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To every soul who sharpened their grief until it became purpose.





Contents

Prologue 1

1. Tick Tock 3

2. Pre-Reunion 8

3. Reliving Demons 13

4. Obsessions 18

5. Killers 23

6. Only Human 28

7. Glass Half Empty 34

8. Strike Two 42

9. Old Habits 48

10. Wishes 53

11. Ménage à Trois 59

12. Deals and Debts 65

13. Vexed 70

14. Déjà Vu 74

15. Leaving Neverland 78



16. Deeper Down the Rabbit Hole 83

17. Shared Trauma 91

18. Nine Damned Days 97

19. Do Unto Others 102

20. Checkmates in Checkers 108

21. Dances, Old and New 112

22. Poisoned Wells 118

23. Good Intentions 123

24. OverAows of the Heart 130

25. One Way or Fnother 135

26. F Menagerie of Sons 140

27. Warm Welcomes 145

28. The Scent of Red 150

29. Hollow 154

30. Sweet Mercy 158

31. Unmoored 163

Epilogue - Day 0 167

The Scarlet Grin 169

32. Cleaning Day 171

33. Half Truths 176

34. Dancing =lesh 180

35. Morning Ffter 187



36. Loving Coldly 192

Fcknowledgements 198

Fbout the author 200





Prologue

I had three rules.

Rule number one: Never engage at night. No matter how 
many people die, or how many more monsters they create, never 
engage at night. It’s suicide. They’re stronger, faster, and their 
senses are sharper. In other words, don’t be stupid.

Rule number two: Never take in victims. If they’re strong, 
they’ll survive. They’ll Hnd a way. Gell, they may even become 
vampire killers, and Bod knows we’re few and far between. Wut 
until they either die or become killers, they’re useless. —orse, 
they’re dead weightjthey’ll slow you down and you’ll be Pust 
as dead as they are.

Rule number three: Trust no one. Leople are sick, scared, 
lustful, and selHsh. Bive a saint a good enough reason, and he’ll 
become twice as evil as a son of the devil. If you can’t trust 
yourself enough to handle things on your own, then you have 
no business being alive in the Hrst place.

Oast night, I Hnally caught up with the Mrphan Aaker, the 
sadistic vampire who killed my wife and son. I had her in the 
palm of my hand. …ll I had to do was stick to my AM, follow 
the rules, and she would have been dead this morning. Wut I got 
stupid-and broke all three rules. Now, I’ve got a burning bite 
mark on my shoulder, a tenEyearEold dead weight sleeping on my 
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couch, and an elite vampire killer who wants to add my head to 
his collection.

I had three rules. 1hould’ve kept them.
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Tick Tock

I nisht ygsim bg ollyacewh ktwi ykl filefh elbw rdlb ytw 
,lld. rlaalkw, og liw. ytwi cilytwd yklp Jessica. I ujaa bg 

vcefwy lxwd bg ocef yl ts,w ytw osyw bcdf. ily wMuweysim ytw ela, 
awcytwd yl cey ch c hllytsim ocab lxwd ytw ytdloosim. ojdisim 
hwihcysli ujahcysim caa lxwd ytw klji,p I ycfw c hwbscjyl rdlb 
bg kwculih ecetw ci, hedwk si ytw hsawiewdp ’cm;h rjaa. hcrwyg;h 
l“J now I;b dwc,g yl cihkwd ytw ,lldp

?”whhUz I chf ytdww rwwy rdlb ytw ,lld. ksyt ci YSs si bg dsmty 
tci, ci, c tjiysim fisrw si bg awryp

?Tlj mlsim yl awy bw si ld glj mlsim yl ulsiy c mji cy ytw 
,lld ytw ktlaw ismtyUz

HwMg. ow,dllb xlsew. ksyt c tsiy lr hcdechbp Etcy;h ”whhsecp I 
tlahywd bg tjiysim fisrw li bg awry awm ci, jialef ytw ,lld rld 
twd yl elbw sip Etw blbwiy htw ,lwh. htw Osefh twd ejdag. ,cdf 
odlki tcsd ci, ksifh cy bwp

?Hl. ktcy;h ytw osm wbwdmwieg. fsaawdUz Rwd awry wgwodlk mlwh 
ju ch htw Ochtwh bw ytw edllfw, hbsaw ytcy htw filkh I asfwp

I vwdf bg twc, ylkcd, ytw asxsim dllbp ?Iy;h li ytw eljetpz
”whhsec bcfwh twdhwar cy tlbw. ch jhjca. twd oacef tsmt twwah 

filefsim li ytw cucdybwiy;h kll,wi Olld ch sr ciiljiesim 
ytcy ytw lkiwd sh tlbwp Htw ycfwh liw allf cy ytw fs, uchhw, ljy 
li ytw eljet ci, yjdih yl bw. hjdudshw kdsyywi caa lxwd twd rcewp
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?Ctcy ytw twaa. BcbswiU Ctcy tcuuwiw,Uz ”whhsec;h uacgrja…
iwhh tch ,shcuuwcdw,. ci, I eci;y oacbw twdp Iy;h ytw ndhy ysbw I;xw 
wxwd odljmty tlbw c xseysbJ ytw ndhy ysbw I mly hyjus,p ?Rw;h 
,wc, kwsmty.z I hcgp ?I iww, glj yl ycfw ecdw lr tsbpz

?4i, ktcy cb I hjuulhw, yl ,l ksyt tsbUz
?I ,li;y filk. ”whhp qcaa ytw Hleswygp Ewaa them yl ycfw ecdw lr 

syp Bli;y ytwg tcxw dwtco rld xcbu xsehUz I;b owsim hcdechyseJ 
I filk ytwdw;h il hjet ytsimp Etw Hleswyg;h ch twcdyawhh ch ytw 
blihywdh ytwg wMshy yl fsaap 5jy. twaa. I eci;y fsaa ytsh fs,. ci, I 
eci;y twau tsb wsytwdp

?Tlj twcd bw acjmtsim. BcbswiU Etcy;h ily rjiigp qcaa c 
hlesca kldfwd ld hlbwytsimpz ”whhsec wMtcawh ci, kcafh yl ytw 
fsyetwip

?q;bli. ”whhp I;aa ucg glj yksew ytw udsew lr c ,ljoaw ocddwa. 
caa rld c utliw ecaap ”jhy chf ;wb sr ytwdw;h cigytsim ytwg eci ,l 
yl ycfw tsb l“ bg tci,h:z I ilysew ytcy ”whhsec sh twc,sim rld 
bg rds,mw. hl I Fjsefag c,,. ?I;aa tcxw liw yllpz

”whhsec htjyh ytw rds,mw ,lld ci, ylhhwh bw c ela, liwp Wlyt…
sim asfw ,lkisim c isew ela, olyyaw lr owwd crywd mwyysim gljd 
chh tci,w, yl glj li ceeljiy lr gljd hyjus,sygp I;b ytsifsim 
lr siedwchsim bg l“wd ch htw ujaah c etcsd ljy rdlb ji,wd bg 
,sisim ycoawp

?I;xw mly bldw ytci wiljmt htlymjih. Bcbswi. rld glj and 
ytw Hleswyg;h Dsaawdp I yla, glj. glj htlja,;xw vjhy hsmiw, ju ksyt 
ytwbpz ”whhsec htllyh c maciew cy ytw etcsd luulhsyw twd. ywaasim 
bw yl hsy cy ytw ycoawp

I ujaa ytw etcsd ljy. bcfsim hjdw I fwwu ytw ilshw ,lki yl 
cxls, kcfsim ytw fs,p ?4i, I yla, glj ytcy I ,li;y msxw c ,cbi 
coljy ytw Hleswyg ci, ytwsd ackhpz

?I ,lpz ”whhsec macdwh cy bwp
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?Twct dsmty. ”whhp Ir glj dwcaag ,s,. glj klja,i;y ow twdwpz I 
mdsi ch I ycfw c hwcyp ?Tlj filk ytwsd djawh6 !ld wxwdg esyg. liw 
Dsaawd. liw Hjuuaswd. liw Ccyetwd. ci, liw qawciwdp Tlj;dw ytwsd 
Hjuuaswd. ojy I;b not ytwsd Dsaawdpz

?Tlj bcg ily ow their Dsaawd. Bcbswi. ojy glj are c fsaawdp 
4i, glj mwy gljd hjuuaswh rdlb their Hjuuaswdp PdmlUz ”whhsec 
dcshwh twd owwd olyyaw ch htw ,lwh twd wgwodlkp I alxw ytcy edllfw, 
hbsaw lr twdhp

?Cwaa. glj are ytw owhy Hjuuaswd ytw Hleswyg tch yl l“wdp 4i, I 
ucg c ktlaw aly bldw rld gljd kwculih ytci ytwsd Dsaawdpz I dcshw 
bg owwd olyyaw si dwhulihw yl twd etwwdh rdlb cedlhh ytw ycoawp 
?Rlk;h qtcdasw. og ytw kcgUz I liag chf owecjhw I filk ktwdw 
htw huwi,h caa bg mwiwdlhsyg lip

?7lsim l“ yl elaawmw iwMy kwwfpz ”whhsec hFjsiyh cy bw. ci, 
ytwi c,,h. ?Ai hetlacdhtsupz

?Bcbip Hbcdy fs,pz I edciw bg iwef ci, maciew cy ytw olg 
li bg eljetp Rw;h hysaa uchhw, ljy. ci, udlocoag ksaa ow rld ytw 
iwMy rwk tljdhp ?Yiasfw ytsh liw: Hl glj;dw ily ucgsim bjet 
yjsysli ilkp Ewaa bw. ktwdw ,l glj huwi, bg bliwg liUz

”whhsec etjefawhp ?Wliw lr gljd ,cbi ojhsiwhhpz Htw vwdfh twd 
twc, si ytw ,sdweysli lr ytw asxsim dllbp ?Bcbswi. tw;h liag c 
fs,p Ctcy ,l glj uaci li ,lsim ksyt tsbUz

I hydwyet ci, edcef bg oliwh yl dwaswxw bghwar lr ytw leechsli…
ca ocef ucsip ?Wl s,wc.z I hcg ch I ujht ytw owwd olyyaw yl bg awry 
htlja,wdp Etw ela, ijboh ytw ojdisim hwihcysli lr ytw klji,. 
ci, sy rwwah mll,. yll mll,. mll, wiljmt yl bcfw bw mdlcip

Etw hbsaw li ”whhsec;h owcjysrja ’wMseci rcew sh dwuacew, og 
hjhuseslip ?Ctcy;h ksyt ytw htlja,wdUz

?Wlytsim.z I hcgp 5jy ytw ydjyt sh. I kciy twd yl filkp Njaw 
ijbowd ytdwwp Bli;y ydjhy cigliw. whuwescaag liw ktl;h eli…
iweyw, yl ytw Hleswygp 5jy ktcy ytw twaa. I iww, twd yl filkp
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?Ctcy;h ksyt ytw htlja,wd. BcbswiUz ”whhsec dshwh yl twd rwwy 
ci, ycfwh c hywu ylkcd, bwp

I hwy ytw owwd olyyaw li ytw ycoaw ci, hsmt ch I mwy ljy lr ytw 
etcsdp I ycfw ykl hywuh ylkcd, twd. ,dcmmsim bg rwwy. ytw hlji, lr 
bg rllyhywuh ch elcdhw ch ytw awcytwd vcefwy hedcusim bg klji, 
ji,wdiwcytp ?Bli;y rdwcf ljy. ”whh.z I hcg ch ecabag ch I ecip 
?Tlj;dw ily mlsim yl asfw ytshpz I cdet bg htlja,wdh ocef. caa ytw 
ktsaw ycfsim c ,wwu odwcyt ytdljmt mdsyyw, ywwyt. yl awy ytw vcefwy 
rcaa l“p

?Rlag htsy2z ”whhsec mchuh ch twd tci,h ml ju yl twd bljytp 
?Tlj mly osyUz

I hbsdfp
?Tlj mly osyU2z
I allf cy twd si ytw wgwh owrldw ycfsim bg owwd olyyaw rdlb ytw 

ycoawp ?Esef…ylef. ”whhpz I dcshw ytw olyyawp ?qtwwdhpz
”whhsec kcafh ocef ci, rldyt si bg fsyetwi ksyt twd ejdag. 

,cdf odlki tcsd si twd tci,hp ?Tlj;dw hedwkw,. Bcbswi2 Tlj;dw 
si ydcihsysli2z Htw hyluh. ycfwh c ,wwu odwcyt. ytwi uacewh olyt 
tci,h li twd hasb kcshyp ?Ctcy cdw glj mlsim yl ,lU2z

?NwacM. ”whhpz I etjefaw. caowsy iwdxljhagp ?Rlk alim tcxw I 
mlyU 4 bliytUz

?’ldw ld awhhp ’cgow ykwiyg…nxw ,cghU Ekwiyg…wsmtyU Etsd…
yg…ytdwwUz ”whhsec wMtcawh wMuawysxwh owykwwi ijbowdhp ?5jy glj 
kli;y wxwi tcxw yl kcsy rld ytw ydcihsysli yl wi,. Bcbswip Etw 
Hleswyg. ytwg;aa tcxw gljd twc, alim owrldw ytwipz

Etw Hleswyg cmcsip I tcyw ytlhw tguledsywhp ?Csaa glj ecab 
,lki. ”whhU Iy;aa ycfw cy awchy ytdww ,cgh rld ytwsd Ccyetwd yl 
dwxswk ytw esyg hjdxwsaaciew. ci, cilytwd hwxwi ,cgh rld ytwb yl 
hwi, ytwsd Dsaawd crywd bwpz

?Wl. Bcbswip Tlj ,li;y mwy sypz ”whhsec htllf twd twc, owrldw 
allfsim ckcg. ci, I elja, hkwcd sy kch ucdyag yl ts,w twd ywcdhp 
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?Etw Hleswyg rlji, ljy ytcy ytw Adutci ’cfwd;h si ylki ci, 
mcxw jh ld,wdh yl fwwu ci wgw li gljp Etwg cahl dwecaaw, ytwsd 
dwhs,wiy Dsaawdp Etw new Dsaawd;h owwi ,shucyetw, rljd ,cgh cmlp 
Rw;aa ow cddsxsim ylblddlkpz

I htlly twd c maciew ytcy hcgh I’ll handle it. ycfw c ,wwu odwcyt. 
ci, edcef bg iwefp ?Ctcy ysbw ci, ktwdwUz

?”!Dp LD6-Ep Etw dw,…wgw rdlb Fli,lipz ”whhsec;h odwcytsim 
usefh ju ch htw husyh ljy ytw ,wycsahp Etw rwcd si twd wgwh ywaah bw 
ytcy I;b really hedwkw,p

?Tlj mly c icbwUz I chf wxwi sr I cadwc,g filkp
?4dytjd 5shtlupz
?Htsypz
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Pre-Reunion

K id’s still sleeping. Best not to wake him if I want to focus. 
I march into my bedroom and pull open my bedside 

drawer. A pistol, a blade, my old pocket whiskey hip flask… Where 
is it? I crack my neck again, if not out of habit then to keep 
sleep at bay. I remove everything in my drawer, looking for the 
damned… There it is!

I walk back into the living room and survey the space. Couch 
by the far end of the wall, TV in front of it, two windows with 
blinds pulled down. Where’s a good place to hang a calendar, 
one that’d remind me of how long I’ve got before I have to give 
Arthur Bishop a call to do me in. Psshh… Arthur Bishop, wait 
for my call? Never going to happen. I shake my head as I grab the 
calendar from my bedroom door, and yawn while hanging it on 
the wall at the far side of the room, on the space between the two 
windows.

When I see that it’s not going to fall oM, I “ip my notebook to 
the research tab. Ey eyes follow my –ngers as they scan the pages 
for the heading ”Transition ;Mects : What happens to humans 
when bit.D Should’ve used the heading “How Damien Shaw kicks 
the bucket.” I rub my eyes again, as if to tell sleep to get the hell 
away from me. It’ll have me anyway, permanently, soon enough3 
my –ngers –nd the heading, and then the conclusion0

  2ays Sj:SP : Rub-ect feels weak, sluggish. Teething 
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and appetite disappear.

  2ay SS : Rub-ect dies. 1is cells are reanimated by 
vamp venom. Transition is complete.

Thirty-three days. That’ll be on… I do the math, “ip the calO
endar to ne6t month, and draw an 4 on 2ecember 57. Two 
more months and I would’ve neglected another birthday. But it 
doesn’t matter now. All that matters is I –nd and kill the xrphan 
Eaker before Bishop –nds and kills me. I look at my notes once 
more and mark the key phases of the transition…my transition0

  2ays 5:X : Rub-ect feels normal. Ho physiological 
changes.

  2ays 5j:5q : Rub-ect’s appetite doubles due to reanO
imated metabolism. ;6tremely irritable.

  2ays 5z:PS : Rub-ect gains strength, speed, stamina, 
and heightened senses.

  2ays Pq:PX : Rub-ect begins teething, craves blood3 
animalistic instincts take over.

I take my red marker and draw stars on days 5z:PS0 HovemO
ber PX all through 2ecember F. I take a deep breath and stare at 
the dates, the dates when I’ll be most dangerous. My kill week. 
How, I -ust have to make sure I know where she’ll be at that 
time.

I toss the notebook on the table and head to my mini fridge 
in the storage room. xpening the dirty white fridge door shows 
me that I still have a few tranJ shots left. Should’ve told Jess to get 
me another dozen before letting her storm out of here. I take one 
out and in-ect the kid right before cu!ng him to the metal table 
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by the couch. That should keep him under for a few more hours, 
and I should be awake to uncuM him even before he wakes up.

