, then shove it down his fucking throat. But he was impotent in the stone’s hold.


  “You can’t fight me, John. I have the wizard’s power now. Well, nearly all of it. I’ve just one small piece still to get.”


  “The hell you will,” John grunted, pushing with all his strength to raise his hands, trying to reach out so he could strangle his brother.


  Jacob laughed as John’s hands fluttered helplessly at his sides. Jacob clucked his tongue. “We’re such a stereotypical family, always trying to murder each other. Why must we quarrel so?”


  “Typical families don’t kill their mothers and try to murder their brothers.”


  “OK,” Jacob laughed. “So, we’re a bit eccentric. But hey, we live and learn, right? Your brother, Caleb, finally came around, after all.”


  “What are you talking about?” John asked.


  “Oh, you didn’t hear?” Jacob raised his eyebrows in what looked like mock surprise. “Caleb finally saw the light, and realized the righteousness of our cause. He is now sitting at the throne beside Father.”


  “Liar.”


  “I’m many things,” Jacob said, “but a liar is none among them. Who do you think created the portal to bring me back here?”


  John swallowed. “No. Bullshit.”


  “Last chance, brother. And may I point out how overly generous I’ve been with my many offers for you to join me, and fight by my side? I’d say that makes me a damned nice, and forgiving, brother, wouldn’t you?”


  John said nothing.


  “Very well,” Jacob spun John around, just in time to see Hope rising from the ground, blinking as she stood, rubbing a bloody gash on her forehead.


  She looked up, her eyes haunted. She stared as if she were looking at a ghost, ignoring the floating man behind him, and said, “John?”


  She remembers!


  The crystal in her chest began glowing with a red so bright it could be seen through her skin. Jacob’s cackle preceded the horrible.


  Hope looked down, staring at the glowing in her skin, eyes wide in horror. She clutched at her chest, screaming in pain as the crystal moved beneath her flesh, pressing up and trying to rip right out of her body.


  “Stop it!” John screamed, unable to move, unable to turn to face Jacob — unable to do anything but watch. He could feel Jacob sucking his life from him, weakening him the longer that he held him in his grasp. The more John tried to break free, the more energy Jacob withdrew from him.


  The crystal ripped through her like a gunshot, the gem flying through the air leaving a bloody arc behind it as it went into Jacob’s orb. Hope stood momentarily, stunned, or in shock, before her eyes closed and she collapsed to the ground.


  John screamed.


  Jacob released his hold of John and allowed him to fall to the ground as the orb grew bright red, pulsating as wind swirled in a building tempest around them. John tried to stand, to go to Hope, but was immediately sent to the ground by a gust of wind that knocked his feet out from under him. Rolling thunder exploded, each boom louder than the last, as if the world itself was exploding around them.


  John looked up to see a swirling darkness gathering above them, blotting out the stars. The darkness was then sliced by bolts of bright purple lightning crackling in an ever growing circle, starting small but quickly spreading, splitting the world behind Jacob into an ever wider aperture until another portal opened.


  John managed to get up, scrambling to Hope’s side as she lay in a pool of blood spreading into a lake. “John?” she said, confused, and lips trembling.


  Tears streamed down John’s face as he looked at Hope’s wound. She was losing too much blood. Too fast. She would die if he didn’t do something.


  He thought of the healing spell he once taught Larry, but shook his head knowing Hope’s wound was too deep for a spell. He would need it, plus everything he had inside his own soul. If he had to drain himself to death to save her, he would.


  And if he failed, he didn’t want to live, anyway.


  John, ignoring Jacob, started reciting the spell, holding his hands high above Hope’s chest. Behind him, he heard Jacob say, “Goodbye, brother. Until we meet again.”


  The portal closed and Jacob disappeared, taking the insane weather with him.


  John continued reciting the spell, holding his hand over Hope’s chest, trying to summon the energy, but nothing came. He was too weak, drained by Jacob and the drugs before that.


  “Please, God!” he screamed into the heavens above.


  John tried healing Hope again, repeating his incantations which hit the charred and still slightly purple air as only words.


  Suddenly, Skinner was standing beside him, staring down at Hope, his black ringed eyes filled with sorrow.


  “Here,” he said, holding his hand out to John. “Take my soul.”


  “What?”


  “Take my soul. You are the only one who can save the world. I have family here. If Jacob returns, they’ll become either slaves or cattle. Please. You can’t allow that to happen. Take my soul, save her, then go slay the monster.”


