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      Daddy Duty tells a riveting, chaotically beautiful story of Nate and his vampire pal watching over the Reds for Tory, and failing miserably.

      

      This takes place after TINY GODS and before WILD SIDE. Also, if you’re reading the Feathers and Fire Series with Callie Penrose, this takes place a few months before her first book, UNCHAINED.

      

      Reading it out of order shouldn’t impact the main story at all, but you’ll find a bunch of Easter Eggs if you are reading them in order.

      

      Enjoy!
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      I dove for cover behind a dented, filthy trashcan as a storm of arrows sailed just over my shoulder to hammer into the brick wall, showering me with grit and dust.

      “Find the wizard! I want Nate Temple’s head!” a baritone voice bellowed.

      That last sentence, and the steady drumroll of clattering hooves splashing through the large puddles of the alley behind me, urged me back up to my feet to resume my sprint. The echoes made the sound more ominous to me, like a reenactment of the stampede that killed Mufasa in Lion King with those damned water buffaloes or whatever they were called. Those hairy cow things. Hungry snorting and outraged neighs accompanied the sound of hooves, pressing me onward as effectively as a cattle prod.

      I rounded a corner, almost slipping in a puddle, in hopes that making turns would give me a few more precious seconds of breathing room.

      Because, like rock beats scissors, centaurs beat wizards every time in a straight-shot race.

      Good thing I was a dirty cheat. Because the puddle had just given me an idea.

      At the next turn, I flung my hand down at the ground, drawing out the heat from the water to turn several large puddles into thick sheets of patchy, black ice. My vision wavered and I stumbled a bit, even at such a small use of my power. Wizards could do some pretty cool stuff.

      But I had used up a lot of power in the last hour, trying to keep my ticker ticking.

      “Heh,” I muttered to myself, as I took a deep breath and continued running, flipping open the top of the satchel at my hip to check that the book was still there. The book that had started this whole mess. It was tucked neatly inside, and I didn’t spot anyone immediately behind me.

      I needed to get gone. But first, I had to find my way out of this maze of alleys. Then, I would worry about finding the parking lot where I’d left my car. I pelted on further, huffing and puffing as I sprinted for all I was worth, shooting quick glances over my shoulder in a nervous twitch looking for my pursuers. I didn’t know how many of the monsters were after me, but it didn’t really matter. All it would take was one lucky shot with those damned arrows and I would be a wizard kabob.

      I turned to check ahead of me, and abruptly skidded to a halt, panting.

      “Shit.”

      A chain-link fence rose before me, bisecting the alley, and blocking my one path to freedom.

      I heard the triumphant shouts of my pursuers, much closer now, and whirled around just as the first of them came into view, rounding the last corner before the damned fence.

      The centaur was a mashup of horse and human – a horse body with a human torso rising up in place of the horse’s head. The horse part of the monster resembled one of those shaggy Clydesdales from the Budweiser commercials. Thick, shaggy, brown hair covered the majority of his body, but from his huge waffle-iron-sized hooves to his knees it was a dirty white. Same with his chest. Then again, chest was using the term loosely.

      Because just above the white patch of fur rose a tanned, heavily muscled humanoid torso, covered in a coarse mat of wiry chest hair like steel wool.

      Beneath the hair looked to be a six pack on top of a six pack. And his arms looked as thick as my thighs. His face resembled that of a retired MMA fighter, full of lumps, scar tissue, and a harsh, almost caveman-like chiseled skull structure.

      But the hair on his head momentarily took my breath away…

      It glistened like a Vidal Sassoon commercial as a rare beam of sunlight pierced a section of the alley. Time slowed, and I imagined Norah Jones singing Come away with me…

      The centaur was aiming his bow at me, grinning hungrily. And, since I was transfixed by his beautiful hair and the soothing sounds of Norah Jones in my head, I didn’t move.

      Lucky for me, he was too busy celebrating a successful hunt to watch his feet. His hooves.