I walk back to my bedroom, dragging my feet, which weigh 
a thousand pounds. I let myself fall on the JueenOsiLed bed 
and kick oM my boots. Gor the –rst time in years, I don’t care 
about arranging them neatly by the door. ;verything’s supO
posed to have a ”proper placeD so I know e6actly where things 
are. But not tonight. Tonight’s diMerent. Eaybe it’s because I 
also know where my proper place will be. The black 4 in the 
bo6 of 2ecember 57 appears in my mind, followed by Zessica 
fuming at me for being careless tonight, right before walking 
out of the apartment. Still got to call her tomorrow, order a dozen 
tranqs…and pay in cash this time. Shit. How the hell did all of this 
happen?

I think back to a few hours ago. ;verything was going as 
planned. The xrphan Eaker had been dating Nyan Golley, 
president of Golley and Rtrauss, and designer of the newly conO
structed building down at Recond Rtreet. And -ust like all her 
other vics, a month was all she could take before her urge to 
make his kid an orphan took over…and tonight was his e6piraO
tion date.

I followed him and his family into his new building. 2arwin 
Tower, named after his father, 2arwin Golley. 1e was taking 
his wife and kid to see his o!ce on the twentyOthird “oor. The 
one with a view that overlooked the sunset, and undoubtedly 
overpowered any secretary’s moral compass. The bastard was 
going to show oM by making his family proud of the place 
where he’d undoubtedly planned to take his future mistresses3 
he deserved to die. If the xrphan Eaker didn’t kill him, I like to 
think I would have.
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I watched them from the building across the street. It was the 
perfect opportunity to keep my distance and test my ri“e’s new 
scope3 I had also installed audio surveillance the night before. 
The three of them rounded the corridor on the twentyOthird 
“oor and came into my sights3 from where I watched, his o!ce 
was all glass. 1e unlocked the door and let his wife and kid in 
–rst. The moment he entered his own o!ce, someone tapped 
his shoulder from behind. It was her.

”1ello, lover,D she said right before pulling him into a deep, 
wet kiss. Through my audio gear, her voice was as smooth as silk 
and as cold as a tombstone.

Nyan tried to keep his cool, but his wife had none to begin 
with. Rhe started spitting out e6pletives, her head bobbing like 
a blond pingOpong ball, while waving her –nger around like a 
craLed maestro. Rhe grabbed the kid to drag him out of the o!ce 
with her, but that wouldn’t happen. I know this vamp. Hell, I 
slept with her…and swear to God I’m going to kill her.

”Eove out of the way, slut?D Ers. Golley spat. Rhe had already 
lost her head. Iittle did she know she was going to lose it litO
erally. Rhe grabbed the vamp by the arms and pushed her out 
of the door. Wrong move. The monster only grinned, craned 
her neck sideways, and shoved Ers. Golley on the chest, sending 
her “ying back into the o!ce and crashing into one of the blue 
velvet sofas that faced the glass bookshelf by the wall.

Nyan fastened his –ngers around the vamp’s throat and 
pushed her back against the wall, but with one Juick motion, 
she plunged her hand into his stomach3 blood gushed out and 
turned the white carpet crimson. I knew e6actly what she’d do 
ne6t. Rhe’d thrust her hand upward, through the ribcage, to 
reach for his heart. Then she’d crush it from within, something 
about literal irony that always tickled her sick sense of humor.
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Ers.  Golley  screamed,  but  nobody  would  hear  her  e6O
cept their soonOtoObeOorphan…and me. Rhe crawled on the 
“oor, tried to get away, but there’s no outrunning a vampire, 
much less by crawling. 1er husband’s mistressOturnedOmurderO
er strolled behind her, whistling no tune in particular, and took 
a trophy from the shelf. It was blunt on one end and shaped 
like a metal plate on the other. And with one swift stroke, she 
brought the trophy down on Ers. Golley’s neck, slicing her head 
clean oM her shoulders.

I kept my scope on her the entire time, waiting for her to leave 
the way she did me and my family years ago. But she didn’t. InO
stead, she sauntered toward the boy sitting on the “oor, who was 
clearly in shock, picked him up by the collar, and did something 
I didn’t e6pect. Rhe raised him up, made him face my direction, 
and grinned.

”1ello, lover,D she said slowly, maliciously, seductively. A deO
monic smile pulled at her lips as I Loomed in closer. Rhe looked 
directly at me, and I remember my heart pounding against my 
chest as I lay on the “oor with my ri“e pointing directly at her 
head. Jod, I wanted to pull the trigger? But I hadn’t made any 
calculations and would’ve missed… Worse, I would’ve killed the 
kid? I remember my head feeling like it was about to e6plode as 
she giggled.

”1e looks so much like little Kachary. Night, 2amienLD she 
purred, driving me mad. ”What’s the matterL 2o you miss 
himLD Rhe blew a kiss at me, then whispered, ”2o you miss meLD

In that moment, I threw my ri“e to the side and darted out 
the building with a semiautomatic in one hand and a blade in 
the other.

Mick Quito
The sound can be heard across the building?
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Reliving Demons

I roll over, making my wooden bed frame squeak. The bite 
wound on my shoulder still stings, the soreness pulsating 

like it had its own heartbeat. In a month, I won’t have one. I lie on 
my stomach and prop myself up with my elbows, my forehead 
resting on my sweat-stained pillow. The last thing I want to do is 
remember my own stupidity. But I have to. I have to make sure 
I learn from my mistakes. My lungs draw in air as I replay the 
rest of the evening’s events.

I sprinted across the street, my feet hitting the pavement like 
hammers on nails, each hurried step bringing me closer to my 
own grave. But at the time, I didn’t care. All I wanted was to 
spray her with bullets until she could hardly move, then gut her 
like a Esh before chopping her head oN. The only problem was 
nobody’s ever heard of a human winning against a vampire in 
hand-to-hand combat.

—ntering through the front entrance was a mistake. Sot be-
cause I was greeted by two dead bodiesWthe guards never stood 
a chanceWbut because the Rociety’s Katcher would have video 
footage of me entering the building. Fegardless, I calmed myself 
as I pushed the elevator button, reminding myself that there was 
no need to hurry. Hnowing her, she was probably waiting for 
me in the oOce with Polley’s kid, if anything, to mess with my 
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head. But I didn’t take any chances. Kell, any more chances. I 
raised my gun and blade as the elevator opened“

—mpty.
As if the thought of killing my family’s murderer wasn’t 

infuriating enough, the elevator sounded like it was mocking 
me by playing a ”hristmas tunex zI Raw Mommy Hissing Ranta 
”laus.j God, I hate elevator music. I took deep breaths to oGy-
genate my blood while watching the !oor number increase.

Twenty-eight. I raised my weapons.
Twenty-nine… I took a deep breath and held it.
Thirty! This is it!
The hallway was silent. And cold. Rhe was toying with me, 

probably getting a kick from listening to my heart race. Not for 
long. This monster dies tonight. I stepped out into the hallway, 
weapons ready to draw blood. If she had a heartbeat, it would’ve 
!uttered at the sight of me shifting my gaLe from one room to 
another, one end of the corridor to the other, from the ground 
to the ceiling“ I hate hunting vampires, especially one as me-
thodical as this one.

I got to Polley’s oOce at the end of the hallway. It didn’t 
sound right, not in my mind. At the end of the hallway. Trans-
lation: one way in, one way out. Shit. I span around in haste, 
eGpecting her to be right behind me, blocking the eGit. Sothing. 
I burst into the oOce and checked every corner before paying 
attention to the kid sitting in the middle of the room. Rtill 
nothing. The cold sent shivers up my spine, making the hair on 
my nape stand on end. The urge to make a run for it, grab the 
kid, and drag him out of the building was unbearable. But I kept 
reminding myself that it was Vust adrenaline.

z1ey, kid. Det up5j I said, but he Vust stared at me with blank 
eyes. I studied the eGpression on his face, behind the drops of 
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his parents’ blood. 1e was still in shock, which meant I had to 
shake him out of it. I took a few steps closer to him to“ My God, 
he does look like my Zachary. zRnap out of it, kid5 Khat’s your 
name7j Rtill no response. I !ipped my blade so the hilt faced 
him, and shook his shoulders as hard as I could.

The boy’s eyes indicated consciousness. Finally! zKhat’s 
your name, kid7j

zBake,j he replied in a barely audible whisper.
zAll right, Bake. I need you to be brave. Cou’re a brave young 

man, right, Bake7j
1e nodded, although still clearly oblivious of what was hap-

pening.
I gently pulled him to his feet, keeping one eye on him and 

another eye on my peripheral. zKe got to get out of here, Bake. 
It’s not safe here.j I kept my tone as even as humanly possible, 
but I knew that he sensed the tension in my voice. 1e glanced 
at his parents once more, then looked back at me.

zCou understand what I’m saying, Bake7 Ke need to get out 
of here.j I pulled him to his feet. My gut screamed at me. We’ll 
either walk out of here in fifteen minutes or be carried out the 
next morning in body bags. I got down on one knee to balance 
myself as I put the boy’s weight on my left arm. The moment I 
did, a pair of ice-cold hands grabbed me from behind and tossed 
me clear across the room. I crashed into Polley’s desk, fell to the 
ground, and rolled away Vust in time to dodge the iMac that 
almost fell on me.

A coarse, boisterous laugh Elled the room. zYou were hunting 
me, Yamien75j

I oriented myself the moment I stopped rolling on the !oorx 
had to let go of my knife to avoid stabbing myself, but my 
semiautomatic was still in my hand. I caught a glimpse of a 
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red-and-black dress and opened Ere while still lying on my side, 
laying waste to the bookshelf. …ieces of paper fell to the ground, 
and I was pissed. I was hoping to make it rain blood. I scuEed 
to my feet and dove to retrieve my hunting knife on the ground 
by the wall, spun around fast enough to catch another glimpse 
of her, and released another spray of bullets, punching holes in 
the wall.

Hold still, damn it! My eyes followed the blurred silhouette 
streaking out the door, her laughter scratching my very soul. I 
shot a quick glance at the boy. 1e was curled up in the middle of 
the room, arms over his head, head between his knees. I aimed at 
the door while consciously ignoring the pain in my ribs. Must’ve 
cracked a few on the table. z”ome out, Jalerie5j

zYaaamieeeeen“j Rhe sang my name, in the eGact same way 
she used to when we were together, when she made me chase 
her around whatever hotel room we were staying at. The chase 
ends now.

zMr. Rhaaaaw“j 1er voice raked at my ears, making my tem-
per rise and my Engers clench the hilt of my hunting blade even 
tighter. One mistake. Just make one mistake, monster. I swear 
I’ll have your head! I took cautious steps toward the door. The 
sound of her voice told me that she was right beside the door, 
but her vampiric hearing would also alert her to my approach.

My mind raced to Egure out a way to lure her out, or at least 
to End out where she was eGactly. Then I noticed a re!ective 
surface in the corridorx hanging outside by the door was a paint-
ing of a sunset encased in a glass frame. I squinted and focused 
on the re!ection instead of the sunset, then leaned to the side, 
slowly, to scan the hallway.

I leaned to the side more and more, to get the right angle. The 
re!ection on the painting, behind the sunset, revealed a woman. 
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Gotcha! Rhe was still as a mannequin with scarlet nails on pale 
Engers. 1er dress, red silk with black and gray vines crawling 
up her legs like hollow veins, draped from her waist Vust tightly 
enough to compliment her Egure. I inched closer to the side 
until her re!ection revealed more of her. 1er hair, Vet-black and 
wavy, playfully thrown over one side of her face. I slowly lifted 
my right foot, silently taking another step to the side. I must see 
her face. I need to know if she’s on to me. But before I could lean 
sideways, she began to move“slowly putting herself in view.

The sunset on the painting disappeared, replaced by the re-
!ection of the face of the monster behind the doorx she smiled at 
me with blood-creased lips that seemed craLed and froLen, and 
with unnaturally large, red eyes that re!ected the moonlight.
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Obsessions

T he  burning  sensation  from  my  bite  wound  pulses 
through my entire arm, demanding my attention. I trace 

the teeth marks with my jnger, sending small ’olts of electric 
pain up my neck. At least the wound’s closed. I trudge to the 
menMs room and splash cold water on my face before staring at 
myself in the mirror. Sy eyes look tired. Hell, I’ve been tired for 
more than a decade. vhouldMAe slept more last night, probably 
dreamt nightmares. I donMt need sleep for that. Sy whole lifeMs 
a nightmare. I take a deep breath and surAey the men who 
enter after me. -n older man in a suit, followed by a kid with 
a backpack, then a teenager with headphones. Their attire are 
typical of people in airports.

I check my watch once more. I still haAe an hour before the 
redLeye from Bondon arriAes, before -rthur ;ishop deplanes. 
If my shadow was sent from the vociety, it would be a man so 
he could follow me into menMs rooms. This ladyMs tailing skills 
are subpar and will probably make rookie mistakes“ she must be 
working alone. I need to know why.

Sy pace has been casual and consistent since leaAing the 
menMs room“ and so has my shadowMs. I duck into a corner and 
head straight for the door that says ”for airport personnel only,P 
knowing that she would follow. The walkway is empty saAe for 
another door at the end. Oinning her here is risky, but there 
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isnMt enough time to do it elsewhere. I pull out my modijed pen 
and snap it in two where I had prepared perforations, e—ectiAely 
turning it into a shiA. ThereMs ’ust enough space for me to lie in 
wait behind the door and wait for it to swing open.

The moment my shadow steps through the door, I hold 
my breath. Three steps in and IMm right behind her. I grab 
her left hand and twist it before she can react, and shoAe my 
palm against her chest before she can let out a scream. ?ith 
one swift motion, I grab her other arm and pin her against the 
wall, using the pressure of my body weight to stop her from 
strugglingDalthough, she doesnMt eAen put up a jght. Oinning 
her is too easy. vheMs had no training“ she couldnMt possibly be 
part of the vociety.

”?hatMs your name, and why are you following meYP I ask 
without letting go of her hands, pushing the shiA up against her 
neck.

”FonMt kill me,P she coughs, barely catching her breath. ”IMm 
unarmed.P

I push her against the wall again, making her cheek feel the 
cold concrete. ”Cour name and the reason youMre following me. 
Er I put you down right here,P I lie. vheMs an inconAenience to 
be handled, like the Holley kidDnot a monster to kill.

”Rhrissy,P she says, ”please.P
”Bast nameYP I ask as I note the fear in her blue eyes.
”;right,P she says after I lessen the pressure I had been applyL

ing on her chest. ”IMm unarmed, sir.P
”I know youMre unarmed. ?hy are you following meYP I ask 

without changing my tone or remoAing the shiA away from her 
neck. ”If someone walks in the other door, I will slit your throat 
and walk away. -nswers. 1ow.P
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Rhrissy glances at the door at the end of the walkway, then 
looks straight at me. ”?e haAe the same goals, Sr. vhaw. IMm 
after the same people.P

“Mr. Shaw,” huh? And her tone’s firmer. ”vame peopleYP I ask 
without hiding the cynicism in my Aoice. ”-nd who am I after, 
Ss. ;rightYP

”I lost my sister last year.P Rhrissy clears her throat and takes 
a breath while opening her hands in a submissiAe gesture. ”vhe 
and her husband were murdered, leaAing me with their daughL
ter. IMm conAinced that the people who murdered them are conL
nected to the same people who murdered your wife and son.P

Can’t be. Or does she know? I got to make sure. Got to gain her 
trust. I release her and take two steps back to giAe her some space. 
vhe clears her throat again, then runs her jngers through her 
long, blond, waAy hair before patting her blaGer. I wait for her to 
refocus before dropping the shiA into my coat pocket, making 
sure that she sees what IMm doing“ her blue eyes follow the blade 
disappearing from sight, and I note that sheMs Aisibly less tense 
than a moment ago.

”Kow long haAe you been following meYP I know the answer. 
vheMs made all the rookie mistakes“ today was probably her jrst 
time. I want to know if she trusts me enough to tell the truth.

Rhrissy shakes her head. ”1ot long.P
KalfLtruth. vmart. ;ut I got to be smarter and either get her 

out of my way or make her cooperate with me within the neqt 
hour.

”;etter go home, Ss. ;right. The people weMre after areDP
”FangerousYP Rhrissy interrupts. ”They murdered my sister, 

and you ’ust threatened to kill me, Sr. vhaw.P Ker sarcasm is 
as blatant as my cynicism earlier. ”I think I know what danger 
looks like.P
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No, you don’t, not the blood-drinking kind.
”Book, Ss. ;right, you haAe a niece who depends on you. 

éo home to her. CouMre of no use to her dead, and no use to us 
aliAe.P I say the last line slowly. Feliberately. -nd I see it register 
in her eyes ’ust as >uickly as she hides it. vhe glances at the door 
behind me once more, ’ust as I shift my shoulder in response to 
the itch of the bite wound.

”?hat makes you so sureYP Rhrissy challenges. Exactly as 
planned.

I check my watch, both to see how much time I haAe left 
before ;ishop arriAesDthirty minutesDand to show her that I 
donMt haAe time for her, at least not right now. ”I caught you tailL
ing me and pinned you without breaking a sweat. That means 
you haAe no training. Cou didnMt say a single buGGword since. 
That means you haAe no team to bail you out. CouMre working 
solo, and youMre ineqperienced. -ll you haAe is information, and 
information alone wonMt get you your sisterMs killer. ItMll only get 
you killed. éo home, Ss. ;right.P I start walking away when she 
grabs my arm. Sy jrst instinct is to break her wrist, but muscle 
memory isnMt whatMll win the day today. I got to play smart. vo 
I stop and wait for whateAer she has to say.

”Ceah, youMre right, Sr. vhaw.P Ker tone has changed“ sheMs 
become more compliant. ”I donMt haAe training or a team. -ll 
I haAe is information. ;ut if your operation is so secret, that 
means I must haAe a lot of information to jnd out about you.P

Can’t even bluff to save her life. But I got to wrap this up and 
get her to agree to my terms soon. ”Ss. ;right, information and 
obsession is a dangerous miq. ItMll make you do stupid things and 
get you killed.P I scratch the bite wound and relish the irony. 
”-nd my team doesnMt haAe the time to babysit a rookie with 
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a death wish.P I leaAe the walkway and head to the arriAal area. 
Rhrissy follows me and pulls a piece of paper out of her purse.