  John’s eyes met the man’s. “Thank you,” he said as he reached out to take Skinner’s hand. Skinner’s soul immediately followed.


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 7 — Larry


  



  



  Larry paced the house, waiting for Abi.


  He’d driven all over town looking for her. He’d even put out word to Tiny’s crew, after telling them that their boss was dead, a fact they were none too happy to hear about.


  Larry didn’t know what to do. John and Abi were both gone, and he couldn’t take a chance that one or both might show up at the house in need of his help.


  Still, he felt helpless.


  Larry looked at his watch for the hundred-thousandth time, wanting to punch something hard, or kick something harder.


  “FUCK!” he screamed to no one.


  The sun would be up soon, and Abi might be dead when it was. She had no way of protecting herself out there, wherever she was. For that matter, John might be a dead man, too.


  Larry shuddered.


  “FUCK!!”


  He imagined Abi injured, lying in a gutter as the sun came up. Or …


  Then he realized with a disturbing certainty — perhaps she was chasing death. Maybe she was out there right now waiting for the sun to come and end her misery. Katya had been such a happy part of Abi’s life. It must’ve been an accident, just like the neighbors.


  He remembered when he asked to join Johnny and Tiny on the trip to Cromwell’s. Abi had begged John not to go. Had said she was scared — what if she killed again?


  That’s exactly what happened. She can’t control it.


  Jesus, I’ve got to find her.


  “Larry!” a voice suddenly in his head.


  It was John.


  “Larry, I need your help, now!”


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 8 — Hope


  



  



  There was light and sound and some sort of memory, but all of them mingled together into a muddy, white sludge. The white light turned brighter, until it was almost painful. Then it softened to a kiss.


  Hope saw something impossible — a monster who looked like a tree with way too many eyes — and the tall skinny German, then …


  Nothing.


  Then she saw John. Impossibly standing in front of her. They were on a roof, up high. She called out his name, confused. Then she saw the bald man in black robes, somehow floating behind John.


  She remembered him, too.


  She flashed back. He’d called himself a detective a long time ago, had come to her house, asking questions. He’d wanted to talk to John. And when she told John, he freaked out. That’s when he told her everything — what he was. And what he had to do to protect her.


  She remembered.


  Everything.


  Suddenly, she felt a hot pain in her chest and looked down, and saw a red glowing in her skin.


  What the hell?


  Then unimaginable pain, worse than anything she’d ever felt. Her chest an explosion turning everything to black, until the white light finally came back, bringing with it her true name.


  “Hope … ”


  Again and again it repeated.


  “Hope, Hope, Hope … ”


  Hope opened her eyes to John’s hazy face staring down at her.


  “It’s you,” she whispered, remembering both her past decade as Hannah, and her life before, when she lived in Florida with John.


  She remembered their parting, and what he told her — that he was a vampire, and that she would have to have her memory erased.


  She sat up, her head spinning and in pain. “You? You did this to me?”


  He looked wounded or confused, she wasn’t sure which. Then he spoke, “Oh, God, I’ve missed you so much, Hope.”


  She swallowed, tears welling in her eyes. She missed him, too, even if she hadn’t realized it, or her life before this, until now. She reached out to John, to touch his face, but he pulled back as if horrified.


  “If we touch, you’ll die,” he said.


  “What?”


  John explained that he fed through his touch, without any control. Hope recalled something, vague from before, but the memory made it no easier to believe.


  “What happened here?” she asked, sitting up and looking down at the ashen corpse on the ground.


  “It’ll have to wait,” he said. “Right now, we need to get out of here.”


  “Hannah!”


  Hope turned and saw Greg slowly approaching, his pistol out but not aimed. Beside him was the man who had wanted to cut her open, Mike Mathews. Behind them, three more men, all dressed in black gear with weapons drawn.


  “Get away from her!” Greg screamed at John.


  



  



  * * * *


  CHAPTER 9 — John


  



  



  John stood, placing himself between Greg, Mathews, and Hope.


  “You’re too late,” John shouted over the screaming wind. “Jacob got the crystal and he’s gone back to Otherworld.”


  “Bullshit,” Greg said, firing a shot.


  The shot ripped into John’s chest. Hope screamed, “Stop!” running to put herself in front of John.