      His mad trot got the better of him the moment his hooves struck a patch of the invisible ice, and his momentum and bulk prevented him from stopping. His hooves buckled as they briefly skidded across solid ground again. And then his fetlock snapped the moment they hit the next ice patch. He cried out in pain, flipped, rolled, and then slammed into a dumpster, denting it. Several bags of trash – piled higher than the recommended limit of the dumpster – disgorged their contents all over his luxurious mane in sickening wet smacks and splashes.

      Which sharply concluded Norah Jones’ solo in my mind.

      The next two centaurs were too close to do anything differently. They skidded, slipped, skated, tripped over each other, and then finally crashed into the first wailing centaur, hammering him further into the metal dumpster and the wet, goopy pile of trash. The damp air was suddenly saturated with an eye-watering stench of rot and decay that I could actually taste on my tongue. The sharp popping of more breaking bones made me feel a tad guilty. Horses had weak ankles, or fetlocks, and although their injury was beneficial for my immediate survival, I didn’t feel very good about myself.

      After all, they weren’t the bad guys.

      I was the bad guy.

      I had stolen their book.

      The next centaur proved to be wiser, and launched his powerfully-muscled frame over the ice patch, landing safely on the other side, where he continued to gallop straight at me without pause. I might have shrieked in a very masculine, intimidating tone before throwing my body up the chain-link fence. I scrambled to reach the top, and seriously considered tossing some fireballs blindly behind me, but I could feel the warning signs in my body. I was just about spent in the magic department. I had used quite a bit of magic over the last hour, and didn’t want to risk knocking myself out cold by overexerting myself.

      When it came to magic, I was powerful, but not limitless. So, I threw my skinny ass up the fence, careful that my bag didn’t get caught up in the rusted metal protrusions.

      I had almost reached the top when an arrow sliced clean through the strap on my satchel. I felt the book’s weight obeying gravity and shot out a hand to snatch some part of the bag, but was too late. The single peal of a deep conch horn echoed in the alley, followed a heartbeat later by a dozen more identical calls from various points all around me. From different alleys.

      The bag splashed into a puddle at the base of the fence as the centaur skidded on his hooves, snorting and growling at me. Instead of dropping for the book, I scrambled like a monkey, moving laterally across the fence, closer to the brick wall of the alley. I heard the creaking of the centaur drawing back his bowstring to pierce me with an arrow, point-blank.

      “Time to die, Nate Temple…” he growled.

      With a great huff, I launched myself off the fence, twisting in mid-air. A big swath of the metal tore loose from the brick wall right below me, jarred free by my sudden motion. A heartbeat later, only the bottom of my boots struck the side of the building, feet tucked tightly against my body so that I was momentarily horizontal to the ground and upside down.

      I immediately lunged out like I was trying to break the world record for box jumps. I heard the centaur’s bow string snap, and felt the arrow graze my thigh as I catapulted off the wall, both fists outstretched in a Superman pose as I flew sideways off the wall.

      The centaur barely had time to grunt before my fists connected with his thick jaw, backed by my entire bodyweight, and perhaps a last-second, tiny boost of magic I may or may not have added to my fists.
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      His jaw cracked, and My Little Brony went down. We landed in a sprawl of hooves and limbs, and my fists throbbed as if I had broken every finger. I frantically untangled myself, ready for a scrap, but the centaur was out cold, jaw hanging open, and one hoof twitching spasmodically.

      I scooted my way over to my satchel and scooped it up out of the puddle with numb, fumbling fingers. No time to check if the book was okay, because I could hear the other centaurs racing down the alley. Hell, I couldn’t even feel if the book was undamaged right now. My hands were all but useless.

      I spotted the gap between the fence and the brick wall from where I had catapulted myself, and realized it was just big enough for a skinny-assed, thieving wizard to sneak through. I tucked my body through the gap, tearing my shirt in the process as I panicked to get away from the herd of vengeful ponies. I tripped and fell at the last minute, barely dodging a handful of arrows that slammed into the brick wall above my head.