”?eMre after the same thing, Sr. vhaw,P she insists while 
shoAing a photograph in front of meDa screenshot of a surL
Aeillance camera recording, which tells me that she has access 
to surAeillance footage. I take the picture from her and look 
closer. ItMs of an outdoor caf? in the city. What am I looking 
for? There’s nothing here but… Oh God! En the upper right of 
the photograph, Holley is haAing lunch with the monster. ;ut 
at the table neqt to them is the vocietyMs former 0illerDthe one 
they recalled and replaced with ;ishop. Is this a test? For her to 
see who I’m tracking? Or is she fishing for information? Just how 
much does this lady know? And if the Society’s Killer had her in 
his sights already, why didn’t he take her out? Did the Society 
want her to kill Folley to draw me out? What would they want 
with me?

”I told you, Sr. vhaw,P Rhrissy says while catching her 
breath, ”I haAe a lot of information.P
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Killers

M ade it just in time. The passengers stream out of the 
doors and head for the conveyer belts; Bishop would be 

a head above everyone else—won’t be hard for me to spot him. 
Still can’t believe I got her to be the bait; not so much because 
she was diOcult to convince. ,n the contraryP it was all too easy. 
Null the strings tied to anyone’s obsessions and they become 
puppets. AoP I’m not surprised at all that she agreed to itP but 
because I’ve never used people before. Aot innocents. knd not 
li:e this. But then againP if all she has is information and a death 
wishP she’s dead anyway; nothing wrong with using one wal:ing 
corpse to :ill another.

I stay in the coqee shop adjacent to the arrival areaP facing the 
wall to ma:e sure not to draw Bishop’s attention. I have new 
eyes after allz softP pale blueP and …uite attractive. kll she has to 
do is get close to him and measure the si-e of the bag that he 
pic:s up from the conveyor beltsxand be obvious about it. kll 
I have to do is Cnd a loo:Wali:eP feed her false informationP and 
trust in her ine?perience.

My Cnger glides across my cellphone screenP pretending to 
scan through the latest updates of my social media news feedP 
while my eyes stay glued to the mirrors covering the wall. Bishop 
should be out of the door by now. k part of me regrets putting 
Hhrissy up to the tas:. Ehat was I thin:ingR Should have stuck 
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with my MO. k sarcastic chuc:le escapes my lips. When have I 
heard that before? I ta:e another sip of coqee and crane my nec: 
to loo: for either Bishop or Hhrissy—and catch a glimpse of her 
by a pillarP loo:ing as suspicious as ever.

The crowd surrounding the conveyer belts begins to dissiW
pateP leaving Hhrissy more e?posed. Still no sign of Bishop; the 
Society’s changed its routine. I ta:e one last sip of coqee and 
lean forward to stand when from the corner of my eyeP I notice 
Hhrissy free-e. Instinct has me follow her ga-eP and sure enoughP 
we lay our eyes on the target I gave herz a loo:Wali:e. By the enW
trance to the men’s roomP at the far cornerP a man almost as tall 
as Bishop pulls out a phone while Cddling with his bags. I wait 
for Hhrissy to do what roo:ies do—act suspicious—hoping for 
Bishop to show himself and ma:e a move. knd just as my luc: 
would have itP a few steps from the loo:Wali:eP Bishop wal:s by.

Ke’s bigger than I rememberP and taller. Maybe si? foot Cve 
and two hundred fortyWCve pounds. What was it that Jess called 
him? Ah yes, a “proper killer.” StillP he’s just a bullet to the head. 
5ust got to ma:e sure things go my way; if it comes to brawn 
against brawnP he won’t go down easy—unless we meet within 
my :ill wee:.

Hhrissy moves forward to e?ecute the plan—despite the obW
vious fact that she’s more e?posed. She can’t be that stupid, but 
she could be that desperate to prove herself to me and my “team.” 
My eyes follow her on the caf“ wall’s mirrors. She pulls up her 
phone and pretends to type something important while standW
ing right ne?t to the loo:Wali:eP just as Bishop steps up right beW
side her; he’s a giant compared to her. Ao way it’s coincidence. 
Bishop :nows.

Take the bait, “proper killerP” I thin: to myself. knd just as the 
thought crosses my mindP he subtly eyes her from head to foot. 
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My heart races. I can feel it pound against my ribs; I hate that I 
feel myself get nervousP but grateful that my heart’s still beating. 
What the hell is he planning now? I shift in my seat and scratch 
the bite woundP unsure of what to do ne?t. This is not part of 
the plan. She isn’t part of the plan. Never was. Never should’ve 
used her.

k moment is all he ta:es before Hhrissy wal:s away from him 
and heads straight for the e?it. I ta:e a deep breathP then e?hale 
slowly to focus. My hand itches to dig into my coat poc:etP if 
only to feel the smooth plastic handle of my homemade pistol. 
But now’s not the right time. Play smart, Damien. Not here, not 
now. Not anymore.

The thoughts in my head bu-- in my ears as I enter the par:W
ing lot. Why’d Bishop eye her without doing anything? What was 
the plan? Has Chrissy realized I fed her false info? Sent her after 
a look-alike? Why’d the Society change their standard routine? 
What do they want with me? Do they want me dead?

”6sing strays nowP are weP YamienRF says a voice behind me 
in a thic: Irish accent.

I spin around to face the Irish mountain behind meP adrenW
aline shooting through my system. ”Ehen they’re usefulPF I 
respond after a moment’s delay. How the hell didn’t I notice him 
following me?

Bishop drops an eyebrow and cranes his nec: sideways as he 
ta:es a puq from his cigar. ”Aot very usefulP by my estimation.F

I ta:e a …uic: breath to respondP but before I canP he cuts 
me oq. ”She approached too eagerlyP stared too longP measured 
your bait’s belongings with her eyes too obviouslyP and shot a 
glance at ya before ma:ing her e?it. The poor lassP untrained and 
unwanted—the way she carried herselfP one might even thin: 
that ya wanted me to come and say hello.F
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”KelloP krthur. Been a long timePF I respond without hiding 
my sarcasm. Should never have used her. Rule three. Shit.

”k long time indeedP Yamien.F Bishop eyes me from head to 
toe while blowing his cigar smo:e. ”Ba loo: tiredPF he says with 
his eyes loc:ed on mine as he readjusts the sling on his shoulder 
with easeP revealing both its weight and his strength. The bag 
must have weighed at least fortyP maybe Cfty pounds.

I :eep my chin up to meet his ga-e and grin. ”Uoo:s can 
be deceiving.F He’s big, a true fighter. 5ust loo:ing at him now 
ma:es me believe that the rumors about him are true. But I’ve 
always been the better strategist.

Bishop nods his head without brea:ing eye contact. ”Kow’s 
the shoulderRF

He’s baiting. ”Cunctional.F He can’t possibly know. ”Blac:s 
and bluesP comes with the territory.F

”Ao redsRF Bishop as:s. The urge to sell the lie is stuc: in my 
throat. The smarter play is to say nothing more. ”kh wellP what 
do we :nowP ehP YamienRF Bishop loo:s almost convinced. 
klmost. ”I must admitP thoughP I’m …uite impressed. Balls of 
steel ya got thereP charging in to :ill it.F

I sha:e my head and chuc:leP mostly to hide my embarrassW
ment. ”She’ll be dead soonPF is all I can say in response.

”,h yesP I agree.F Bishop smiles li:e the Hheshire cat. ”I’ll 
have its head soon enough. Nerhaps I’ll even feel generous and 
let ya have it as a gift—professional courtesy and all.F

Can’t kill him now. Too many witnesses. Don’t be stupid. 
Play smart, Damien. ”She has a pretty head. Bou can :eep itP 
krthur.F

”Nerhaps I will.F Bishop’s Hheshire smile widensP if it were 
possibleP and he cranes his nec: again. ”Ba do have other lovely 
heads to mindP after all.F
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My hand twitchesP itching to pull out my pistol and unload 
the entire clip into his brain through his mouth. But before I 
can respondP he turns and wal:s away.

”EellP it was pleasant catching up with yaP Yamien. It’s been 
long time.F Bishop waves goodbyeP but it feels more li:e he’s 
waving me oq. ”I’m oq to pay a visit to Ms. Uewis. I shall give 
her your regards.F

My hands tremble as I reach for my car :eys. kdrenaline. 
knd whiteWhot anger. He’s going to press Jess for details. The bite 
wound itches again. Unless he already knows.
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Only Human

D ay 7’s about to end. Still no side effects. I’m on schedule. I 
look at my watch before taking another bite. 17:32. Jess 

won’t be there for another two hours. Nothing like killing time 
with an In-N-Out burger. I take hold of the steering wheel and 
twist as hard as I can to the left, cracking my back. Then to the 
right. That’s bad for your back, Elizabeth would have said. I take 
a deep breath and shake my head, as if to shoo the memory away. 
Every time Beth crosses my mind, the face of the monster soon 
follows, the face she wore the night she took Beth and Zach away 
from me.

I shoot a glance at the playground again. Folley’s kid just 
sits in the sandbox, making random mounds of sand. I wonder 
what Ms. Bright and the social worker’s talking about and wish 
I had mics on the bench they’re sitting on. I bet she’s asking if 
anyone came to visit the kid; if I came to visit. Not a chance. 
She’s also probably asking about how the parents died—not 
that social workers would know anything about it. What I do 
want to know is where she’s getting her information.

They shake hands and Ms. Bright stands to leave. I Cnish the 
rest of my burger and grab the keys, waiting to see if I have to 
start the engine or get out of the car; if she hails a cab, I’ll start 
the engine. Instead, she makes a phone call. I Cnish oO my Loke 
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while waiting for her to make up her mind. I hope this was worth 
it.

Lhrissy removes her hair tie and lets her blond hair hang 
loose; probably about to meet a guy. Boyfriend or suitor, most 
likely. She turns around abruptly as she puts away her phone; 
looks like whoever she was talking to was already there to pick 
her up. My eyes trace where she’s facing and take note of a 
man. Tall, lanky, young, glasses, short black hair, slouches a bit. 
Lhrissy also looks like she’s happy to see him. There’s a skip in 
both their steps as they approach each other. q 0uick kiss on 
the lips and hands lingering on elbows. Boyfriend, and probably 
serious.

They start walking away but don’t head for the parking lot, 
which means I’ve got to tail them on foot. I get out of the car and 
cross the street, making sure to stay away from the playground, 
away from Folley’s kid. The closer I get, the more familiar the 
boyfriend is to me. I check my watch again just to make sure I 
still have time. 1P:R7. Jess’ll have dinner with Lharlie soon, and 
I’m tempted to text her to take her time with her son, maybe 
even cancel tonight. But I need supplies. She’s been aloof all 
week; I’ve got to show her that I haven’t lost it yet so that she’ll 
still sell to me.

I turn the corner and recognize the street I’m in. I was here 
three days ago, setting up surveillance on the monster’s new 
hunting grounds: Kierre’s Kizzas. Can’t be coincidence. I cross the 
street so as not to get too close, and continue following them. If 
they enter Kierre’s, I’ll be able to hear everything they talk about.

My eyes are Cxed on the boyfriend. Where the hell have I seen 
him before? If he’s familiar to me, then he’s probably bad news. 
They walk with their arms wrapped around each other’s waists, 
like a real couple, and I have to wonder if they’re really dating, 
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or if she’s just using him—or maybe he’s using her. If I could 
just remember who he is, I’ll know who’s using who.

The boyfriend leads her into Kierre’s, and there’s a look of 
surprise on Lhrissy’s face. It isn’t exactly a place for dates. The 
pizza’s crap, and the kids are noisy. Why’d he take her there* 
qnd which of them knows what* Lhrissy’s a rookie. If she 
knows that I bugged the place, why’d she want me to know 
about her social life* If it’s to leave a message, she could do it 
without bringing a guy with her. No, it can’t be Lhrissy. It’s the 
boyfriend. Ae knows something. Ae’s involved somehow. But 
if he knows that I bugged the place, what’s he trying to tell me* 
If he knows that this is her new hunting grounds, why bring 
Lhrissy there*

I slide into a booth of the restaurant across the street, order 
a coOee, and pay for it in advance. The moment the waitress 
leaves, I pull out my phone and earphones and go online. Wher“
ever they sit in Kierre’s, I’ll have eyes and ears. No coincidences.

”””

My God, this is boring. Jacob’s done nothing but dote on Lhris“
sy for the past twenty minutes. So far, it looks and sounds like a 
real date. If not for the fact that Jacob looks familiar, I’d have 
already left and chalked it up to life’s sick sense of humor. I 
take a deep breath, crack my neck, then crack my back. I got to 
decide now. Heave and meet Jess, or stay and die of boredom, 
and then get reanimated by vamp venom and become a monster 
twenty“six days ahead of schedule. I call the waitress’s attention 
and ask for a glass of water. Fifteen more minutes, then I’m out 
of here.
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Lhrissy rests her chin on her hands as she leans forward. 
!Aow is it that I feel like you’ve known me for so long*… she 
asks.

Jacob leans forward and starts saying something I can’t hear. 
I increase the gain on the mics and Clter the noise: !Sometimes 
people just have a connection, right* Hike, I think we’re sup“
posed to be together. The way you feel* Hike I’ve known you 
for so long* I also feel like you’ve known me for a long time.…

!?eally*… Lhrissy shakes her head. !L’mon, Jacob. I don’t 
know you that well yet, at least I don’t think so.…

!Don’t say that, Lhrissy.… Jacob takes her hands in his. 
!Who’s to say that you don’t know me as well as I know you* I 
mean, like I’m supposed to be the one to tell you how much I 
feel that you know me, right*…

Lhrissy shakes her head from side to side, and I imagine that 
she’s rolling her blue eyes at him. !Uou’ve got some pretty low 
standards for what it means to be known by someone, Jacob.…

!Yh, I think we know each other pretty well,… Jacob teases, 
taking her pointer Cnger and bringing it close to his mouth.

!Stop itG… Lhrissy says, obviously embarrassed. !This is a 
family placeG -ids might be watchingG…

Holy shit! Jacob Witmer! The Watcher! I hit the home screen 
on my phone to send Jess a 0uick text, apologizing for not 
being able to make it tonight. Without waiting for the !sent… 
notiCcation, I go straight back to my surveillance app and listen 
while sliding out of my booth. He doesn’t know I had bugged 
Pierre’s! Impossible for him to take Chrissy there if he knew.

I 0uicken my pace the moment I turn the corner, all the while 
keeping my eyes on my phone and my ears on their conversation. 
Nothing but a lot of Hirting, from him more than from her, 
which means he’s the one pursuing her. But Watchers aren’t 
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supposed to have social lives; they’re supposed to watch and 
review twenty“four seven, which means he’s breaking Society 
protocolGfor her. I see my car and make a beeline for it while 
putting two and two together in my head. But if he knows that 
Pierre’s is her new hunting ground, why take Chrissy there? I look 
both ways before crossing the street. Unless he’s still doing his job 
while dating her. Two birds with one stone.

The moment I get in my car, I jam the keys in and start the 
engine. Iot to get home and watch the place. I smirk at the 
irony: Going to be doing the Watcher’s job while he dates someone 
who used to watch me. I look at the traJc, and my foot’s just 
about to put its whole weight onto the pedal when I hear a 
familiar voice intrude into the couple’s conversation.

!So sorry to bother yer lovely dinner,… the voice says, !but I 
can’t believe our good fortune running into each other, JacobG…

!qrthurG… Jacob’s tone is civil, but I hear defensiveness and 
unease. !Ues, uh, long time no see. Hike, four years*…

!Aow do you know each other*… Lhrissy asks, clearly in“
trigued.

qrthur clears his throat. !Forgive my lack of manners, miss. 
My name is qrthur Bishop. I am anGassociateGof Jacob’s.… I 
can hear Bishop’s smile through my earphones; can’t see his face 
from the angle.

!Ues, from Hondon.… Bishop places a hand on the Watcher’s 
shoulder. !Jacob here is such a workaholic. Ilad to see him 
outdoors, for a change, and with such a lovely lady to keep him 
company.…

Lhrissy leans forward, and I can see the smile on her face as 
she looks up at Bishop. !Thank you, qrthur. Lhrissy Bright. 
Uou look very familiar to me,… she says as she oOers a handshake.
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!Kleased to meet you, Ms. Bright. qnd I get that a lot. Lom“
mon face and all.… Bishop shakes her hand and turns to Jacob 
again. !Jacob, it’s been a pleasureG… The -iller leans closer to 
the Watcher, but it feels like he’s leaning more toward the mic. 
!Truly, Jacob, enjoy the pleasure of her company. We’re only 
humans after all.…
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Glass Half Empty

“J ess? Open up.” I knock on the door impatiently. I know 
she’s home, and she might be pissed, but I don’t care. 

Things just might be falling into place, and I need to know if 
she’s still on my side. “Jess, c’mon!”

“What the hell, Damien?” Jess shouts behind the door as she 
goes through the four locks on it. “It’s six a.m.!”

“Almost seven,” I counter just as she opens the door and 
storms back in for me to follow.

“I don’t care,” Jess says, clearly more annoyed than con-
cerned; not even curious why I woke her up so early. “You 
ditched me last night! Texted me something about a plan? This 
better be good.”

I crack my neck as I walk to her kitchen counter, which still 
smells like coCee and candles. “…oCee?”

“Yeah, yeahS” Jess waves her hand as if to dismiss me. Mhe 
drops into her favorite chair across the kitchen, facing the living 
the room, and pulls the brown-and-white shawl over her shoul-
ders.

I take the coCeemaker and pour the leftover coCee from last 
night into two mugs. A teaspoon of sugar for me, and none for 
her. “Mmall world we live in.”

“Geaning?” Jess points at the cupboard next to me, remind-
ing me to use saucers.
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“It’s going to be a shit show,” I say as I place both cups on 
saucers and carry them to the living room.