  In John’s mind he saw Greg fire his second shot, then watched the bullet sing through the night in slow motion, sailing past its intended target and finding Hope instead. Another wound so soon was a risk he could not allow.


  No fucking way.


  John reached inside himself, gathered every bit of his Darkness, then screamed, unleashed it in a giant blast of energy directed at the small huddle of men, sending them all stumbling like trees ripped from the ground in a hurricane.


  Two of the men in black sailed right over the roof as John raced towards the remaining three men, quickly disarming the final man in black, reaching into his visor and sucking his life in a quick spurt.


  John turned to the last two men alive on the rooftop, Greg, still doubled over in pain, and Mike Mathews, aiming his gun at John as rage boiled his face into an ugly shade of red.


  Mathews fired three rounds, one which hit John in the jaw, blasting part of his cheekbone off.


  The other two bullets sank into John’s chest and shoulder, but he was too amped on adrenaline and raw energy to feel anything other than anger, hate, and thirst for vengeance.


  John flashed back on Mathews shooting the poor woman, Emilia, who had lost her daughter. He felt her memories, the pain of losing Kayla, and the betrayal of a man who had sworn to protect the nation. John locked his eyes on Mathews. He wanted no part of the man’s vile recall — wanted no part of his destructive past. He only wanted him dead.


  John grabbed the gun from Mike’s hands, breaking free before his touch could kill the man, then turned the gun back on Mathews, pointed it straight between his eyes and pulled the trigger twice, blowing Mathews’ face and brain to bits.


  “Fucker,” John said as he dropped the gun in disgust.


  He turned to the last man alive, Greg, the liar who had been sleeping with Hope. And he had brought her here to do what? Turn her over to Mathews and his corrupt regime?


  Greg dropped his gun, sliding it past John, and immediately began to plead for his life. “Please, please,” he begged holding his hands up, palms out in front of him.


  Greg turned to Hope and cried, “Please, Hannah, I love you.”


  John looked back at Hope, having almost forgotten she was there in his moment of rage. He felt like a kid caught killing a bird. Her eyes were wide, scared, and filled with tears, many falling freely down her face.


  John could only imagine what she was thinking about him right now, wondering what sort of monster she had been stupid enough to once love. He wondered if she would beg him to spare Greg.


  He didn’t want to. John wanted to sap the man’s life to nothing, wanted to pluck the memories from his head, memories of a life stolen with Hope, so he could live through those lost years, even if only vicariously.


  Greg cried, “Please, Hannah, I love you. I’d never let them hurt you.”


  Hope approached them, her eyes locked on John as if trying to reconcile the man she loved with the monster he was, staring as if seeing straight inside him, to the Darkness, the part of himself he had for so long buried.


  She’d never seen this side of him — the monster unleashed, the feeding frenzy, the destruction, the horror. Yet, here he was, raw and exposed as the monster he was. John felt more vulnerable than he’d ever felt in his life, as if a single word from Hope could destroy him more assuredly than a supernova.


  “Please,” Greg begged again.


  John, having heard enough of Greg’s whining, turned to the man and yelled, “Would you shut up?”


  A gunshot punctured the pre-dawn.


  John turned to see Hannah holding the pistol Greg had dropped to the ground. John turned from Hannah and back to Greg, just in time to see the bloody hole in his face as he fell to the ground.


  “My name’s not Hannah,” Hope said, then fell to her knees, staring at what she’d done, stunned and silent.


  John stood still, uncertain, wanting to comfort his love, but not knowing if she was disgusted by him, or maybe by what she’d done.


  John looked around, waiting for more men, either Omega or Harbinger to storm the rooftop, but nobody else was coming. He looked down at the bank building. They had to make a run for it, and soon. He prayed that Hope would come with him.


  He closed his eyes and tried to feel if Larry was nearby, hoping his friend would come.


  



  * * * *


  EPILOGUE


  



  



  John watched in the predawn darkness as Hope slept in the queen-size bed. He sat in a chair next to the bed, where he’d spent the night before, as well. A blue nightlight in the corner cast a somber, cold glow on the room.


  He longed to be beside her, to touch her, hold her, kiss her, but he couldn’t so long as he was cursed. Nor did he even know if she would want him to touch her. She was still hurt by his betrayal more than a decade ago — he had lied to her. He had her mind wiped, never giving her a choice to stay and fight with him. He had tried to explain things, but his words all felt stupid, and her patience was thin.