      I crawled and dove behind a dumpster, then rolled around the corner of the building to enter another perpendicular alley. And there, not a hundred feet away, was my ride.

      Shining like American Justice, glistening in the afternoon sunlight.

      I let out a breath of relief as I hobbled towards it, but increased my speed as I heard the shouts of outrage from behind me as the centaurs struggled to fit through the fence. Then, more conch horns trumpeted the air, and some of them sounded eerily close to the parking lot just ahead.

      I rabbited.

      Hauled ass.

      Vamoosed.

      I threw myself into the Yukon XL Denali, shoved the keys into the ignition with numb hands, and somehow managed to shift into drive, despite my tingling fingers being unable to sense that I was actually touching anything. Well, except for the pain. Any pressure made my skin burst out in sharper pins and needles, which meant I was using them to do… something.

      But my feet worked just fine.

      An arrow came out of nowhere, shattering the driver’s side window, showering me with glass shards and whizzing right in front of my nose before punching through the passenger side window. My heart ratcheted up a million miles an hour at the near miss, and I slammed on the gas, burning rubber for a second before the wheels gained traction on the wet pavement.

      A trio of centaurs burst out from an alley ahead of me, right where I needed to turn in the enclosed parking lot so that I could reach the only exit. But…

      “Screw that. Where we’re going, we don’t need roads…” I growled in a raspy voice, a manic grin splitting my cheeks.

      Because the parking lot was only closed off by an aged chain-link fence, just beyond the centaurs, followed by a small grass median, and then a city street.

      I stomped down on the gas as far as it could go, the engine screaming in delight.

      The centaurs freaked the fuck out at my sudden rash decision, shooting an arrow or two before leaping away to safety. One arrow sailed right at the windshield, cracking the glass before deflecting over the roof of the vehicle. I might have jerked the wheel at the last second, fishtailing so that I could clip him in the rump.

      The satisfying thump of horse-ass on American Steel was most satisfying.

      As was his cry of pain.

      “Take that, Brony!” I yelled out the now glassless window. I tore right through the fence in a crash loud enough to wake the dead, and had to jerk the wheel a few times in order to shake the last remnants of metal free, tires kicking up wet chunks of sodden earth.

      Then I flew over the curb, landing on the road. An arrow flew over the back of my car and landed in the road ahead of me, skittering off without harm as I rounded the curve and came to a stoplight.

      I didn’t bother slowing, preferring a California Rolling Stop.

      Which, was when I noticed the cop.

      But I also heard the sound of hooves chasing me through the open windows, so kept right on going. I flung my hand out the window, risking the use of my dwindling power to launch another sheet of ice at the ground right in front of the cop car. My spell was sloppy since my hands were numb – because I managed to also encase my own car door with ice – but it still did the trick.

      Although stars bloomed in my vision, and a sharp pain struck my temples as I stretched my limits in the magic department. I corrected the wheel, more with my wrists than hands, as I struggled to remain conscious and not throw up. In the rearview mirror, I saw the cop fling a half-eaten sandwich into his passenger seat before he flipped on his lights and slammed his foot to the pedal. His car lurched forward maybe a foot before it struck the ice and began to peel out.

      I raced onward, watching in my rearview mirror, hoping to lose him before he could gain traction. My dizziness was fading, but I could still see stars twinkling in my peripheral vision. I was running on fumes and needed to be careful. I still had to make it home.

      My heart began to rapidly pitter-patter as I saw the cop car jolt forward. “Shit, shit, shit—”

      And then one of the centaurs burst out of the alley, struck my sloppy, broad swath of ice, and slammed straight into the cop car, knocking it into another parked car – a Hummer. The cop car was low enough to the ground that it firmly wedged underneath the bumper of the SUV, stuck.