Jess scoCs, then takes a sip before shaking her head. “NDon’t 
shit where you eat,’ right? I don’t want any part of it.”

“Too late.” I stir my coCee for a bit, just to make sure all 
the sugar’s melted. “You’re knee deep, Jess, and you don’t even 
know it.”

Jess sets her coCee down on the table and moans. “Well, and a 
good morning to you too, Damien.” Mhe leans back in her chair 
and places a hand on her forehead. “What did you get me into?”

“Bot me.” I take my phone out and open the pictures I took 
of Witmer the Watcher with Gs. Kright last night.

Jess rolls her eyes as she takes the phone from my hand. “Fer 
new vics have nothing to do with me.”

“Hook closer,” I say before drinking a mouthful of coCee.
Mhe huCs, clears her throat, then looks again. “BoS”
“Yup.”
“Our Watcher?”
“Yup.”
“Kroke protocol!”
I grin, and let her see it, before taking another sip. “Fe was 

lonely.”
“Fe’s being stupid,” Jess says as she places my phone on the 

table and drinks her coCee.
I shrug as I look around. “You’re going to miss this place, 

huh?”
Jessica glares at me and makes sure I see her glaring. I Rash 

her another grin before I 6nish my coCee. That’s three for 
three. They replaced their —iller, their Mupplier’s been selling me 
weapons, and now their Watcher’s compromised. “Mo, when’s 
the eval going to happen?”
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“Mhould be a month from nowS Damn it!” Jess shakes her 
head.

“Kut you’ll still be open for business until then, right?”
“Yes, Damien, wow.” Jess leans back and moans. “Thanks for 

caring, by the way.”
Mhe’s right. I should’ve been more sympathetic, but being 

transferred might actually be good for her, if ever it happens; it’s 
still possible that Witmer scrubs all evidence of him breaking 
protocol, and the Mociety never 6nds out about his love life. 
3ossible but unlikely. Bo one’s that good, especially when it 
comes to those people. And Jess is right. I asked not so much 
because I care about where they’re sending her; wherever it’ll be, 
they’ll still pay her, and she’ll still be able to take care of …harlie. 
Bo, I asked because I need her here, in the city, for at least two 
more weeks.

“…’mon, Jess. We both know it’s possible to prevent it.” I 
crack my neck, then my back. “All we have to do isV”

“We? There’s no Nwe’ here, Damien. I’m not getting roped 
into a crusade.” Jess sets her coCee down and raises her hands in 
surrender. “This has nothing to do with me.”

“Just hear me out.” I set my coCee down on the table as well 
and step toward her. “We can make this work.”

“You’re not listening.” Mhe Ricks her hair and points her 6n-
ger at me. “I’m not getting involved in this.”

“You already are. You sell to me more than you ever have to 
their —iller,” I say, failing to hide my frustration.

“Only because you pay more,”  she counters,  “but that 
doesn’t make me involved. I just sell. 3eriod.”

“And you got to send …harlie toV”
“Mtop!” Jess says and points to the door. “You do not bring my 

son into this conversation. Bot now, not ever. znderstood?”
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Damn. I shouldn’t have crossed this line. “All right, okay, I 
get it.”

“Bo, you don’t, Damien. Mo let me make this clear. Gy son 
will never, never know about this world. 8amps, —illers, none 
of it! Or so help me LodV”

“I get it, Jess,” I say with my hands in the air.
“If our friendship even meant anything to youV”
“I said I get it! Jee:S” I let myself fall into the couch opposite 

her and shake my head. Mtill, I have to get her to listen at least 
once. Gy plan’s good. Mhe just needs to hear it. “I apologi:e, Jess. 
Bever should have mentioned …harlie.”

Jess stares at me, disbelief still obvious in her eyes. “Damn 
right you shouldn’t have.”

I change my approach by changing my tone. Mofter. Gore 
sympathetic. “All right, look. I just have one re9uest, and after 
this, I’ll leaveSmaybe get some sleep. Lod knows I need it.”

“Yeah, you and me both,” she says, rolling her eyes. —nowing 
her, she’s still pissed. I can’t blame her, though; touched a sore 
spot too early in the morning. Mtill, I ignore her last comment 
and continue.

“Just hear me out once, and if you say no, I’m out of your hair. 
Fell, in a few weeks you won’t have to worry about me at all.”

“That’s not fair, DamienS Don’t remind me.”
“I know, Jess, I know. It’s not fair. Kut it is what it is.” I learn 

forward once more and rest my elbows on my knees. “And I’ve 
thought about it over and over. I just need you to hear it, once.”

“Once,” Jess says with a 6nger raisedSher middle 6nger.
I grin at her. Mhe smirks at me.
“This city’s gone to hell,” I say candidly.
Mhe shrugs. “Tell me about it.”
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“Kut your life’s good here,” I 9uickly add, if only to remind 
her that she’s got a good thing going. Eor herself and for her son. 
“And with both me and my vamp out of the picture, your life 
can go back to the way things were. Think about it, Jess. You 
just sell to Kishop or whoever they’ll assign here, no need to give 
a damn about either Watcher or —iller. You can mind your own 
business, make good money, and you can keep this world away 
from whoever you want.”

Jessica looks at me suspiciously. I know I got her ear, and she 
knows that I know. Mhe scans me head to foot, then raises an 
eyebrow for me to continue.

I exhale and go through my reasonings in my head. Mhe has to 
see this my way. “Your people know the Orphan Gaker is one of 
the worst, which is why they sent their best. They can’t aCord 
mistakes. Bot again.”

Jess nods but is still clearly suspicious. I hate that she knows 
me this well. Bo, not really. I’m grateful she knows me at all, 
and I hate myself for hating that she knows me this well. I’m 
going nuts. I scratch the bite wound on my shoulder, more out 
of habit than anything, then crack my 6ngers. “Kut they already 
have mistakes to correct0 their Watcher is breaking protocol, and 
you’re selling to meVwhich they’ve allowed so far because I’ve 
taken out four vamps for themV”

“Bot for them,” Jess interrupts. “You killed them for prac-
tice.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I say while waving my hand. “To them, a 
dead vamp’s a dead vamp. I killed four, their —iller killed one.”

Jess huCs. “It was never a competition, Damien.”
“It may as well have been, Jess,” I counter, “and that’s my 

point! You were just betting on the winning horse. You still 
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sold their weapons, helped them make a pro6t, and are ful6lling 
their grand vision of making vamps extinct!”

“Lood speech. Kut they won’t buy it.” Jess picks up her coCee 
from the table and takes a sip.

“They don’t have to.” I shift in my seat and 9uickly stretch 
my back before continuing. “These are valid reasons for them 
to keep you here. You’ve got discernment, unlike Witmer. Fe’s 
got to go because he’s compromised. Kut you made all the right 
decisions, leading to the heads of two vamps.”

“Two?” Jess stares at me in disbelief.
I shake my head and smile at the irony. “YeahS As you said, 

this friendship does mean a lot to me.”
Jess covers her mouth with her coCee, but I can see her eyes, 

and all the hurt behind them.
“Again, it is what it is, Jess.” I chuckle nervously. “Felp me 

kill this vamp. Eor old times’ sake. Then I give myself up to 
Kishop.” I cringe at the thought of itSat the way I talk about 
how I plan to end things. Kut hell, death and taxes, right? I look 
at Jess in the eyes and tell it as it is. “I’m added incentiveVor 
justi6cationVfor why you’re a good Mupplier, a good 6t for 
them and for this city. It’s the least I could do.”

Jessica shakes her head, then practically jumps out of her 
chair with a huC. “What kind of heartless monster do you think 
I am, Damien?” Mhe paces around her apartment while adjust-
ing the shawl on her shoulders. “zse you as a bargaining chip? 
As some kind of reason for the higher-ups to justify my staying 
in this city? Do you even hear yourself?”

Does she? I get up on my feet and saunter to the concrete beam 
by the window, adjacent to her pacing route. I think about it 
again. Gy plan’s not perfect, I know, but at least it’s something, 
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and it gives her a shot at normali:ing her life after I leave it. What 
the hell am I thinking…

Jess wraps the shawl tightly around her shoulders and rants 
without looking at me. “You’ve gone mad! Katshit cra:y!”

She’s probably right.
“I don’t know if it’s the vamp venom or sleep deprivation!”
Probably both.
“What makes you even think I want to continue this kind of 

life?”
Good money. Savings for Charlie. I don’t know…good dental?
“Damien.” Jess stops pacing and looks at me directly. “After 

this, this vamp, after you, I’m done.”
Damn it. I pretend to not have noticed her voice crack. 

“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’m done. I’m out.” Mhe runs her 6ngers through 

her hair as she clears her throat. “It’s hardSeven looking at you, 
knowing you’reSyou won’t beS”

“I know.” I nod without looking her in the eyes. “And I’m 
really sorryV”

“Tsk!” Jess walks up to me and stares into my eyes. “That’s 
actually part of the problem, you ass. You’re not.”

She’s right. I’m not.
“Mhe’s a vamp. Mhe can’t help her patterns.” Jess studies my 

eyes, perhaps checking to see if I actually have any regrets. “Kut 
youSyou had a choice. And you chose to chase after this ob-
session. And in some sick, twisted way, you’ve already justi6ed 
everything you’ve done and have planned to do.”

Yeah, she does know me this well.
“…harlie’s got a scholarship, Damien.” Jess sighs. “And I’ve 

got my own plans.” Mhe glances at my shoulder, at the bite mark 
under my clothes. “I can’t risk my son’s future for your past.”
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Fair point. Sucks. But fair point.
“Hook, Damien.” Mhe stares at me, and waits for me to look 

into her eyes before she continues. “I’ll continue selling to you. 
And I’ll give you priority on whatever you need over Kish-
opSfor old times’ sake. Kut that’s the best I can do.”

LLL

I slam the door shut behind me as I enter my apartment, make a 
beeline for the fridge to grab a beer can, and drop into the exact 
spot where I had cuCed the Eolley kid. …old beer after a long 
day used to help. Bow, not so much. I yawn, then reali:e that 
I’m too tired to stay awake but too anxious to sleep. I don’t need 
sleep. I need a plan.
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Strike Two

T his was a bad idea. I check my watch again. She’s running 
late; I still have time to change my mind. Just get out and 

think of a better plan. I glance at the door of the hotel lobby 
once more and hope she doesn’t come at all. I know there are 
better ways to get the Orphan Maker, and I’ve always been 
good at strategies. If I had more time, I’d be able to come up 
with something better. I feel the small paper bag inside my coat 
pocket and think about all the things that could go wrong with 
this plan. I’m desperate and lack sleep. I should leave.

I take a deep breath and shake my head. There are better ways 
to get the vamp to come out of hiding. I’m about to slide out of 
the small booth-like chair when I catch a glimpse of Ms. Bright 
walk through the lobby while scanning the area. Instinct tells 
me to lower my head and just slip out of sight, but something 
inside me keeps my eyes on her just long enough for her to spot 
me. We lock eyes; she nods, and makes her way through the 
chairs and guests toward me.

She smiles at me and ozers her hand before sliding into the 
booth-like chair across me. I take it and greet her, then ask 
her to sit down. The moment she does, she sets her bag aside 
and apologi“es once more for being late, then immediately gets 
down to business. A”fter our last meeting, I’m actually surprised 
you called.R



STKIE4 TWO 3x

Not as surprised as I am. AIt was the neqt logical step,R I say as 
candidly as I can, making sure not to break character. AWe both 
want the same thing.R

” subtle smile pulls at the edge of her lips, but she suppresses 
herself as Duickly as I notice it. A?o we…R she asks. Smart of her 
to.

I smile at her sympathetically. A”nna, your sisterZ I take it 
you were close.R The look on her face softens almost imme-
diately. I bet she didn’t eqpect me to bring her sister up, but 
I had to. She swallows and glances at the waiter to avoid eye 
contact with me, and waves at him to come over. Delay tactics. 
The waiter Duickly comes to our table and places a glass of water 
in front of her before asking me if I want a re‘ll for my cozee. 
I shake my head and wave to dismiss him before I take out a 
picture of Beth and Yachary from my pocket. I stare at it for a 
moment, and catch myself smiling at the memory of when we 
took it, before placing it in front of Ms. Bright. AIt was H“oo day’ 
that day. The last day we were all together.R

She takes the picture in her hands and stares at it for a mo-
ment, then stares at me. APou look happy here,R she says, her 
voice sincere.

AI was. We were.R Happy. When was the last time… I clear 
my throat and take a sip of cozee, letting her stare at my family 
longer.

AI’m so sorry.R She returns the picture, placing it gently on 
the table in front of me. AI can’t imagine what it must have been 
like.R

I smile sadly. APou don’t have to imagineZ Pou already 
know.R

AI’ve never been marriedZR
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AJamily is family,R I Duickly add, cutting her oz. AWife, son, 
sister…R I look into her eyes to check if she’s invested. AThey 
deserved better.R

5hrissy looks at me sympathetically, takes a sip of water, then 
nods. APeah, she had everything,R she says solemnly, Aperfect 
husband, perfect nieceZR

“Perfect husband”? She doesn’t know. I shift in my seat and 
stretch out my back. AThey deserved to live out their lives. In-
stead, they were robbed of that. ”nd we’re left with the broken 
pieces. We deserve better too.R I lie. I never deserved my family. 
But they deserve justice.

She nods as she reaches for her silver bracelet. ABut why me…R
ABecause we want the same thing,R I repeat, this time em-

phasi“ing the word we. I look her straight in the eyes to sell the 
lie. A”nd we can’t have you running around doing your own 
investigations, Ms. Bright.R

A—ust call me 5hrissy, please. ”nd that’s what I do.R She tilts 
her head slightly as she stares at me. Frobably trying to ‘gure 
out how much I know about her. I smirk as I eqhale, then nod 
to acknowledge what she’s trying to do.

AWe know. Investigative reporter. Pou can’t help it.R I break 
eye contact and raise an eyebrow to show that I’m more relaqed. 
ABut if you keep making these rookie mistakes, 5hrissy, you 
won’t be of any help to us, or to your sister.R

5hrissy shakes her head, her frustration clearly getting the 
better of her. AWait, Mr. ShawZR

A—ust ?amien.R
A?amien. ”ll right. Who’s Hus’…R She leans forward. AWho 

are you working with… Obviously not the police.R
AObviously.R
AThen who…R
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I grin. A” few people, with information, just like you.R
5hrissy rolls her eyes, clearly frustrated, but also invested. ASo 

why work together… If I make these rookie mistakesZR
ABecause by yourself, you’re a wild card. ” liability. Pou’ll 

jeopardi“e our operations. But with us, you’re an asset.R She’s 
bought it. I crack my neck and let her see me check my watch. 
ABut you’ve got a choice here, 5hrissy.R I pull out the small 
paper bag from my coat pocket and place it in front of her. Jrom 
my jacket pocket, I take out a sealed white envelope and place it 
beside the paper bag.

She looks at me Dui““ically but remains silent.
APou have a niece who needs you, and an entire life ahead 

of you.R I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table. APou 
can walk away. Trust the police, and wait for them catch your 
sister’s murderer.R I make sure to choose my words. Walk away, 
murderer, words that infuriate. AOr you can work with us, make 
sure she gets the justice she deserves, but at the cost of putting 
yourself at risk.R I already know she’s not afraid. I intentionally 
keep the cost of working with me vague so that she can’t process 
it fully.

APou just have to ask yourself two Duestions. JirstR7I raise a 
‘nger to count7Acan you trust the police…R I already know the 
answer. She can’t. It’s been a year, she’s grown impatient. Im-
patient enough to shadow me at the airport. A”nd secondR7I 
raise another ‘nger7Acan you live with yourself, not knowing, 
not having closure, and be all right with it, however long it takes 
for them to ‘nd the murderer…R

5hrissy looks at the two items I put on the table in front 
of her. The look on her face tells me she’s already decided the 
answers to my two Duestions, and the only thing left is for me 
to eqplain the contents of each item.
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I tap the white envelope ‘rst. AThis is ten grand. 5ash. Pou 
can take the money, for your niece, and walk away. Jorget about 
all this.R I push the cash closer to her. But I already know she 
won’t take it. I know her type. The more temptation to do 
the opposite of what she feels strongly about, the more her 
convictions solidify. AOr you can take this.R I tap on the brown 
paper bag and subtly pull it toward myself. Keverse psychol-
ogy. AWhich means you’ll work with us to catch our families’ 
murderer. ”nd you tell me right now where your information 
is coming from.R

5hrissy glances at the white envelope, then stares at the 
brown paper bag. AWhat if I just take the money and use it to 
continue working alone…R

I shake my head, then stare into her eyes to let her know that 
I’m serious. AThen the neqt time you jeopardi“e our operation 
will be your last.R

A?oesn’t sound much like a choice, then,R she says sarcasti-
cally.

APou do have a choice, 5hrissy.R I lean back into my chair 
without taking my eyes oz hers. ATake the money and walk 
away, or you work with us. What you can’t be is a liability.R

5hrissy stares at me for a moment, then places her hand on 
the white envelope. I smile slightly in response. ”ctually, I let 
her see that I’m smiling. She smirks, then pushes the white enve-
lope back to me. ANe’s an anonymous informant. I’ve never met 
him and have no idea who he7or she7is.R 5hrissy snatches 
the small brown paper bag from the table. A4verything he sends 
comes through the mail,R she says with a hint of embarrassment.

Witmer. So she just got lucky. This is the worst idea, but des-
perate times…
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APou should have taken the money,R I say candidly. ”nd deep 
down, I mean it.

She scozs as she works on the tape sealing the paper bag. 
AThen you shouldn’t have called in the ‘rst place.R
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Old Habits

T his better work. I glance at my watch before readjusting 
the gain on the mics to hear them more clearly. Chrissy’s 

putting the plan in motion just as I instructed. Getting her to 
use her boyfriend by lying to her feels a bit wrong, more for 
her than for the Watcher. But there’s no point dwelling on it 
now. We’re here, and the vamp should start hunting now. Her 
pathology will compel her. And when she shows up, game over. 
This time, no mistakes. This has to work.