  So they’d spent most of the past day in silence interspersed with moments of small talk. He wanted to reach out, to make things right, to find the right words to say, but part of him was too distracted by Abigail’s disappearance.


  Though he couldn’t feel her, which concerned him deeply, he knew Abigail was out there, somewhere, hurting.


  It had been two days since any of them had seen the child.


  Hope, John, and Larry were staying in one of Larry’s safe houses in east Washington. It was slightly too small, but far enough from the Guardians, or anyone in Harbinger who might be left looking for them.


  The world hadn’t ended, yet. The FBI had buried the story of the destruction at the Building. As for how the Agency was going to come back from their many losses, John had no idea. Nor did he particularly care.


  All he cared about now was being with Hope and finding Abigail.


  Hope had remembered mostly everything, though John didn’t dare tell her she wasn’t from Earth. Not while she was trying to sort her life out. A decade of false memories, a decade of a life she’d built — all of it now meaningless.


  She stirred in the bed, and opened her eyes, “You all right?” she asked.


  “Yeah, just thinking.”


  “About what?” she asked, turning toward him and pulling the comforter tighter around herself.


  “You. Wondering what’s next.”


  “Ah,” she said, not offering more.


  “You know you can’t go back to Hannah’s life, right? There will be people looking for you.”


  “Yes,” she said. “Though I’m not sure I was ready to go back to a lie, anyway. So, what’s going to happen?”


  “With us?” John asked, “Or everything else?”


  “I can’t even think about us, right now,” she sighed. “With Jacob. What’s he going to do with the crystal he took from me? How did it even get there?”


  “I don’t know,” John lied. He hated lying to her, yet again. But if he told her that she wasn’t even who she thought she was, wasn’t even human, no less, it might be too much for her to handle.


  Hell, it’s too much for me to handle.


  “Jacob is stronger than ever now. The Guardians felt that if he got all the crystals he would be too powerful to stop — that he might come back to our world and bring all the vampires with him. It will be open season on humans.”


  Hope swallowed as she sat up, visibly shaking. “I wish I could go back to thinking I was Hannah. The world was so safe then.”


  She wiped at the welling tears in her eyes. He thought to ask her about Greg, wondering how she was coping with killing a man she’d loved. Killing anyone had to be devastating for her, but killing a man she’d known, trusted, and had been intimate with, had to be soul shaking, the kind of thing you may never recover from. But he didn’t dare take that dark road. He wished he could wipe her mind of the past 24 hours, or perhaps everything since they’d left Florida.


  The silence of strangers stretched between them, each minute feeling like an hour.


  He wanted to break the silence, but didn’t know how, or what to say.


  She spoke, instead, “I dreamed of you,” she said. “I’d gotten into an accident and began remembering you.”


  He smiled.


  She continued, “I really loved you, you know?”


  “Loved, as in past tense?” he asked.


  She was quiet. He looked down at his hands, unable to meet her eyes, and he heard her swallow.


  A knock on their bedroom door shattered the silence.


  “John?” Larry said in an urgent whisper. “You awake?”


  Hope looked up at John and nodded, giving permission for Larry to enter.


  “Come in,” John said.


  Larry burst into the room holding his MacBook Air, open and bringing its bright light with it, rushing to John’s side.


  “You have to see this! I got this from one of Tiny’s men, who have been sitting watch on the portal in Anchor Harbor,” he said, handing the laptop to John and pressing a button on the keyboard to start the movie.


  The video showed the portal, or at least the tent surrounding it, with four armed soldiers standing guard.


  A timestamp on the recording read one night ago, 2:31 a.m.


  John watched, waiting to see what Larry was so excited about. He glanced up at Larry, who said, “Just keep watching.”


  Hope stood up and came to their side, looking down at the screen.


  Suddenly, dark blurs raced by, and the soldiers were down in seconds, never even having a chance to fire their weapons.


  It was a massacre, over in seconds, four vampires attacking four guards. Seconds later, the tent came down, as if ripped away by sheer thought. The portal swam bright in the darkness and the four figures started toward it.


  As the four drew closer to the portal, the light illuminated them better so John could finally make out their shapes — three women and a man.


  No, correction:A man, two women, and a child.


  “Abigail!” he said, staring at the screen trying to will what had already happened from happening.


  Who is she with? Are they Harbinger?