      This centaur was the biggest one I had seen yet, and wore a long-haired fur cape of some sort that was affixed to a horned shoulder guard over his right side. He had great, bushy eyebrows, and I could see him fitting in perfectly with the Jurassic Era. A long, thick beard fanned his chest, braided and tied in neat knots with some kind of seashell on the tips. He shook his head once, snarled at my fleeing car, and then leaned down to the cop in the car. The man in blue shrieked in pure terror, covering his eyes.

      The centaur… shimmered, and suddenly I saw another version of him superimposed over the other. One was a mounted patrol officer atop his horse, wearing aviators, so cliché it was almost comical. But through the veil of magic I could still see his true form. The warrior centaur king.

      The Brony of all Bronies.

      The cop looked suddenly confused and embarrassed as he leaned out the car, shouting at the mounted officer and pointing a finger at my fleeing car.

      The centaur ignored him, plucked out his seashell horn – which looked like a police whistle to the cop – let out two low tones, and then galloped back into the alley. The cop stared after him, flabbergasted.

      I pounded the steering wheel with glee, cackling as I tore down the road.

      “On the road, again!” I sang loudly, glancing down at my satchel in the passenger seat. It was covered with glass shards, and the strap was broken, but I could see the corner of the book peeking out the top.

      Now, I just had to make it home without being pulled over for drunk driving. I wasn’t drunk, but my fatigue would result in the same driving skills. Especially if Dudley Do Right back there managed to call in my plates. And it was only just noon, so no darkness to hide my flight.
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      Purple bunnies danced across the road before me in a synchronized hop, singing, “Hi-ho, Hi-ho…” I watched them, smiling. Then my phone rang, startling me with a sudden boost of adrenaline. I jerked the wheel, the bunnies now gone, and suddenly realized that I had been dozing off and that I was driving on the wrong side of the road. Luckily, no other cars were present.

      Jesus. I slapped my cheeks, trying to wake up.

      I glanced down at my still ringing phone. It was Tory, an ex-cop pal of mine. When I met her for the first time, I had been surprised to discover that she had an affinity for super strength – like the hulk, but cute, tiny, and not green. She had stuck her neck out for me, and had lost her job for it. She was a great friend.

      But I also knew that once a cop, always a cop. They kept in contact with their connections. Helped each other. So, I was instantly nervous. Did she still have friends on the force? Had the cop called her, recognizing me? I was a celebrity in town, after all.

      I figured it was best to answer.

      “Hey—” she began, but I interrupted her.

      “Look, I don’t know what you heard, but I did nothing wrong. It was the freaking Budweiser Clydesdale—”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Nate?” she demanded, sounding stunned.

      “Oh…” I backpedaled, relieved, and suddenly self-conscious at the same time. “Never mind. What, uh, what can I help you with?” I said, trying to change the topic.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, worry obvious in her tone.

      “Sure!” I said loudly, wiping my eyes with one hand. Ten more minutes and I would be home. Tory might help keep me awake. “Just running errands. Boring book stuff. You?”

      She didn’t sound convinced, but dropped it. “I need to head out of town. My mom just got out of the hospital and I want to check on her. Rufus is coming with me to see if he can do anything to help her. Wizard healing of some kind, he said. I should be back tomorrow.”

      The resulting silence grew, and grew. “Um… that’s cool.” Then it hit me. Shit, she was going to ask me to babysit the Reds – her adopted weredragon daughters. Like the Ninja Turtles, but more emotionally unbalanced, and irrational. For they were also part of that mythical class of estrogen time-bombs known as female teenagers.

      “So—” she began, but I immediately interrupted her.

      “Man, I’m just so busy right now. You wouldn’t believe it. So many… things to do.”

      She laughed. “Christ, Nate. I’m not asking you to babysit. Alucard’s going to watch the girls. Since Rufus will be with me, his daughter, Camilla, is sleeping over at my house. A girls’ weekend. I was just wondering if you could check in on them. And Alucard. He’s got a soft spot for them, and they can be… demanding.”