I nod as I listen to Chrissy talk Witmer into wearing the wed-
ding rings I gave her. She’s good. She tells him she’s into role-play, 
and pretending to be a newlywed couple gets her in the mood 
to do things with him that would make any man jealous—and 
it hits me that I’ve underestimated both her determination to 
avenge her sister, and her usefulness to me, making me regret 
using her less and less. Maybe I should’ve told her the truth. Still, 
she bought the lies. That we’re after a serial killer. Male, tall, 
and prefers newlyweds. She’ll keep her eyes out for a single man 
in the restaurant, and won’t Ond any. Worse comes to worst, 
all she’ll have to do is go home with her boyfriend and make 
good on rewarding him for playing pretend—while I follow 
their hunter to her home, and take her out in the morning. No, 
she doesn’t need the truth. All she wants is what I want. Revenge.
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The video feed on my laptop shows it’s going to be a full 
house. As much as I hate pi……a nights, this is the perfect time 
for the Lrphan Maker to hunt. C’mon, show yourself. I scan the 
three video screens for any trace of her, but nothing so far. I turn 
my attention to Chrissy and Witmer, just to make sure they’re 
still being bait, and I’m relieved they’ve kept it up. Chrissy’s 
on point, while Witmer’s“motivated. I scan the videos again. 
Sunday night, within a month after her recent kill. Hunting 
ground’s full. Where the hell are you?

I begin to wish I had more cameras installed, but I didn’t have 
enough cameras. I grin at the irony. Resource allocation. The rea-
son I gave Chrissy for why the police hasn’t had much progress 
on her sister’s murder. ”The department lacked resources, and 
they didn’t see the connection in the killings.x I guess it’s true 
what they say about conOrmation bias miPed with obsession. I 
crack my neck and stare at the video feed once more, hoping for 
something. Anything. And just when I begin to wonder if I had 
missed anything in her pathology, I see someone with reddish 
hair pass one of the cameras.

I grab my laptop as my eyes jump from one video to the other 
feverishly. It’s got to be her. I turn up the gain on all the mics, 
drowning out Chrissy’s voice in favor of hearing everything else 
in Fierre’s Fi……as. 1orks, knives, and glass plates, kids playing, 
people talking“and that’s when I hear her. ”Two, please,x the 
dead thing says, her voice as sweet and cold as death itself. 
Where? I double-check which mic it came from. Mic 3. That’s 
table…seven to nine. Where are you…? Damn it! My cams don’t 
reach tables eight and nine, and she isn’t in table seven. Does she 
know?

I mute mic 2, lower the volume on mic 3 so I can still hear 
Chrissy at table Ove, and maP mic ;. Witmer hasn’t noticedE 
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he’s overly focused on the dirty talk that Chrissy’s been whis-
pering into his hear—which is ePactly the sort of thing that 
would grab this vamp’s attention. I cringe at the reason I know 
this, right before I stare obsessively at the video feeds. If she so 
much as makes a move on… No, she won’t. I catch myself getting 
concerned, getting emotional, and ?uickly take a deep breath 
without taking my eyes o: the screens. She’s still casing her 
potential vics. I have time. No mistakes.

”BabeJ  Something  wrongJx  I  hear  Chrissy  ask  sweetly 
through the receiver, and immediately check to see what’s hap-
pening. Witmer’s petriOed, which only means one thingB he’s 
recogni…ed the Lrphan Maker, and just found out that he’s not 
meant for the Oeld. He says something about allergies and some 
ePcuse about suddenly not feeling well, but it’s obvious to me 
that he’s broken character. And if it’s obvious to me“ Damn it! 
I grab my phone and ?uickly tePt Chrissy to either keep Witmer 
inside the premises or keep up the charade and go home with 
him as a newlywed couple, all the while scanning the screen for 
any sign of movement from her.

The Watcher fakes a cough and leaves a hundred on the table 
as he gets out of the booth. Chrissy returns her phone to her 
bag and valiantly maintains character“but I know they’ve been 
made, and the vamp’s going to walk. I set my laptop aside and 
jump out of my car. Fierre’s is two blocks and two corners away. 
I can make it on foot. If she knows they’re acting, her paranoia 
will compel her to leave and return to her lair. Tailing her is risky, 
but this might be my only chance. I hate it when plans go to 
hell! I burst out of my car and make my way to Fierre’s as fast as 
possible without looking suspicious. “No mistakes,” my ass.

I stop a block and a corner away and wait behind a maga…ine 
stand. It’s a busy street. I’ve got a lot of cover. Come out, come 
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out, wherever you are, leech. She’s going to come out soon. She 
has to. I check my watch again, then Fierre’s. I know I’m right. 
And just like clockwork, she walks out the door. Instinct has me 
make a mental note of her so I don’t lose her in the crowd. White 
and red dress that shows o: her curves, high heels that announce 
her presence whenever she walks into a room, a gold-and-silver 
scarf to make her look dainty, and a small bag for a phone and 
a wallet. Ko concealed weapons or tools, but she doesn’t need 
any.

We go up and down a few streets, turn a few lefts and rights, 
but something’s o:. All her old patterns are consistentB walking 
distance from lair to hunting grounds, casing couples in fami-
ly-friendly restaurants, and starting the hunt on schedule. But 
my gut’s telling me something’s wrong. She turns a corner, and 
I follow. It’s less crowded, and a bit familiar. I’ve passed here 
before, perhaps once or twice, on my way to Cessica’s. She’s just 
three blocks down to the left“but we go right, all the way down 
to a construction site that’s been delayed due to a code violation. 
She weaves through the small crowd and slips into the building 
through an unlocked door.

Where the hell are you going? I stop following her, knowing 
full well that this can’t be her lair. But nothing makes senseB she’s 
supposed to check herself into some hotel, or at least an Airbnb 
for an indeOnite amount of time. This isn’t part of her pattern. 
I take a few steps back and look up at the construction site. It’s 
half-Onished, and the building’s skeleton is fully ePposed. Walls, 
pillars, metal and plastic pipes go through di:erent sections of 
the ground Door. If I follow her into this ma…e, I might as well 
shout her name and tell her to come and say hello. Wouldn’t be 
such a bad idea if it were my kill week.
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I turn around and assess the situation. She hasn’t found her 
new victims yet, and this isn’t her lair. She’s deviating from her 
pattern, and she’s not stupid. What the hell’s happening here? I 
look up and down the street and reali…e that this construction 
site is connected to a few smaller buildings in the area. But 
if I remember correctly, it’s supposed to be an anneP for the 
hospital, or at least that’s what Cess told me a few months back. 
There are a few hotels in the area, which gives me reason to hope 
that this deviation from her pattern is a Duke. But none of this 
makes up for the fact that I’ve lost her again. I curse everything 
to hell and turn around to take notes of this location, when 
something heavy falls from the building and makes a loud crash 
behind me.

I jump out of the way and spin around almost instanta-
neously to see what almost hit me, and my eyes OPate on a 
silver-and-gold scarf tied to the hollow block that had fallen 
from above. I pull out my phone, take a ?uick deep breath, and 
shake my head as I look up at the half-Onished construction site. 
Tonight’s already full of mistakes anyway. What’s one more?
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Wishes

I open my eyes and taste rust and dirt. No, it’s blood. My 
blood. I try to get up, but my entire body hurts. What the 

hell happened? I squeeze my eyes shut and gather my thoughts. 
Crap. She’s still here! I pull myself together as it all comes back 
to me in a wash. I folloved her here, to this construction site, 
then set my plan in motion, but continued to pursue the Samp 
instead of vaiting for conGrmation. Big mistake.

My left shoulder is dislocated, that’s for sure. I groan as I 
roll oSer on to my stomach and use my right hand to get on 
my knees. Whe had me in this position for jod knovs hov 
long. Must haSe been half an hour, maybe less, but it felt like 
foreSer. ;heneSer I tried to get on my feet, she’d svoop in from 
novhere to rake at my back, my chest, or my limbs, Aust to get me 
back on my knees- she alvays did enAoy playing vith her food. 
Tnd vhen I vas Gnally able to time it right and stick a blade in 
her gut, vell, that vas vhen she kicked me on the chest and sent 
me falling dovn the wight of stairs in front of me.

This damned sadistic leech! I try to Gll my lungs vith the 
eSening breeze, but the air in this part of the city smells like 
sever, and my cracked ribs aren’t haSing it. I look up at the stairs 
and remember falling oH the guardrails. I tried to hold on to the 
steel pipe vith my left arm but rammed into it instead, hence 
the messedEup shoulder.
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JI forgiSe you, xamien,V she says from somevhere aboSe me. 
?ust the sound of her Soice makes my blood boil, and I’m soaked 
in it. I vince as I struggle to get on my feet, and that’s vhen the 
pain from all my other vounds suddenly register in my mind. I 
spit out blood and eBpletiSes as I ignore my screaming muscles 
and grab hold of a piece of a deformed bar that’s sticking out 
of the cement vall, and pull myself up by sheer villpover. JI 
forgiSe you too, …alerie,V I say vith a malicious grin, Jso vhy 
don’t you come out and giSe me a hugYV

Rer laughter goes through the building’s skeleton as it does 
through my bones, and it’s sickening. JKh, don’t tempt me, 
xamien,V she says seductiSely, Jespecially not after poking me.V

JFut you loSe the temptation game, don’t youYV I quickly 
remoSe my leather belt, make a loop vith it, and slip my left 
vrist and upper arm through it.

JOsk tsk tsk, xamien— ;e haSen’t done that in a long time,V 
she says kittenishly.

I slovly pull the belt dovnvard to proSide traction to my left 
arm, groaning and cursing at the same time.

JNov, nov, loSer, don’t start vithout me.V Whe’s become 
more playful, eSen after I’Se stabbed her, vhich means either 
her pattern and personality haSe changed or I’m dead in a fev 
minutes. Wtill her Soice sounds closer nov. In fact, it sounds like 
she’s somevhere in front of me.

I moan in pain as I guide my left shoulder Aoint back into 
place, and the moment I’m done, I hear her giggle from behind 
the concrete vall in front of me. J;as it as good for you as it vas 
for meYV

My left arm’s useful again. Jxon’t tell me ve’re done, …aE
lerie—V I look around for anything I can use as a veapon, eSen 
if I knov it’s impossible to kill her at this point. Jxon’t you 
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vant another roundYV I spit on the woor once more, and the cut 
on my lip screams for attention, oSershadoving the countless 
vounds on my chest, back, and thighs.

Ohe Krphan Maker steps out of hiding and into the light. 
JOhat’s vhat I’Se alvays loSed about you, xamien— 6our SigE
or.V Whe saunters tovard me, her high heels scraping the conE
crete woor as if they vere counting dovn to her neBt attack. 
Tnd for some reason, my brain suddenly races to ansver tvo 
questions. !irst, why hasn’t she killed me? It’s probably because 
she’s been vaiting for this moment. Tnd second, why the hell is 
there still no confirmation? I’m either going to get real lucky or 
royally screved. Got to stall. No matter what.

J6ou knov vhat I’ve alvays loSed about youYV I smile, coldly, 
only because I can’t bring myself to smile at this monster in any 
other vay.

Whe grins as she shovs me my knife, and I immediately look at 
her abdomen. Rer blood has stained her dress, but the vound 
has already closed. Damned vamp healing. Jxo tell me, loSer. 
I’m dying to knov.V

You’ll die all right. JOhree things.V I haSe to think fast. I only 
gaSe the number in the hopes that her curiosity vill keep me 
aliSe. I slovly valk to a concrete vall to my left, pretending 
to Gnd something to lean on. Fut in reality, I’m remoSing one 
direction from vhich she could attack me. Tnd limping to it 
shovs her that I’m not looking to Gght. Tt least not yet.

J6ou like games,V I say vith a chuckle. Ohe irony doesn’t 
escape me- this vasn’t eSen a lie. I let my back push against 
the vall, vhich I hope keeps me on my feet and helps stop the 
bleeding at least a little.

Whe  skips  forvard  gracefully  and  washes  a  charming 
smile7the kind she’d use to lure all her Sictims. JI do loSe my 
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games, xamien.V Whe spins around once, like a ballerina, then 
tilts her head as she raises her hand to her face and makes a peace 
sign. JWecond reasonYV

J6ou’re unpredictable,V I say vith a smirk vhile I run my 
Gngers on my chest as gently as possible, feeling the vounds, 
assessing hov deep they are. Ooo shallov to bleed to death, but 
deep enough to hurt like hell.

Ohe Sampire crouches in front of me, letting her dress sveep 
the woor. J6ou’re lying—V she says melodically.

JRah8V I laugh. J6ou’re right. I hate that about you. Tlvays 
haSe.V I slovly make my vay to the stairs going dovn, and 
suddenly regret folloving her all the vay up to the siBth woor.

Whe halfEcravls in my direction and laughs vith me. JjiSe me 
the third reason8V Rer tone has suddenly become more Sicious, 
more threatening. I knov if I satisfy her curiosity nov, I’m dead. 
Dug my own grave with this strategy. Stupid. Got to delay.

I stop trying to get avay, lean comfortably against the conE
crete vall behind me, and scan the monster crouched before 
me7she has bloodlust behind her smile and murder in her 
eyes7and I sigh, almost in surrender. Rer smile only videns, as 
if preparing for some kind of ending, or anticipating a concluE
sion. I look straight into her eyes and inhale despite my cracked 
ribs. JFefore I tell you, I need to knov something.V

J;hich isYV she asks vhile still halfEcravling tovard me, her 
dress trailing the woor.

I keep eye contact vith her and relaB my body, hoping to 
shov her that I don’t intend to Gght at all. J;as any of it realYV

Ohe Krphan Maker stops cravling. Rer smile disappears, 
and her eyes suddenly turn soft as she stands up and stares at 
me, as if trying to Ggure out if I’m being sincere. I am. Tnd my 
sincerity surprises us both.
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J;hat do you meanYV she asks as her head tilts. Fut for the 
most part, she simply stands still, a fev steps avay from me. T 
safe distance.

I push myself up against the vall to stand straight, and ask as 
sincerely as I can, Jxid you eSer, truly, loSe me, …alerieYV

Whe blinks tvice in quick succession before her eyes Gll vith 
reddish tears. Womething’s changed. It’s as if the Sampire side 
of her is still there, still present, but resting, and I feel like I’m 
talking to the old …alerie, the one vho loSed kids eSen if she 
couldn’t haSe one of her ovn— Ohe …alerie vho actually felt 
guilty for vanting vhat she vanted from me, and hated herself 
for taking the aHections that neSer belonged to her. JI—I don’t 
knov.V

I nod as I close my eyes. Whe valks tovard me7I can hear 
her shoes hit the concrete7and leans forvard7I feel her breath 
against my face. JI vish I knev,V she vhispers softly.

JWo do I,V I say as I open my eyes, only to see her face right 
in front of me. Rer eyes are vet vith bloodstained tears, but I 
knov this look. I hated this look. Ohis vas the look she alvays 
had vhen I left her for Feth—vhen she felt most ashamed.

JI also vish—V …alerie vhispers, her Soice breaking, JI vish I 
vasn’t—this.V

I look deep into her eyes. Whe’s telling the truth, and my heart 
breaks all oSer again—for eSerything I’Se done, and eSerything 
ve’Se done together. Fut some things you Aust can’t turn back 
from. I slovly raise my hands up to her shoulders. Whe notices 
but doesn’t seem to care- her eyes are locked on to mine. I 
prepare to grab her, as hard as I can, and if I haSe to—

JTnd vhat are ya planning to doYV a strong, familiar Soice 
asks vith an Irish accent, mockery and contempt laced in eSery 
vord. JBhev her neck oHYV
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Confirmation. Finally.
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Ménage à Trois

V alerie doesn’t break eye contact with me, but her eyes turn 
wild and feral once more.

“Well, that’s a pretty little neck,” Bishop says threateningly 
while pu?ng on his cigar.

“Were youv” she asks with a creepy smile plastered all oIer her 
face, and T can’t help but feel that this smile is nothing more 
than a mask. …he real Valerie is scared. “Were you going toYbe 
gentlev”

T grin at the irony of the situation. “;ou know meY T can get 
rough,” T say right before T fasten my arms around nothing but 
airN she had already eIaded my clutches and had taken a few steps 
back.

“Daughty, xamien, so Iery naughty,” she says, laughing. T 
eHpected her to giIe more attention to Bishop, but T was wrong. 
—er eyes are still on me, and only me. T take a step forward and 
prepare myself, especially since her back is arched and her arms 
are eHtended to either sideAshe’s ready for a Mght.

T address the other monster before us without taking my eyes 
o! the Mrst one. “…ook you long enough.”

“Ew, xamien.” Bishop chuckles as he slowly paces from side 
to side while taking a draw. “T’m surprised that ya had Oummy 
call xaddyR”
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“Eh, well,” T say without making an e!ort to hide my frusS
tration, “you know me, Bishop. zull of surprises.”

Bishop cracks his Mngers. “End here T thought ya didn’t like 
to share.”

“Kh, boysY” Valerie Mnally looks at Bishop, and grins from 
ear to ear, “T hope you weren’t eHpecting a threesome.”

Bishop remoIes his trench coat, reIealing clothing that looks 
similar to light armor. —e also has bracers on both forearms 
and shins, and from where T stand, it looks like they haIe small 
spikes on them. “…he Krphan Oaker,” Bishop says with a drop 
of satisfaction in his Ioice while putting on metallic gloIes, “T 
sincerely hope ya don’t disappoint.”

Valerie cackles. “;ou came prepared,” she says as she glances 
at me, “and T’Ie had enough foreplay.”