  The woman and man went into the portal and vanished. The other woman, who John now realized wasn’t much older than Abigail, held out her hand for Abigail.


  Abigail took it, and they disappeared into the portal.


  John’s heart sank.


  “What was that?” Hope asked.


  “That’s the girl we’ve been looking for. And she just went to Otherworld with people I don’t even know.”


  “Oh, my God,” Hope said as the gravity of what they’d seen sank in.


  John immediately began watching the video again, trying to gleam anything useful from it. Larry looked down at John, “We have to go after her.”


  John looked up at Larry, and then at Hope. He couldn’t bear to be apart from her again. But at the same time, Larry didn’t need to argue on Abigail’s behalf. The girl was in more danger than ever, especially if she was with Jacob’s people.


  “Yes,” John said.


  “I’m going with you,” Hope said.


  “No,” John said, “It’s too dangerous. I’ll come back for you, I promise.”


  “No,” Hope snapped, her voice firm, her eyes serious. “I’m tired of running. I’m tired of hiding. I’m tired of not knowing what’s happening.” Her eyes welled up, but she fought back the tears. “You asked me before if I loved you, as in past tense, or still love you. The answer is love, John. I love you. I will always love you. But you can’t do this again. I can’t lose another decade living a life that isn’t mine. I want to come with you.”


  There was no way John could allow her to come.


  “It’s too dangerous. God only knows what lays on the other side of the portal. Jacob is there. My father, the king of the vampires, and my brother, Caleb, who has turned to the Darkness, if Jacob is to be believed. It’s a suicide mission if I go alone,” John said. “I can’t even fathom what would happen to you.”


  “If you die,” Hope said, “then we die together.”


  “Make that three,” Larry said. “Let’s take a trip.”


  



  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  IN SEASON THREE, THE STUNNING FINALE TO THE AVAILABLE DARKNESS TRILOGY


  COMING LATE 2013 or EARLY 2014


  



  * * * *


  



  A NOTE ABOUT OUR 2013 SCHEDULE


  



  



  In 2012, we wanted Collective Inkwell to do what no one else had done — to transport the scripted serial model we loved so much from TV over to the world of digital reading. This meant not only following the signposts of plot, character, suspense and — of course — cliffhangers, it meant sticking to an ambitious weekly release schedule. Like HBO, AMC, Showtime, or any other quality network, Collective Inkwell had a fresh “episode” each week, and when one “show” ended its season, we had another ready to go.


  Last year we published two seasons of Yesterday’s Gone, one each of Available Darkness, ForNevermore, WhiteSpace, Z 2134, and Monstrous — plus seven Dark Crossings, short stories with killer endings.


  



  AND NOW WE’RE GOING TO DO IT AGAIN!


  The Collective Inkwell is back for our 2013 season, and this year we’re promising readers an even bigger and better year, starting February 12!


  Our prior serialized schedule followed the old TV model with the release of six episodes and then, on the seventh week, the season compilation. However, this forced people who wanted the full season to wait to read it.


  



  NOT ANYMORE!


  



  Now we’re ignoring where TV is, and paying attention to where it’s going.


  One of serialized drama’s great strengths in the age of video on demand, is bulk season viewing of shows. While some people (like Dave) love the weekly wait and slow torture of killer cliffhangers, others (like Sean) love to plow through a season all at once.


  So why not give you BOTH options?


  For our 2013 season, Collective Inkwell will offer our indie series (everything but Z 2134 and Monstrous) two ways — weekly or all-at-once.


  Fans of weekly installments will still have the option to read as they wish. We’ll be releasing all six episodes of each series in weekly format with our famous brand of WTF cliffhangers!


  But …


  … You’ll also have the option of buying the full season immediately!


  



  THE FREE EXPERIMENT


  



  We’re also trying something new.


  We will be giving each episode away FREE for five days during the week it goes live. Readers taking the weekly ride with us can do so for free.


  Every Thursday through Monday during our indie seasons, we’ll have a new episode available for free.


  We hope to draw new readers into our stories by offering a sample. We figure if we do our job well enough, you won’t be able to wait until the following week and will want to buy the full season right away.


  But we’re cool if you just want a free read, too.


  Now we call this a free “experiment” because we can only guess at the results. If suddenly nobody is buying our books, and just waiting for the free ones, well, it’ll turn into an experiment in poverty, and we’ll need to end it. To keep writing for you, we must be able to put bread on our table and take care of our the bills.