      That was putting it mildly. Alucard was a vampire, but not just any kind of vampire. In a past fight, he had received an unasked-for upgrade. He no longer needed blood. Only sunlight. Because he was now a Daywalker – the only one I had ever met. And…

      Wait for it…

      He sparkled in sunlight. But just a little. I had once seen him with rays of light shooting out from his skin. Like a sunshine-filled porcupine. A Porcu-shine.

      Of course, I ribbed him about this at every opportunity.

      Because I’m a good friend.

      He and Tory had a complicated relationship. They weren’t dating or anything, but they spent a lot of time around each other and, as a result, the Reds looked at him as a step-father of sorts. Probably just so they could take advantage of him. Because they were definitely Daddy’s girls. And they had him wrapped around their pinkies. Or talons, to be a little bit more accurate.

      To hear that their best friend Camilla was coming over to play for the weekend only made matters worse. Three on one.

      Because Camilla was a shifter, too. A Chimera – a uniquely horrifying mélange of three beasts. Her tail was a thick serpent, the tip a hooded, venomous cobra. With the body of a lion, she could either crouch down on all fours and spit fire at you from her maned lion head, or she could tuck that head down and nail you with her third form, a horned ram’s head, which sat just above her lion’s head. Or she could stand on two legs and make you pee your pants as you stared at three monster heads ready to roast you, poison you, then head butt you before eating you alive. A triumvirate of pain.

      And Alucard was supposed to watch over them. By himself.

      I laughed, but more in relief than humor. No babysitting. Just a check-up. Great. “Sure. I can swing by. You’re back tomorrow, you said?”

      “Most likely.”

      “Okay. Alucard will be fine,” I lied.

      “Nate…” I could practically see her rolling her eyes. “They’re teenaged girls. Two of them are redheads. They are all three shifters, and don’t yet have full control of their powers. Alucard is shaking in his boots. The girls look up to you. Just swing by, put the fear of god into them if you have to, and then get back to your… stuff.” I could almost see her rolling her eyes again.

      I chuckled, guiltily. “Okay. Fine. I might need a few hours. I need to get some sleep first.”

      She hesitated. “Just make sure you swing by tonight…” she replied carefully.

      I frowned, turning left at the stoplight and entering the long road that eventually led to my mansion on the outskirts of the city. “Tory, why do I get the impression that you consider it vitally important for me to go there tonight? Right after you made it very obvious that I don’t need to babysit.”

      She let out a breath. “Yeah, okay. It’s just… Camilla asked her dad if she could go meet someone this weekend. A boy…”

      I laughed. Hard. “And old man, Rufus, said no. You think the sneaky, devious, sweet Reds might mutiny against their vampire babysitter to go meet up with Camilla’s true love,” I mocked.

      Tory sighed in exasperation. “Exactly. You know how they are. They take notes from you. And not the good ones. More of the ends justify the means variety.”

      I sighed. “Right. I got it. Go check on the porcu-shine, make sure the girls haven’t tied him up in a closet somewhere, and kill Camilla’s one shot at love,” I muttered sarcastically. She chuckled at my nickname for Alucard. “Good job, Tory. You’re learning. Make others do your dirty work.”

      She sighed into the phone. “I know. I just really need to be with my mom. I appreciate it, Nate. Shouldn’t be a big deal. One night. What could possibly go wrong?”

      I opened my mouth.

      “Never mind. Don’t answer that. Check on them, and call me if you need anything.”

      “Okay. Where does your mom—”

      But she had already hung up. I tossed my phone into the seat, grumbling. Shifter dragons could manipulate minds, control your thoughts, and were hard to manage on the best of days.

      Then there was Camilla. A wild, untrained chimera that we had saved a year ago from a circus that pitted shifter against shifter – to the death. The Reds had quickly befriended her, helping her overcome the trauma of her brief captivity in the deadly arena, and the three were now as thick as thieves. None of them were that great at control yet, liable to shift into a monster at the slightest offense.

      And apparently, Camilla had it in her head to meet a potential boyfriend.