Before T can eIen think of what to do, Valerie turns into a 
blur, and the neHt thing T know, T’m Éying across the construcS
tion Éoor once more. T protect my head with my arms Gust in 
time as T crash into a pile of unused steel pipes. T ignore all my 
wounds and bruises and scramble to my feet in an instant with a 
sawedSo! pipe in hand and raring to go another round. T don’t 
care anymore if Bishop lands the killing blow, as long as she dies 
today. Hell, if we get Valerie tonight, I’d be happy to give Bishop 
my head as a tip.

…he Trish brawler takes a defensiIe stance, coIering his head 
with his hands and arms while allowing Valerie to attack him 
from di!erent angles. —is light armor proIes e!ectiIe against 
scratches, but his head is still eHposed, and it isn’t beneath IamS
pires to bite faces. —e takes a few cautious swings to counter her, 
but nothing. Àhe laughs at Bishop while dancing around him, 
slowing down Gust enough for both of us to get a glimpse of her, 
smiling cra1ily, before speeding up again.
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T pick up another steel pipe with my left hand, then concenS
trate on her moIementsN when it comes to circling in combat, 
it’s Iirtually impossible to aIoid drifting into a pattern. T take a 
few careful steps closer to her radius of attack around Bishop, 
noting that he’s subtly cocking his right hand while using his 
left to block as much as he can. We’re waiting on each othS
er, trying to read each other’s mind. zirst to moIe will be the 
distraction, the second catches her. End as much as T want my 
Mngers around her neck, my left arm’s shot. Damn it! I’m the 
distraction.

Valerie moIes so fast that she’s almost a blur to me, but 
Bishop seems to be able to keep up with her. xoesn’t matter. 
Àhe strays a bit too close to me as she charges Bishop from the 
left. T throw the pipe in my left hand directly at her, and Gust as 
T eHpected, eyes in the back of her head. Àhe spins around and 
deÉects it with her hand while actually laughing at me. But no 
matter. T ignore her mockery and lunge at her, and see her eyes 
widen, changing instantly from delight to surprise, then anger, 
in a single moment. Àhe sneers as she takes a step back to pounce. 
Mistake. Àhe has stepped back into Bishop, whose reÉeHes and 
timing are indeed something else.

Bishop manages to grab her by her elbow and yank her 
to himself before she can eIen react. …he moment he’s close 
enough, Bishop suddenly detaches some kind of weapon from 
his left thigh. T launch myself at Valerie with sawedSo! pipe in 
hand, hoping to stab her through the neck with the sharp sideN 
with Bishop’s help, we could decapitate her here and now. But 
she manages to deliIer a roundhouse kick to my left arm to send 
me tumbling to the other side of the Éoor. Humerus is broken, 
but no pain; still on adrenaline. T Cuickly get to my feet and 
note that she can’t seem to pry herself away from Bishop’s grip. 
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Gloves must have a grip mechanism or something. Society perks… 
T watch Valerie Éail against Bishop’s grip, and something’s o!. 
Vampires are supposed to be twice, thrice as strong as a man. But 
for some reason, Bishop’s feet are stuck in place, as if his boots 
are welded to the concrete Éoor. Who cares? This is my chance!

T dash forward and grab Valerie by the neck. “DowR” T scream 
as T thrust the sharp edge of the pipe at her throat, but she grabs 
it with her right hand. Àhe’s Gust about to yank it away when 
Bishop grabs her right hand as well. T tighten my grip on her 
neck and the sawedSo! pipe and push as hard as T can, and T 
can feel Bishop using all his strength to hold on to the Krphan 
Oaker’s elbow and hand.

“Kh, boys,” Valerie says while Iisibly straining against the 
both of us, “sooo eagerR”

Es soon as T hear her speak, T put all my weight into my right 
arm, but she follows my lead and lowers her center of graIity to 
force Bishop down to his knees to maintain his grip on her left 
elbow.

“zeckerR” Bishop cusses as his grip on Valerie’s left elbow 
breaks, and she Cuickly uses her left hand to grab the pipe to 
stab Bishop in the eyeAwhich he narrowly eIades, but not 
completelyN the pipe gra1es Bishop’s temple. T try to swing at her 
out of desperation. E lastSditch attempt to at least damage her a 
little. But she dodges me without eIen looking while landing a 
side kick to Bishop’s chest, right before swiftly elbowing me in 
the back. Bishop and T both fall to the Éoor as Valerie disappears 
into the shadows once more.

T scramble back to my feet, but Bishop is so much faster and is 
already in a Mghting stance, ready for another round. This isn’t 
a contest. T ready myself for another round, but T can suddenly 
feel my entire body screaming with pain. xislocated shoulder, 
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broken arm, cracked ribs, bruises all oIer, and blood loss from 
all the scratches. This is a death sentence.

“Àhow yourselfR” T shout without hiding my frustration.
“What happened to all that spunkv” Bishop says while scanS

ning our surroundings for moIement.
“T had her,” T reply while doing the same.
Bishop shakes his head and mocks, “Kf course ya did.”
“—e didR We were haIing a moment,” Valeries says as she steps 

out of the shadows once more and smiles at us both. Àhe raises 
the sawedSo! pipe and points at Bishop. “But you interrupted 
us.”

T take a deep breath, knowing that she could strike any time. 
But T also know that if she decides to take me out Mrst, Bishop 
won’t lift a Mnger to help. Dot anymore. T’m unarmed, woundS
ed, and without any Society perksN we both know that at this 
point, T’m Gust in his way. Tf T’m to be useful now, it’s as a 
distraction.

Valeries turns her attention to me. “;ou still owe me a third 
reason,” she says playfully as she intentionally meanders around 
us. “T miss those days when it was Gust you and me, xamien.” 
…he words are acid to my ears. “Why’d you haIe to bring a 
friendv”

T glance at Bishop, who had Gust grinned at the comment.
“Because he can’t handle yer pretty little neck by himself,” 

Bishop says with a thick, Trish accent and a palpably sarcastic 
tone.

“End you think you canv” Valerie laughs.
Bishop chuckles. “Why don’t ya let me hold yer hand, loIev 

Àee if we can’t haIe our own momentv”
…he Krphan Oaker cranes her neck as she glares at Bishop. 

“…hat depends,” she says purringly, “will T like how you tastev” 
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Àhe giggles as she tilts her head back and lifts the sawedSo! pipe 
up, slightly aboIe her head, and stares longingly at the blood on 
its tip. Àhe licks her lips, opens her mouth, and sticks her tongue 
out obscenely as she lowers the pipe down and into her mouth.

T sense Bishop getting ready for a more Iicious Mght and rack 
my brain for ideas on how to surIiIe this night. But before T can 
think of something, Valerie screams and hisses at us. Do, not us. 
Et Bishop.

“Well, look at that, xamien. ;our girlfriend likes me,” Bishop 
says mockingly as he crouches, ready to engage.

She’s all yours after I’m through with her.
“Forpse bloodR” the Krphan Oaker screams as she drops the 

sawedSo! pipe and spits on the Éoor, as if she had tasted someS
thing repulsiIe, then glares at me for a momentAand, if T’m not 
mistaken, there’s actual fear in her eyesAbefore disappearing 
into the shadows once more.

T take another deep breath and look at Bishop.
Bishop only grins as he stares at where the Krphan Oaker 

stood moments ago. “T look forward to our second date, loIe,” 
he says to no one sarcastically with a hint of genuine amuseS
ment. —e then looks at me, eyes me from head to foot, and 
laughs. “—ospital’s across the street. Oighty conIenient for ye, 
ayev”

“—mpf.” T focus on breathing steadily and say nothing moreN 
T simply watch him make his way down the stairs. T’ll follow 
soon enough. Gess is only three blocks away. She’ll kill me if I 
show up at her doorstep like this…unless I bleed to death on the 
way. T try to Mll my lungs with the night air one more time before 
heading for the stairs. Oy entire body is in hell, drenched in my 
own bloodAwhich reminds me of something oddH a Iampire 
spitting out blood. Corpse blood.
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Deals and Debts

“I knew it!” Jess exclaims the moment she lays eyes on my 
blood-soaked clothes and quickly closes the door behind 

me. “Tell me she’s dead,” she says while gddlinS with the door 
locks.

“fhe’s dead,” I say with a sliSht chuckle while draSSinS myselG 
toward the kitchen.

“…reatp” Jess turns around, sees where I’m headed, and 
snaNs. “vo! vot the kitchen!”

I turn around, my body sore all oWer. “?hyC It was gne last 
time.”

“Dharlie’s arriWinS tomorrow.” fhe walks oWer to me and sliNs 
an arm around my waist. “This way, my room.”

Never set foot in her room before. I shake my head as we reach 
the door to her room, and I Nlace a hand on the doorNost the 
moment she oNens it. “Yon’t want to stain your sheets.”

“Hou won’t,” Jess says candidly and helNs me walk throuSh 
door. The moment I round the door, I’m Sreeted by the smell 
oG alcohol, Gollowed by the siSht oG what looks like a makeshiGt 
emerSency room. fhe has coWered her bed with Nlastic wraN, 
stacked all her thinSs in one corner oG the room, and readied the 
grst aid kit, alonS with a Gew other medical suNNlies.

I stare at her and Srin. “…lad to know you haWe so much 
congdence in me.”
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“fhut uN and take oL your clothes,” she says as she walks oWer 
to the other side oG the room and Nicks uN a switchblade and 
scissors.

fhe’s all business now, and she’s Nissed. Best not to push it. I 
Sroan as I arch my shoulders to let my coat Gall oL my back, but 
remoWinS my shirt is a struSSle as the cloth sticks to the scratch 
wounds that riddle my chest and back.

“veWer mind,” Jess says as she swiNes a Gew other thinSs Grom 
her bedside table and walks oWer to me. “Just Set on the bed.”

“fo bossyp fome men like that,” I *oke to ease the tension 
and hoNe that she Nlays alonS.

“Pead the room, Yamien. —iterally.” fhe Slares at me with 
her biS brown eyes, then Slances at the bed.

I smile at her and nod. “Thanks, Jess. I owe you.”

BBB

The sound oG a sNoon taNNinS on Slass wakes me, Gollowed by 
the stronS scent oG coLeepand dried blood. —ots oG it. I oNen 
my eyes to the siSht oG Jessica sittinS on a chair by my bedside 
stirrinS her coLee7which I gnd stranSe and unGamiliar. “Try-
inS somethinS newC” I ask without tryinS to Set uN, knowinS 
that my wounds would Nrobably stinS.

“?hat are you talkinS aboutC” she asks as she turns to Gace 
me. Eer hair’s wet and her clothes are diLerent.

“Hou’We always liked your coLee black.” I test myselG by moW-
inS my arms and leSs. Just sore, but no real pain. “Oither you need 
the suSar, or I’We been out lonS enouSh Gor you to deWeloN a 
sweet tooth.”

Jess siShs. “Rnly a Gew hours, but I haWen’t sleNt.”
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“Hou showered.”
“I had to.” fhe takes a siN Grom her coLee, and I can tell by her 

Gace that she doesn’t like it. “Hou ruined my GaWorite blouse.”
“forry about that. 1ut thanks aSain, Jess.” I Nush myselG uN, 

exNectinS a world oG Nain to shoot throuSh my entire body. 
Really? Just soreness? I sit uN straiSht and try to twist sideways. 
ftill nothinS. OWen when I liGt my Geet oL the bed and Nlace them 
on the 8oor, my body reSisters no Nain Grom oNen wounds, 
which means either I’We Sone numb, or the wounds haWe closed 
oWerniSht. “Eow deeN were the woundsC”

Jess shakes her head. “feWeral were worse than last time, 
which means you’re not eWen suNNosed to be able to Set uN.”

“EmNGp” I nod. “I Suess this answers our question Grom 
beGore. 1etter add this to our notes. Yay ;;, healinS and reSen-
eration.”

“Yon’t haWe to.” fhe sets her coLee down on a saucer on a 
small table beside the bed. “Hou’re the last, Yamien, you and 
your damned WamNire. I’We made arranSements.”

“Mnd they’We aSreedC”
“9or a Nrice.” Jess looks away. I know that look. Guilt. “1ut 

yes, they’We aSreed.”
“Eow muchC” I ask eWen iG I already know it’s not money. 

?ith the fociety, it’s neWer been about the money.
Jess exhales as she Sets on her Geet and Nlaces a hand on her 

Gorehead. “M head.”
I knew it. “Yoes it matter to them who deliWers the headC”
“vo, as lonS as they Set it.” Jess Nlaces both hands on her 

waist as she stares at the ceilinS. She can’t even look at me. I can’t 
blame her.

“Rnce they haWe their head, you’re outC vo strinSsC”
Jess takes a deeN breath, then looks at me. “Heah. vo strinSs.”
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I smile at the thouSht oG Jessica Gree Grom this liGe, and Slad 
she’s made her decision. Ky short and miserable liGe in exchanSe 
Gor her Guture. It’s the least I can do, and …od knows she deserWes 
it. I look into her eyes and nod. “fold.”

fhe nods back at me, exhales, and wiNes a tear Grom her eye. 
“Thank you,” Jess says, then clears her throat. “vow, iG you can 
manaSe, I need you out oG here.”

“That’s itC Hou Set me in bed, haWe your way with me, and ask 
me to leaWeC” I say with a Srin while slowly SettinS oL her bed.

“Yon’t 8atter yourselG, Yamien.” Jess Srins back at me. “I 
did all the work. Hou *ust lay there and moaned and Sroaned 
all niSht.” fhe tosses a uniWersity *acket at me7Nrobably Dhar-
lie’s7and *erks her head in the direction oG the door.

I chuckle-Sroan as I Nut the *acket on, but estimate that eWen 
the soreness should be comNletely Sone by toniSht. 9aster heal-
inS is in, but the irritability is delayedB I Suess each transition can 
be a bit diLerent, and I can only hoNe that my kill week comes on 
time. I walk out oG her bedroom and crack my neck the moment 
I reach the kitchen, more out oG habitB the tension on my neck 
and back are Sone. Yeah, faster healing is definitely in.

“YamienC” Jess calls out Grom her room, her tone all business 
once more. “feriously, last niSht was a one-oL. Hou know that, 
riShtC”

“Heah,” I say as I head Gor the door.
“Mlsop” she adds, and I can sense the hesitation in her Woice. 

“—ast niSht, you keNt talkinS about 1ishoN beinS more than 
caNablep”

“M NroNer killer,” I say sarcastically.
Jess Gollows me to the door and clears her throat beGore sNeak-

inS, which only means she’s unsure how to say it. “Yoes it really 
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matter that you’re the one that kills herC I mean, you could 
always choose to acceNt7”

“Thanks Gor gxinS me uN, Jess, reallyp I aNNreciate it.” I Geel 
Suilty Gor interruNtinS her, esNecially because I know she means 
well, and she stitched me uN last niSht eWen after she asked me 
to keeN her out oG this. 1ut I don’t eWen want to hear the words 
comes out oG her mouthB I don’t want to hear any talk about 
SiWinS uN. I can’t. OsNecially not now when I’m so close. Mnd 
esNecially not Grom her7lest I think she neWer really knew me 
at all. I turn around to Gace her, *ust to make sure she knows I’m 
serious. “I’ll send you my Srocery list. —ast order, Gor old times’ 
sake.”

Jess exhales, then nods at me without hidinS the sadness Grom 
her Gace. “I’ll SiWe you a discountpGor old times’ sake.”

I chuckle at the thouSht oG SettinS a discount. “vo need, 
Jess.”

fhe rolls her eyes at her mistake.
“Yo me a GaWor. I miSht not haWe enouSh time to Nick them 

uN.” I check my watch and note the time. “DharSe me Gor de-
liWery insteadC Rne last order.”

fhe takes a deeN breath and checks her own watch7Nrobably 
thinkinS about Dharlie7then looks at me soGtly. “Mll riSht, 
Yamien. Rne last order.”

I 8ash her a smile beGore I turn around and close the door 
behind me. Ms I make my way down the hall, I think about Jess 
and her Guture with Dharlie. fhe deserWes to haWe a Sood liGe. 
M Sood Guture. Arobably more than I deserWe my reWenSe. Soon 
enough, Jess. I promise. Soon enough.



13

Vexed

I toss my blood-soaked clothes into the garbage in the pantry, 
stroll into my room, and stand in front of the mirror. The 

wounds that had drenched my clothes last night have complete-
ly closed, and the bruises are almost gone. I also haven’t had to 
crack my neck or my back, or scratch the bite wound since I 
woke this morning. Tick tock indeed. I hop in the shower and 
turn on the heat to wash o— all the blood that had dried on my 
bodyAand there’s a lot. qs I stare at the bathroom Soor turning 
red, all the :uestions start running through my head. When will 
I get the extreme irritability side effect? Why’d Valerie spit out 
Bishop’s blood? What’s “corpse blood” supposed to mean?

The hot shower helped soothe my muscles, and I feel more 
energetic than ever despite the fact that I barely had enough 
sleep last night. I dry myself and throw on a black shirt and 
brown tactical pants to ready myself for the rest of the day. 
Vtill, the most important :uestions are left unansweredE Did 
she intentionally lead me to the construction site? And if she did, 
how’d she know I was going to follow her? Unless…she’s the one 
doing the hunting and used herself as bait. I check my phone 
battery. Eighty-eight percent. Good enough. I grab my go bag and 
stu— a few more things in itAbinoculars, army knife, pistol, and 
compassAand head out.
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The street’s always busy near Nierre’s Nijjas. Almost the perfect 
hunting grounds. I trace my steps while looking around. This 
time, without having to keep my eyes on the vampire, I can 
focus on looking for where she may have set up her lair. It can’t 
be far. It’s never far. Bot with her.

The familiar street has no locations for a potential lair. Bo 
hotels, motels, or lodging of any kind. q few residential areas 
here and there, but nothing private enough for her compul-
sions. I continue down the path I took last night and look up 
and down every street and corner for even a hint of a possible 
lair. Bothing. qt least nothing that Gts her speciGc taste. Upper 
class. Comfortable. Easy for her to blend in.