  We look forward to this experiment, and more importantly, to the 2013 Collective Inkwell season with new episodes of Available Darkness, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore, Yesterday’s Gone, Z 2134, Monstrous, and Dark Crossings!


  We’re really looking forward to giving you a GREAT year of reading you won’t find anywhere else. Beyond the FREE episodes each week, we’ll be giving our special group of “Goners” extra goodies throughout the year.


  If you’re not already a Goner, and don’t want to miss out on any of the best stuff, join today. It is and always will be 100% free. And it’s easy. Just click on the link below.


  



  JOIN TODAY!


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/be-a-goner


  



  As always, thank you for reading,


  Sean Platt & David Wright


  * * * *


  Join The Goners


  



  Want sneak peeks at what’s next?


  Want to take part in special Author’s Hangouts with us?


  Become a Goner, and get our exclusive (and free) newsletter for fans of Yesterday’s Gone, and the dark fiction of Sean Platt and David Wright.


  Join and get…


  **SNEAK PEEKS OF UPCOMING STUFF


  **LINKS TO OUR FREE PROMOTIONS


  **THE OCCASIONAL FREE SHORT STORY (including one when you sign up) **WEEKLY NEWSLETTERS FROM THE MOST HANDSOME WRITING DUO EVER!


  (Okay, maybe not so much on the last one, unless you happen to find Ray Romano and Kevin James to be studly, in which case, this is your lucky day!)



  JOIN TODAY!


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/be-a-goner


  



  * * * *


  



  Our Books


  



  ::Yesterday’s Gone Series — the post-apocalyptic serial::


  



  Yesterday’s Gone: Episode 1


  



  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B005FHO9AU/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B005FHO9AU/


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B005REXCKE/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B005REXCKE/


  



  Season Two Compilation (Episodes 7-12)


  US:www.amazon.com/dp/B007BEDR4Y/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007BEDR4Y/


  



  Season Three (Episodes 13-18)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008R0IZH0/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008R0IZH0/


  



  Season Four (Coming Summer 2013)


  



  ::Available Darkness — the new breed of vampire thriller::


  Season One


  US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B009YWLV94/


  UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B009YWLV94/


  



  SeasonTwo (February 2013)


  



  ::ForNevermore Series — the dark fantasy serial::


  ForNevermore: Episode 1


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007EEF3TS/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007EEF3TS/


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  Season Two (coming soon)


  



  ::WhiteSpace Series — the sci-fi/horror serial::


  WhiteSpace: Episode 1


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007Z9DDTE/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007Z9DDTE/


  



  WhiteSpace: Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008ASB4GI/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008ASB4GI/


  



  WhiteSpace Season Two


  (Coming soon)


  



  



  ::Our 47North Serials::


  These are Amazon Serials we did in partnership with 47North. The books are available in both ebook and print.


  



  Z 2134 (Season One)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B009KTA8YA/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B009KTA8YA/


  



  Season Two: Coming soon


  



  Monstrous (Season One)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B009XJBHHO/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B009XJBHHO/


  



  Season Two: Coming soon


  



  ::DARK CROSSINGS STORIES AND COLLECTIONS::


  



  



  DARK CROSSINGS: SERIES ONE


  



  Chris Wakes Up


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHEX6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHEX6/


  



  Diner Faded


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHBL6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHBL6/


  



  Pull The Trigger


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006E906EG/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006E906EG/


  



  Respero Dinner


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHC1K/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHC1K/


  



  The Watcher


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTH8J6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTH8J6/


  



  The Visitor


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHIQY/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHIQY/


  



  Dark Crossings: Collection 1 (containing the first series)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006K5SO1G/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006K5SO1G/


  



  



  



  DARK CROSSINGS: VOLUME TWO


  



  Are We There Yet?


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007UQU444/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007UQU444/


  



  Hide and Seek


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008XKEVZY/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008XKEVZY/


  



  If You Don’t Finish Reading This, Then Everyone You Know Will Die


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007WZMHFC/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007WZMHFC/


  



  What Would Boricio Do?