      Now, teenage girls plus boys were not a great combo. Adding shifters into the mix – who were impacted by sudden emotional surges, sometimes forcing them to morph into their beasts and destroy everything in sight – could make the situation too much to manage for one sparkly vampire.

      Yeah, Alucard could use a hand.

      But first, I needed to get my new book home. And stay awake long enough to get there in one piece. Because I honestly felt drunk right now. I frowned as I noticed my car slowly drifting into the other lane. I sluggishly jerked it back, my eyes slowly closing. Sleep sounded so good…

      Maybe just close my eyes for a second longer than normal. Long blinks should be fine.

      Like giving a drop of Heroin to an addict.
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      I peeled my crusty eyelids open with a groan. Someone was shouting downstairs. I was home. Although I had no recollection of getting here. I sat up, brushing my hair out of my eyes as I tried to remember. Centaurs. A dangerous book. I had stolen it. Needed to keep it safe.

      Because demon names were written inside the pages. And something like that could not be left out in the open. Even if guarded by centaurs. And, since I ran an arcane bookstore, it was kind of my shtick to nab these types of things up and lock them away.

      Or destroy them.

      I carefully rolled out of bed, remembering my injuries. But as my body moved, I realized that I wasn’t hurting. Even though I remembered hurting my everywhere. Numerous times. I frowned in thought, but the shouting was growing closer. Or louder.

      I hoped they were relatively close to my room. After all, my house was a mansion, and I didn’t feel like going on walkabout to tell them to quiet the fuck down. I glanced down at my phone to see several missed calls from Alucard.

      And that it was 6:30 at night.

      Holy crap.

      I had slept right through the afternoon when I had only intended to take a nap.

      Then a shiver shot down my spine. Where was the book? I quickly scanned the room, but didn’t see it anywhere. “No, no, no…” I muttered, opening drawers at random before finally turning to the open doorway to my room, trying to kick-start my brain and retrace my unremembered steps. I couldn’t leave something like that just lying around. It could summon—

      “NATE!” And a human-shaped comet slammed into me, knocking me into my dresser. My head banged into the mirror, splintering the glass. Then I rebounded onto a trunk, banging my elbow in an explosion of pain, before gravity allowed me to strike the hardwood floor.

      With my face.

      I didn’t have time to pity myself, because someone latched onto my shoulder and literally yanked me to my feet. The world spun, both from pain, and surprise. “They’re missing!” A familiar, tan-faced man shouted at me, shattering my ear drums. I winced at the volume, trying to extricate myself.

      Alucard, the vampire.

      “Ow! What the hell, man? You’re going to get glitter on my shirt,” I mumbled.

      “Hilarious,” he growled. “Stop whining, Nate, and listen. The girls. They’re gone.”

      “What girls? What are you talking about? I haven’t even woken up yet, and I have something really important to—” Then I remembered my conversation with Tory. In its entirety. The girls were gone? I opened my mouth, staring at the vampire.

      “Ah, Master Temple. I didn’t know you had come back already,” Dean, my butler, spoke from the doorway, shooting a disapproving frown at the vampire. It wasn’t that Alucard was a vampire that bothered him, it was that the vampire had broken etiquette by coming to wake me before my butler could announce that I had a guest. Dean was old school.

      I stared from face to face, then finally settled on my butler, ignoring the fidgeting vampire – who looked guilty now that the butler had caught up with him. “What do you mean, back already?” I asked with a frown, rubbing the sleep from my eyes, and some glass from my hair.

      He cocked his head in confusion. “I found you in the driveway, car still running, with you bleeding and asleep at the wheel.” He leveled me with his frown this time. “If I hadn’t seen the blood, I would have suspected you of drinking and driving. Because it wasn’t your blood. Your hands were a mess, too. Mallory looked at them. Healed them. I’m confident you managed to break every finger.”