I round the corner that leads to the construction site, but 
pause and stare at the hospital it’s attached to. It can’t be. Not 
her style. I make my way down to the site Wust like last night. Hut 
this time, my eyes are taking note of everything around it. Vmall 
diners, co—ee shops, a few stores, and a huge parking lot. I take a 
look at my phone to conGrm the surroundings via ONV, and the 
only thing I can conGrm so far is that this really isn’t her style. 
Where the hell is her lair?

The closer I get to the construction site, the more I get the 
feeling that this is a red herring. Vtill, I look around to check 
for construction workers and guards before slipping through 
the same entrance as last night. Rith daylight everywhere, it’s 
easier to see why my gut’s telling me this is a waste of time. I 
get to the same Soor as last night and survey the surroundings. 
There’s too much open space to make it intimate enough for 
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her compulsions, too many pillars to hide behind, and too many 
holes for her to use as emergency eFits. It’s all wrong.

I place my go bag on the Soor and pull out my compass 
and binoculars, face east, and scan the area with the binocu-
lars. There’s no building or structure that’s protected from the 
sun from sunrise to sunset, Wust as ONV had already conGrmed. 
There’s no real place for a transient vampire to lodge within a 
three-block radius, which has been her preferred distance from 
lair to hunting grounds. The only thing of signiGcance from this 
spot isZJess’s place. Damn it! She’s hunting me!

xy brain goes on overdrive as I try to piece everything to-
gether. If my hunch is right, she wasn’t at Nierre’s to look for 
a new vic? she knew I’d assume Nierre’s to be her neFt hunting 
grounds and played along. Vhe intentionally spooked Ritmer 
into leaving, making it look like it was a failed hunt. They left, 
she left, then I followed. Vame thing with Jolley. Vhe knew I 
was watching. Vhe called out to me. The Jolley kid looking like 
3ach wasn’t coincidence. She planned everything to get to me. It 
all makes sense, and nothing makes sense. Unless…her compulsion 
has evolved. Shit!

If it’s possible, if her compulsion has changedZevolved, then 
her patterns no longer apply and I have no real way of tracking 
her. Hut is it even possible! Dven the Vociety’s records show that 
the compulsions never change. Dvery vampire’s compulsion is 
di—erent, but once it’s established, it doesn’t change. Vo why 
should I believe that she’s any di—erent! Because it all adds up. 
The last piece of evidence is staring at me in the face. I walk to 
the edge of the Soor and stare at the hospital across the street, 
then turn toward the direction of Cess’s apartment. Vhe could 
have killed me already. Twice. Hut she bit me instead, then toyed 
with me without dealing any fatal wounds, and made sure I’d 
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have access to medical care. I’m not alive because of luck. I’m alive 
because of her sadism… Now what?

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and slowly eFhale as I gath-
er my thoughtsZall of which say I’m stuck. If her compulsions 
have truly changedAand all the evidence seems to say soAthen 
I’ve got nothing to go on. Damn her! Damn her to hell! I feel 
my blood boil? I could Wust scream from the top of my lungs, but 
what would that accomplish! Everything’s gone to shit! If only I 
had Wust one lead, one clueB

I turn around to grab my bag and head back to the stairs, 
when I stop dead in my tracks as my Waw falls to the Soor. 
Vtanding by the stairs, wearing a white blouse, skinny Weans, and 
sneakers, staring at me wide-eyed, is Chrissy Hright.
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Déjà Vu

“W hat are you doing here?” I snap.

“I’m sorry,” Chrissy says, clearly startled by my 
sudden outburst. “I just thought—”

“You were following me?” I snatch my bag ok the Noor and 
immediately wal… toward her.

“Ho. I wasn’tS” ver eyes are sincere, which means she had 
followed me last night. Bhe followed us. I haxe to …now what she 
saw. zut Arst, I haxe to calm down. Bhe can gixe me Witmer, and 
Witmer has to haxe leads. I ta…e a deep breath and slowly eThale, 
sha…ing my head without ta…ing my eyes ok her.

“Chrissy, I apologi-e.” I relaT my shoulders and wal… to her 
more slowly. “I was in the middle of something, and you just 
caught me ok guard.”

Chrissy nods and smiles nerxously, but can’t loo… me in the 
eyes. Bhe’d seen something. “:re youSall right?” Dhe way she 
as…s ma…es it obxious to me that she’s suspicious of something. 
I can’t tell if she’s as…ing about my wellÉbeing because I snapped, 
or because actually she followed us all up here last night.

“Yes, of course,” I respond as casually as I can, but I can’t say 
much. Hot until I …now what she’s seen. :nd I can’t eTactly as… 
her directly without sounding exen more suspicious. Btill, one 
thing’s for sureJ neither of us can pretend that she didn’t follow 
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me last night, at least to this construction site. We stare at each 
other for a moment, and it’s clear to us that we’re both trying to 
ma…e up a story, a lie, to sell each other. zut I’m out of options. 
Got to give to get. “I’m sure you haxe a lot of Puestions.”

Chrissy nods as she says, “: lot indeed,” then ta…es a few steps 
toward me. “Àoes this mean you trust me?”

Rule number three. Don’t trust anybody. I chuc…le at the irony 
of all my mista…es, then loo… at her in the eyes. Bhe’s young, 
-ealous, eager for justice. :nd I’m desperate for help, exen if I 
hate admitting itSexen to myself. I adjust the sling of my go bag 
and glance in the direction of Uess’s apartment. “Dhis isn’t a safe 
place to tal….”

EEE

One bad idea after another. “;ixe me a second, just let me tidy 
up a bit,” I say as soon as I open the door and ma…e a beeline 
for the calendar hanging in the lixing room without waiting for 
Chrissy to respond. I ta…e it and toss it in my room, then gather 
sexeral used cokee mugs that are scattered all oxer the place. I 
stac… them neatly in the sin…, loo… around once, then sha…e my 
head. This will work. I wal… bac… to the door and open it, and 
the moment I do, I notice that Chrissy’s actually smaller than I 
thought. “Come in.”

“Dhan…s,” Chrissy says as she slowly follows me into the 
lixing room.

“Olease, forgixe the mess. I wasn’t eTpecting guests,” I say 
apologetically, and I actually mean it. I haxen’t had guests 
sinceSsince forexer. RTcept Uess. zut Uess isn’t eTactly a guestM 



DvR K6Ov:H B:CR6*D

she’sSJess. “Cokee? Water? zeer?” I oker as I gesture for her to 
ta…e a seat on the couch.

“Druth?” Chrissy as…s while Nashing a sweet, charming smile 
as she places her pin… bag on the table and sin…s into the smaller 
chair adjacent to the couch.

“:ll right, straight to the point it is,” I say as I wal… to the 
fridge and grab two cans of beer. “:nd for that, you’ll need a 
beer.”

“I’m a big girl,” she says a little playfully, “I thin… I’ll be 
able to handle whatexer it is you’re going to tell me.” I can 
tell she’s trying to act tough and lighten the mood, but I can 
somehow sense her anTiety from across the roomSexen her 
intentions. Bhe wants me to xolunteer information without her 
as…ing her Puestions Arst. Smart move. Impressive. I loo… at her 
from the …itchen and notice that she’s actually smaller than I 
rememberSand younger. Beeing her without the heels, the coat, 
the ponytail, and the ma…eup, she could pass for a college seÉ
nior—which ma…es thin… that 5alerie might haxe seen through 
their act in the Arst place. zut that’s all water under the bridge. 
:nd if my theory’s right, if 5alerie has been hunting me since 
day one, then she could haxe followed me to the airport and 
…nown all along that I was wor…ing with Chrissy.

“vere.” I open the can for her and place it on the table, then 
open my own can and go through half of it. Chrissy ta…es a 
sip but isn’t interested. Btill, she forces a smile. Not a beer girl. 
Figures. I ta…e the couch since she opted for the chair, and smile 
at her for a moment, just enough to ma…e her feel that I really 
trust her. “zefore I say anything, Chrissy, or exen let you as… me 
any Puestions, I need to …nowSwhat did you see last night?”

Dhe smile on Chrissy’s face instantly disappears, and I notice 
her unconsciously rubbing her Angers together. Self-comfort. “It 
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was dar…, so I didn’t see much of anything.” ver lies aren’t as 
conxincing today as her roleÉplaying last night.

“You …new where to enter the site, and what Noor to loo….” I 
lean closer to her and soften my tone. “You’re smart, resourceÉ
ful, and Puic… on your feet. I want to trust you, Chrissy. We’re 
after the same thing.” I lift my beer can to hers and smile. “What 
do you say?”

Chrissy loo…s at me for a moment before tapping my beer 
with hers.

“Cheers,” I say sincerely, and we both drin…. I Anish the rest 
of my beer while she ta…es a while to get to half of hers.

Bhe places her halfÉempty can on the table and ta…es a deep 
breath. “You already …now I followed you last night.”

“You got better at it too,” I say with a grin. “You weren’t too 
easy for me to spot.”

Chrissy chuc…les. “I was also too far to catch up.”
I clap my hands while laughing at the mental image of her 

my head running after me and 5alerie, then losing us in some 
corner, and I’m reliexed to see her laugh with me. She’s still 
making rookie mistakes, but she’s a quick study. :fter we both 
haxe a good laugh together, she ta…es another sip of beer, sighs, 
then sha…es her head. “I just got luc…y last nightSbut I haxe a 
feeling I’xe been set up from the beginning.”

“:s I said. Bmart.” I pull up my right leg and tuc… it under 
my left so I can sit sideways on the couch and face her. “Dell me 
what happened last night. Dell me exerything, then I’ll tell you 
exerything you want to …now.”

“:ll right, deal.”
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Leaving Neverland

C hrissy takes another deep breath, then nods at no one in 
particular, as if to tell herself to start. “I did exactly as 

you asked, and Jacob and I were doing great. But I kept getting 
this feeling that we were being watched. So I looked around, 
very subtly, and noticed this woman—the redhead that you 
followed—sitting in the corner table.”

Table nine. Of all the tables I expected her to choose… She really 
was hunting me.

“I was surprised because she was so beautiful,” Chrissy says, 
getting more animated as she speaks, “and Jacob turned around 
to see who I was looking at, and that’s when everything just went 
crazy.”

I nod in agreement. “He started coughing. I heard.”
“Yes, he did, and… Wait a second, you heard?” Chrissy stares 

at me as she puts things together. “You bugged our table?”
“Of course,” I say with a straight face, even if I know where 

this conversation is heading.
“You heard…everything?” Chrissy asks, her face as red as a 

tomato.
I grin. “You were very convincing and did what you had to 

do.”
“Oh God!” Chrissy laughs as she covers her eyes with her 

hands. “I’m so embarrassed!”
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“Don’t be,” I quickly add. “It was just a performance, noth-
ing more.”

Chrissy rolls her eyes and picks up her beer can from the table. 
“You were right, I can’t be fully sober for this!”

As soon as she Tnishes her beer, I point to the fridge and ask 
if she wants another, but she simply shakes her head and waves 
her hand while swallowing. “No, thank you. I’m a lightweight,” 
she says as she pulls out a scrunchie from her pink bag on the 
table.

“So Jacob hurries to get the bill so we could leave,” she says 
as she ties her blond hair, “and I followed him all the way to the 
door of the restaurant to talk to him, but it was as if he was a 
diPerent person.”

“He was fearful?”
“Angry!” Chrissy shakes her head while rolling her eyes. “He 

started rambling about his job, and blamed me for something 
related to surveillance and security that his employers would 
kill him for, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying 
anymore.”

“What about surveillance?” I ask without sounding too in-
terested.

“I don’t know, something about failing his job,” Chrissy says 
with clear disinterest. “But whatever it was, he suddenly fell 
silent, pushed me against the restaurant wall, and kissed me…”

If Valerie didn’t know Witmer was involved, she surely knows 
now. But so far, so good. Chrissy’s Tlling in the gaps, and I tell 
myself to remain quiet and let her continue.

“It would have been romantic if I didn’t realize that he was 
trying to shut me up as the redhead passed, and I would have 
been so jealous of her if I didn’t Tnd out later on that she was 
some kind of…ninja?”
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Ninja? The Orphan Maker? I burst out laughing at the irony.
“What?” Chrissy asks incredulously. “You owe me answers, 

Damien!”
“You’ll get them, I promise!” I shake my head as I force myself 

to stop laughing. “Klease go on. So the redhead left Kierre’s…”
Chrissy places a hand on her neck and stretches, looking up, 

then down. “Yes, she left Kierre’s and turned right. I remember 
because Jacob apologized to me, profusely, before storming out 
of the restaurant and crossing the street…and I remember want-
ing to follow him to talk to him but also felt like I should follow 
the redhead instead. And I stood there not knowing what to do, 
but just knowing that I had to decide. Mhen you suddenly passed 
by the restaurant, dead set on following the redhead.”

“All right, so where did you lose us?” I ask, getting up to get 
another can of beer from the fridge.

“At the intersection across the hospital.” Chrissy gets up 
from the chair and follows me to the kitchen, still talking. “You 
just turned the corner and disappeared. I turned left and went 
all the way down to the convenience store at Oak Street. When 
I Tgured I’d lost you, I backtracked and went to the hospital to 
ask the guard if he had seen a beautiful red-haired woman pass 
by.”

“And what did he say?” I ask as I take two more beers from 
the fridge and place them on the kitchen counter.

“He didn’t notice anyone with red hair,” Chrissy says with a 
hint of a slur in her voice as she leans on the counter. She’s really 
a lightweight after all. And talkative when tipsy. “So I Tgured 
that if he didn’t notice her, and she’s almost impossible to not 
notice, then you guys had to have entered a building or turned 
into an alley before the hospital.”
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I open my second can of beer and take a sip, then tap at the 
unopened can on the counter to see if she’s interested in another 
one.

“Mhanks, but really, no,” Chrissy says, her face turning red.
“So you went and checked all the alleys?”
“Yes!” Chrissy says while pointing at me with both index 

Tngers.
“But we were probably already in the construction site by 

then,” I add.
“Right,” she says, shooting at me with her Tnger guns.
“So how’d you Tnd us?”
“Arthur Bishop.”
I grin as I nod. “You saw him, put two and two together, and 

followed him.”
Chrissy exhales. “Exactly. He was the real mark at the airport, 

right?”
I nod again.
Chrissy looks at me, then stares at the kitchen counter as all 

the excitement and energy drains from her face. “I’ve gone over 
it a hundred times in my head since last night.”

Here we go… Here come the questions.
“I have so many questions, and I’ve already told you every-

thing.”
“Not yet everything,” I quickly counter. “What did you see 

when you followed Bishop up the site?”
Chrissy shakes her head, then looks up at me and smiles 

sarcastically. “I don’t think what I saw, or what I think I saw, is 
really relevant.”

“Why not?” I push. She saw something, and I need to know 
exactly what it is so I’ll know what lie to sell.
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“Because it was dark, and the light may have played tricks 
on my eyes.” She inhales deeply, as if air in the lungs increases 
resolve. “I stayed hidden a Coor under you. Mhere was noise, 
Tghting, and voices, but I couldn’t really hear much because of 
the Coor’s height.”

“Mhen you came up to our Coor, right?”
“Right.” Chrissy hesitates but Tnally decides to come out 

with it. “And again, it must have been a trick of the light be-
cause…I thought I saw you covered in wounds and blood.”

“Really? 8e?” I smile, feigning ignorance and hoping to 
show her that I agree with her assumption about the lights 
playing tricks on her eyes.

“Yes!” She pulls the scrunchie from her hair, unmaking the 
ponytail, and runs her Tngers through her hair. “And I also 
thought I saw the woman disappear from thin air.”

I chuckle at her statements to agree with her assumptions 
even further. “Like a magician?” I ask sarcastically, remember-
ing that ninja was the word she had used earlier.

“I know, I know, impossible…” Chrissy shakes her head. “I 
would insist that I know what I saw, and I’m not sure if I should, 
but one thing’s for sure now. Mhe red-haired woman, she’s the 
serial killer we’re after. Right?”

8y turn to take a deep breath. “Yeah. She’s the one.”
“She killed my sister,” Chrissy whispers.
“Her name’s Valerie.”
“Valerie.”
This is it. Time for the new lie. I clear my throat. “Listen, 

Chrissy, I—”
Mwo knocks suddenly come from the door, followed by one, 

then another two. Shit!
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Deeper Down the Rabbit Hole

“G et in the pantry,” I whisper as I point to the pantry’s 
double-swinging door.

“Why? Who is it?” Chrissy whispers back.
I grab her by the elbow and pull her to the pantry myself. “I 

swear I’ll explain everything. Just please, trust me on this!”
Chrissy is about to say something, but I don’t allow her to 

let out another word. I push her through the pantry’s dou-
ble-swinging door. “This’ll only take a minute,” I say quietly 
right before leaving her in the pantry.

“Finally,” Jess says the moment I open the door.
“And hello to you too, Jess,” I say as I look at the three bags 

on the Noor. Accessories, ammo, and chems. I take the two heavier 
bags and leave the accessories on the Noor. “I’ll come back for 
that.”

“I got it,” she says and bends over to pick it up.
“Yo, it’s okay,” I insist, “I’ll get it. jou can Sust leave it there 

and go be with Charlie.”
“jeah, his Night’s delayed. I’ve got time.” —he wraps the sling 

over her shoulder and proceeds to follow me in, and the best 
course of action I can think of is to play along and let her help 
me with the delivery, then convince her that I was Sust about to 
leaveHit’s the excuse she’ll most probably believeHwe’ll leave 
together, then I’ll come back to get Chrissy.
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“jou know, I was Sust about to leave, so you can leave that by 
the door.” I say everything as casually as I can, hoping she’ll bite.

“Is that why you took so long to open the door?” she asks, 
pretending to be annoyed.

“Actually, yeah.” I take a look at my watch, pretending to be 
in a hurry. “…on’t want to waste the daylight.”

Jess sets the bag of accessories by the door. “That’s one more 
thing I won’t miss.”