  US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008U491RQ


  UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008U491RQ


  



  The Good Deeds Society


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B0090CPMES/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0090CPMES/


  



  Monsters


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B00936F69M/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B00936F69M/


  



  Dark Crossings: Volume 2 (Six Stories. Killer Endings.)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B0095PJOC6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0095PJOC6/


  



  To keep things simple, we list just the first episodes (free, when we can make them so) and season links on this list. For a complete and most up-to-date list of our available books, visit:


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/our-books


  



  The Most Important Thing You Can Do To Spread the Word


  



  We thank you for reading our book.


  You’ve already rocketed to the top of our Favorite People In The World List, currently populated by J.J. Abrams, Stephen King, Clive Barker, Craig Ferguson, and whoever first thought to put cookies in ice cream (someone give that person a Nobel Prize!)


  But there’s one more thing we’d appreciate if you have a few minutes…


  If you enjoyed this story, or even if you kinda liked it, please LEAVE A REVIEW TODAY.


  



  WHY REVIEWS MATTER


  We hate begging you like an NPR pledge drive, but we’re new writers, still making our name. In today’s publishing world, with so many great writers out there trying to get noticed, reviews are one of the primary ways writers free themselves from obscurity.


  We would both write no matter what, even if we only had five readers. And we have. Dave wrote for years while working graveyard at a gas station, dreaming of a day he’d have people wandering the worlds of his design in the hallways of their mind. Sean spent 30 years sucking movies, books and TV through a pop culture straw, thinking the entire time that he “could never do that” until the day he wondered if he could.


  We’re writers. We have stories to tell, and want to tell them to you forever.


  Our books are what we do when we get up to go to work each day. The better our books do, the better we do. The more we can write, and the more ambitious we can be.


  



  Will You Be a Part of Our 1%?


  About 1% of people who read a book review it.


  Some people don’t like leaving reviews.


  Some people don’t realize how much it matters to a modern author.


  Some people have never left a review and have no idea what to say.


  Some people never even consider it.


  Most people don’t have time.


  If you can’t leave a review for whatever reason, or even if you don’t want to, we totally understand. We are thrilled you’re reading, and appreciate the time you spend in our worlds.


  But if you do, please know that you’re part of that 1% who really drive us to get noticed, since we know you want to see a What Would Boricio Do? Show on HBO as much as we would.


  The biggest challenge for indie authors is finding an audience. Word-of-mouth and reviews at Amazon, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Sony, Goodreads, and similar sites can make all the difference in the world between whether a new reader will find and buy our books.


  If you have a few minutes, you will make a huge difference in how our story as indie writers continues to unfold. It doesn’t have to be long, just honest. Three sentences saying why you liked the episode (or season) will read like pages of thank-you to us.


  Click on any of the links on the Our Books page to be brought to the Amazon page for the book you wish to review.


  



  Thank you for reading,


  Sean Platt & David Wright


  



  * * * *


  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  



  Sean Platt is coauthor of the serialized sagas, Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore, Available Darkness, Z 2134 and Monstrous. He is also author of Writing Online, and founder of Sterling & Stone Publishing.


  Despite having a big plate, full of dark horror and serialized mayhem at Collective Inkwell with his coauthor David Wright, Sean is also cohost of the Better Off Undead, and Self-Publishing Podcasts. Sean helps tomorrow’s authors with David, and Johnny B. Truant with the Self-Publishing Podcast, and Sean nurtures his tribe of “digital writers” at his home site, SeanMPlatt.Com


  Sean is currently developing super cool serialized fiction for children.


  Sean lives the writer’s life and dreamer’s dream in Ohio with his wife (who endlessly listens) and two children (who sometimes don’t). He wakes up happy almost every day.


  



  Connect with Sean at:


  



  sean@thedigitalwriter.net


  http://seanmplatt.com


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://twitter.com/seanplatt


  http://www.facebook.com/DigitalWriter


  https://www.facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *


  David W. Wright is a former newspaper reporter and cartoonist. He is the coauthor of the Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore, Available Darkness Z 2134 and Monstrous series.


  You should avoid feeding David after midnight, getting him wet, or exposing him to bright light.


  



  He writes about Collective Inkwell stuff at:


  http://CollectiveInkwell.com


  He blogs about himself, pop culture, and other stuff at:


  http://DavidwWright.com


  David lives on the East Coast with his wife, his five year old son, and the world’s most pooping-est cat.


  



  Connect with David at:


  Collectiveinkwellmedia@gmail.com


  http://twitter.com/thedavidwwright


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://davidwwright.com


  http://facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *
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