“What?” I ask to play along.
“Yot having to check the sunset schedules every damn day,” 

Jess says excitedly, “along with not having to think of Watchers 
watching me, or vampires hunting usB” —he catches herself and 
looks at me apologetically before Nashing me a sheepish smile. 
“jou know, this last delivery was heavy. Tip me a beer?”

“—ure thing, Jess,” I say nonchalantly and stroll over to the 
fridge as she walks to the door and readies herself to leave. I open 
the fridge door and grab a can, and I’m about to make a remark 
about us leaving together when I hear her tapping the kitchen 
counter.

“jou’ve been thirsty,” she says, obviously referring to the 
number of cans Chrissy and I have consumed. Crap! Just play 
along.

“jeah. Kight be the transition. Ketabolism and appetite and 
all that,” I say matter-of-factly, hoping she’d feel awkward talk-
ing about my condition and change the topic.

“…oes vampirism also include improved fashion sense?” she 
asks, sarcasm in every word.

I have no idea what the hell Jess is talking about and quickly 
close the fridge door to look at her, only to Lnd her staring at 
Chrissy’s pink bag on the table. Double crap! I totally forgot to 
hide her bag! I scramble to think of what to say as Jess slowly 
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walks over to the table to examine it, when the sound of a 
mu7ed scream and something falling to the Noor comes from 
the pantry. Jess instantly dives into the accessories bag by the 
door, pulls out a small pistol, and points it in the direction of 
my pantry. This is going to be a shit show.

“Wait, Jess, it’s not what you think,” I say with hands raised 
in surrender.

“jou were thirsty?” Jess snaps at me while marching to the 
pantry, pistol armed and ready. “Mart of your transition, my ass,” 
she says as she positions herself in front of the door. “jou caught 
her but didn’t Lnish the damned Sob!”

5efore I could think of anything to stop her from opening 
the pantry, Jess suddenly pushes the double-swinging door with 
her foot, Sust as I shout, “…on’t shoot!”

“…on’t shoot me!” Chrissy screams.
I step between Jess and the pantry door and glance behind 

to see Chrissy on the NoorB and beside her is my blood-soaked 
clothes.

“Who the hell is that?” Jess asks, pointing at Chrissy with the 
pistol.

“Mut the damn gun away, Jess!” I say Lrmly.
Jess resets the pistol’s safety and shoves it to my chest. I catch 

it, double-check the safety, and follow after her. “Eey, c’mon, 
relax, Jess.”

“…amn idiot,” Jess says under her breath, more to herself 
than to me, while marching toward the exit.

“Jess, stop!” I insist. 5ut she doesn’t listen. I grab her elbow 
and spin her around so that she faces me. “6isten for a second! 
—he’sH”

“jou said vampire!” Chrissy bursts out from behind me.
Great! This is just great!
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“I saw what I saw,” Chrissy says with conviction. “The serial 
killer disappeared, vanished from thin air!”

Jess rolls her eyes as she shakes her head, then glares at me 
as she points at Chrissy. I glare back at Jess, take a quick deep 
breath, and say, “It was metaphorical,” while turning around to 
face ChrissyBholding my blood-soaked clothes with her trem-
bling hands.

“Chrissy, listen to me,” I say calmly. “It’s Sust a Lgure of 
speechB”

“Ky sister, the autopsyB It makes sense,” Chrissy says almost 
inaudibly, and I’m unsure if she’s in shock or Sust taking her 
time piecing things together.

Jess shakes her head. “This is on you, …amien. The Watcher’s 
going to report her, and the —ociety’s going to send 5ishop to 
silence her.”

“Arthur 5ishop?” Chrissy asks. “5ut I thought he was part of 
your team?”

“Team?” Jess asks incredulously. “What team?”
Chrissy looks at Jess, then at me. “What I had with Jacob, it 

wasn’t real, was it? What’s real isBwhat I actually sawB”
I shake my head sympathetically. “All right, wait a minute, 

Chrissy, it’sH”
“—he knows Witmer?” Jess interrupts. “jou set her up with 

Witmer? What the hell is happening here, …amien?”
“9ampires are real?” Chrissy asks, mostly to herself than me 

or Jess, as she slowly walks toward the living room. She’s in shock 
and denial. Not part of the plan. My plan’s gone to hell, but I’m 
going to make this work, damn it!

“All right, everyone, we’re going to work this out.” I know 
what to do. “Chrissy,” I call out to her, but she’s transLxed on 
her own thoughts. “Eey! Chrissy!”
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—he looks at me and snaps back to reality, and I can see in her 
eyes that what I’m saying is registering to her once more.

“I know this comes as a shock to you, but I’ll explain every-
thing. All right?”

Chrissy looks at me in the eyes and nods, while Jess shakes 
her head at me. “jou know the —ociety’s rules about witnesses, 
…amien.”

“jes, damn it, I know!” Jess is starting to piss me oz. This 
isn’t the time or place for a lecture. “Just sit down, Jess. Twenty 
minutes! We’ll work things out!”

“The hell we will,” Jess says as she glares at me once more, 
then walks over to the kitchen and grabs herself a beer. “Ten 
minutes, and I’m out of here. For good!”

I watch Jess angrily walk over to the living room and take the 
couch, while Chrissy sits quietly in the chair with her pink bag 
on her lap, looking like a deer caught in headlights. I close my 
eyes for a moment and take a deep breath to clear my head. No 
point in lying anymore. Might as well come clean… “Clean”? The 
ironies just keep piling up. I walk over to the living room, look 
at them both, then take the seat adSacent to Jess and opposite 
Chrissy. Now, where the hell do I begin?

DDD

“…idn’t you hear a single word we said?” Jess yells as she gets oz 
the couch and stands over Chrissy. “jou have a death wish?”

Chrissy sinks back into her chair, but the look on her face tells 
me her mind’s made up. “I heard everything,” she says deLantly, 
“which is exactly why I want in!”
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Jess sits on the table so she’s face-to-face with Chrissy. “6is-
ten, Chrissy. jou’re young, you have your whole life ahead of 
you. If we’re right, if Witmer really does care about you, then ask 
him to turn a blind eye. It’s the least he could do after putting 
you in danger. And you can Sust walk awayBlive your life! jou 
have a chance here!”

“I put him in danger too,” Chrissy says sympathetically, “and 
besides, you’re right. I do have a chance here. With you, …amien, 
even Jacob and the —ociety and 5ishopB”

“We’re not a team!” Jess says as she rolls her head back and 
raises her hands.

“I know you’re not, but you’ve gotten closer than the police 
ever did!” Chrissy looks at me for a quick second, then back at 
Jess.

“And what has that cost us?” Jess gets back on her feet 
and steps away from Chrissy. “Maranoia for myself and my 
son”HJess points at herselfH“in transition”Hshe points at 
meH“Witmer can’t have a life, and you’ve seen thatB Rnly 
5ishop’s happy, and that’s because he’s a psychotic killer! jou 
really want to Soin this circus? Think of your niece, your fami-
ly!”

“I am thinking of my family!” Chrissy shoots back. “Isn’t 
that why you Soined the —ociety? For Sustice?”

Uh-oh. I knew it was a bad idea for Jess to share her past. Sure, 
it was to get Chrissy to believe that she could sympathize with her, 
but Jess hates it when others bring it up.

“Pevenge. Yot Sustice. And I wasn’t thinking straight, which 
is why I know how you feel.” Jess sits on the table once more and 
faces Chrissy, this time with softer eyes. “I wasn’t thinking of my 
son. All I could think about was revenge for my husband.”
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“And when they Lnally killed it, theBvampireB” Chris-
sy says, hesitating to use the word, “you found your closure. 
Pight?”

Jess takes a deep breath. “They would have killed it without 
my help. The —ociety would have gotten someone else to be their 
—upplierHthere’s no shortage of vamp vics in the cityHand 
now, several years later, I wish I never got in bed with them.”

“That’s where we’re dizerent,” Chrissy says with clear con-
viction in her voice. “I need to make sure this creature is dead. I 
need to see it with my own eyes. And then, I’ll have no regrets, 
especially now, knowing what I know.”

Jess looks at meHand I Sust shrug at herHthen sighs before 
turning to Chrissy one last time. “jou know, that’s actually 
where we’re very much the same.” —he gets back on her feet, then 
looks at me. “—he’s as stubborn as you.”

I grin as I shake my head. “And you, Jess.”
Jess nods. “And me, I guess.” —he turns to Chrissy once more. 

“jou have no idea what you’re getting into. Just take a moment 
and look around.” Jess holds both her hands up like a liberty 
scale. “jou’ve got a niece who needs you, and a man consumed 
by his obsession that he’s now in transition.”

Chrissy and I both inhale to say something, and Chrissy gets 
a word out about her niece being with the grandparents, but 
Jess interrupts her by addressing me. “…amien, after all this is 
done, if you’re still human enough to help it”Hshe places both 
her hands on her waistH“get her out before she follows in your 
footsteps.”

“jeah, I’ll do what I can,” I say, trying my best to sound 
reassuring.

Jess looks at me one more time, then shakes her head while 
rolling her eyes as she turns and heads for the door.



TEO RPMEAY KA8OPEF

“Thanks, Jess,” I call out to her, and she responds by simply 
waving me oz without even turning around, not even for old 
times’ sake. The moment Jess closes the door behind her, both 
Chrissy and I take a deep breath.

“9ampiresB” Chrissy says as she looks at me. “Am I craGy 
enough to actually believe all this?”

“5at-shit craGy,” I say with a grin, “but not as craGy as me. I 
already have a plan.”

Chrissy smiles at me, then chuckles. “I’m going to need cozee 
for this, won’t I?”

I grin. “Rr beer.”
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Shared Trauma

T here’s every possibility that he’ll break. I close my eyes and 
retrace my steps, every plan and event that has led up to 

this point. Three days ago, I had brought Chrissy to my place to 
get her to cooperate with me. But Jess arrived and made a de-
livery, and we ended up spilling the beans. The Orphan Maker, 
the Society, vampires, Killers, Watchers…my transition… Every-
thing. Chrissy understood that I had no team, and the Society 
will send Bishop to silence her if Witmer gives a report about 
her to the higher-ups. And even if he doesn’t, Bishop could 
make the report himself just for kicks. She took it all in, almost 
unfazed. Almost.

That same night, around midnight, I paid Chrissy a visit in 
her apartment. She let me in to talk. When the conversation 
went south, she told me to get out. Things got heated, she 
threatened to call the cops, and I smashed her phone—threw it 
clear across the room. When she tried to escape, I grabbed her 
by the neck just as she slipped out the door, and slammed her to 
the ground. She scratched my forearm, forcing me to let go for a 
second, and quickly got to her feet, but I was faster and punched 
her in the stomach just hard enough to knock the wind out of 
her. And the moment she fell to the ground, I picked her up by 
her blouse and shoved her back into her apartment.
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She tried to put up a xght, but her size and lack of training 
made it easy for me to knock her around the room. I felt bad 
about hurting her, but it had to be done. Still, she said nothing 
about who else she was talking to. So I seized her, put a knife to 
her waist, and walked her out the door, all the way to my car.

Three days ago, I woke up to the sound of her phone. Thir-
teen messages and siY missed calls, all from Witmer, mostly 
apologies for snapping at her back at Pierre’s and a few about 
the importance of communication in relationships. He still had 
no idea I had his girlfriend locked up in my safe house.

Vesterday, I xnally gave Witmer a call using Chrissy’s phone. 
And based on how he picked up, I knew he had already watched 
the surveillance tapes. Not sure if he saw me and Chrissy talking 
in the hotel. I hope he did. But I’m conxdent he had seen 
me follow ;alerie after Pierre’s, and Chrissy follow after us 
both—which means he traced my steps—and saw Chrissy at 
least enter my building, followed by Jess. And if he continued 
to watch, then he would have seen me leave the same night. 
I wonder how he must have felt after watching me enter his 
girlfriend’s home, hurt her, then take her away at knifepoint.

I made sure to make him think that I just found out about 
him being the Watcher—can’t get Jess in any more trouble with 
the Society—and made him believe that I thought of him as 
nothing more than the boyfriend until I put two and two to-
gether, regrettably, after Chrissy had to endure my frustration. 
And I made it clear to him that blood and tears was not a good 
look on her. And for people like Witmer, for Watchers, it’s what 
they don’t know that gets themD their imagination is their worst 
enemy.

He sounded terrixed over the phone, which was perfect. 
Asking help from the Society would mean he’d have to ad-
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mit breaking protocol, which would get him xred and Chrissy 
killed. He already knows that Jess supplies me with everything, 
and Bishop’s always going to be a wild card. Witmer has no 
choice but to deal with me directly. This is going to be easy.

“ive consecutive knocks come from the door, just as I had 
instructed. ”It’s open,? I say with a hint of glee in my voice, 
without getting up from the chair in Chrissy’s living room.

The moment the door opens, Witmer barges in and points a 
gun in my face. This is going to be interesting.

”Where’s ChrissyG? the Watcher asks, his voice trembling 
slightly.

I grin. ”Not very good at your job, Jacob.?
”I won’t ask again. Where is ChrissyG? Witmer closes the 

door behind him and takes a step closer to me.
I shake my head and look at him straight in the eyes. ”4o 

ahead, shoot me. Vou’ll never xnd her, and she’ll starve to 
death.? I notice Witmer’s gun hand shake for a brief moment. 
I’m sure a part of him knew this was the wrong move, but 
desperation and urgency are the ingredients for bad decisions. 
I should know.

”How do I even know she’s still aliveG? Witmer walks for-
ward without taking his aim o! me, but the gun isn’t what I’m 
interested in. I eye him from head to foot. He hasn’t shaved in a 
few days, has obvious eye bags, and is wearing a long coat over a 
sweater. Probably hasn’t slept much, and if he’s sleep-deprived, 
he’s not thinking straight.

”Here,? I say as I reach for my pocket, ”but before I show you 
these pictures, sit down.? I make sure my voice is relaYed, almost 
friendly. Almost.

”Just show me,? he insists as he takes another step closer, 
refusing to sit in the chair across me. He points at the table with 
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his left hand while holding the gun in his right. The safety’s o!, 
and his xnger’s on the trigger, but he’s holding it too loosely. 
Zero training, but I have to avoid accidents.

I calmly take out Chrissy’s phone from my pocket and place it 
on the table. ”Scroll it,? I say while leaning forward and placing 
my elbows on the table.

Witmer leans forward and snatches her phone from the table. 
He opens the app and gasps. I know the xrst picture he’ll see. 
It’s Chrissy lying on the ground, and her eyes are dazed as she 
bleeds from her forehead, ruining her white blouse. There’s a 
broken vase close to her face, giving Witmer an idea of what 
happened. He swipes the phone and gasps again. He’s looking at 
Chrissy sitting in a chair, with blood all over her face and blouse. 
Witmer shakes his head and curses as he swipes to see the neYt 
picture. It’s of Chrissy lying on a cement 6oor inside a padded 
room. Her hands are cu!ed behind her, and her feet are bound 
with tape. And I made sure the photo shows her black eye and 
swelling lip. Witmer whispers curses and eYpletives while staring 
at his girlfriend.

”Bleeding, starving, and alone,? I say nonchalantly, ”and 
barely conscious.?

”Vou’re a monsterC? Witmer snaps. ”Take me to herC?
”Or you’ll shoot meG? I stand up and stretch my back and 

neck, more out of habit this time, and sigh. ”Vou know, Jacob, 
she doesn’t even know anything. Vou know how I know thatG? 
Witmer remains quiet, waiting for me to answer my own ques-
tion. But I can already see in his eyes that he’s about to break. 
”3ntrained civilians, especially women, give up information 
within the xrst few minutes of waterboarding.?

”I’ll kill youC? Witmer screams as his gun hand shakes, and his 
eyes xll with resolve.
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”Then you’ll kill her too,? I quickly add while slowly and ca-
sually walking around him. ”Vou won’t xnd her. At least not fast 
enough. Know what she said when I xgured that you were the 
WatcherG? Witmer’s quiet again, waiting for me to continue. 
He’s becoming more submissive. ”She begged me not to hurt 
you… insisted that you don’t know anything.?

I see the anger in his eyes disappear, replaced by guilt and 
horror. Then, tears. Time to seal the deal.

”You got her involved, Jacob.? I make sure not to break 
eye contact. ”You’re the reason she’s bleeding and starving, all 
alone.?

”No… Vou did all that to her…? Witmer’s resolve is almost 
completely gone, I can hear it in his voice.

”I did.? I nod my head emphatically. ”And you knew about me 
all this time. You knew my desperation in hunting the Orphan 
Maker. You knew she returned and that I would be right on her 
tail. You knew all of this, and you still got your girlfriend in-
volved. “or whatG Because you were lonelyG Because you wanted 
something different for a changeG? I hurl my accusations at 
him, the same accusations I had swallowed every night since the 
damned vampire killed my family. And just like me, I begin to 
see the guilt in Witmer’s eyes, the same guilt I see whenever I 
look in the mirror.

”But it’s not too late, Jacob,? I say more sympathetically as I 
approach him. ”I called you here to make a deal. You can still fix 
this.?

Witmer looks at me with distrust and xrmly points the gun 
at me again, as if he’s suddenly enlightened about what to do. 
”No dealsC Vou’re going to take me to herC?

I grin at him for a split second before accessing all of my 
newly gained senses, and move myself out of the gun’s trajectory 
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with vampiric speed, leaving Witmer almost frozen in place. His 
hand fastened on the gun looks soft compared to the strength I 
feel in mine, and I yank it from him too quickly, unintentionally 
breaking his xnger. Whoops. Have to learn to really control this.

Witmer screams as he clutches his broken xnger and jumps 
back. ”Vou’re…you’re a vampireC? He quickly scrambles to the 
corner of the living room, frantically looking for an escape path.

”Not yet, but soon. I’m assuming you now know how little 
time I have left, and what desperation does to a man,? I say 
coldly while casually approaching him, ”so let’s try this one 
more time. A trade. Vou get your girlfriend. I get the Orphan 
Maker. VesG?