      “Mallory…”

      “Yes. The bodyguard that works for you. The one you rarely take with you to, you know, guard your body…” he added drily. But Mallory was much more than just a bodyguard, and after recent events with my ex-fiancée, we all knew that. But I didn’t want to think about that right now. Things had been surprisingly quiet lately, granting us some breathing room for the war to come. So, we continued to pretend Mallory was just Mallory, and that the world wasn’t about to end. Because avoidance was cool. Like abstinence.

      I blushed, sighing at my butler’s reprimand. “Yeah, I deserve that.”

      “Wizards are not invincible.” He said politely – equal amounts displeasure and respect. It was a gift of his. I shook my head slowly, my head shedding more small shards of broken mirror from my shaggy hair. Dean and Mallory had taken care of me. No wonder I had slept like the dead. I had been seriously injured, and then healed by Mallory, which typically drained the patient of energy in severe cases. I didn’t remember much after hanging up with Tory, and promising her that I would swing by to check on Alucard. I must have been really out of it, sapped, to completely black out.

      And to even make it home. Kind of like that scene in The Wolf of Wall Street where he makes it back from the Country Club. I noticed that the vampire was staring down at a piece of paper in his hands, reading angrily. It had been crumpled up and re-straightened. Several times.

      “Not drinking and driving, Dean. I went to a petting zoo,” I murmured, trying to recall my flight from the centaurs. “Thanks for taking care of me. I need to get something out of the car.”

      Dean frowned. “The book?”

      “Yes.”

      “I tried grabbing it for you… and was electrocuted,” he said flatly, not pleased.

      I grimaced. “Yeah… I cast a spell on it to keep it safe if the centaurs tried to get it back.”

      “Centaurs? You robbed centaurs?” he asked in disbelief, glancing over his shoulder instinctively.

      “Dangerous book. Couldn’t let them keep it. Not given our current… circumstances.”

      The house around us purred in agreement, the walls and ceiling seeming to vibrate softly. Alucard tensed. Dean merely stared up at the ceiling with a faint, wondrous smile, even though it was now familiar to him.

      Because my mansion could talk. Kind of. It was old, built hundreds of years ago by my first ancestors to come state-side. They had apparently used the construction to also trap a sentient beast, and since I was the Master Temple, it obeyed me. Which was cool.

      I didn’t need to elaborate on our current circumstances. Suffice it to say, many people, creatures, and perhaps gods, wanted me dead. Dean turned back to me. “Well, it’s likely still in your car. The one with the arrow decorations and missing windows,” his tone fairly dripped with displeasure. “Where did you park it when you returned?”

      I blinked at him, confused. “I think I need some coffee.” Dean just stared back at me, even cocking his head again. I sighed in frustration. “You just said you got me out of the car.”

      Dean shook his head, frowning with concern. “You left again. With the girls.”

      Alucard suddenly grasped Dean with twin fists on his suitcoat. “The girls! They were here?”

      Dean scowled down at Alucard’s hands. The vampire released him with an impatient hiss, staring into Dean’s eyes. “Yes, they were here. The Reds and Camilla.”

      I turned to Alucard. “Well, looks like we found your girls. They’re probably drinking with Mallory or something.” Alucard looked so relieved it was almost comical.

      “Good. Tory would have killed me. I was on Daddy Duty.” He crumpled up the paper in his fist, turning on a heel to go find them.

      Dean cleared his throat, turning from Alucard to me, eyes distant, skeptical. As if he thought we were both off our rockers. This was a typical look from my butler. “Are you two purposely not listening to me? Mallory left to run errands. The girls are long gone. I saw your broken car leaving a few hours ago. Two of the girls were in the backseat. I assumed they had woken you, and that you stupidly decided to drive them home. So wise and heroic after a severe injury,” he muttered – again, equal parts sarcasm and courtesy.

      Alucard’s spine was now ramrod straight, and he stood frozen in his tracks.

      “Uh, no. I never saw them.” I answered, trying to kick-start my brain. Then I grew suddenly angry. If I hadn’t driven them anywhere, but Dean had seen them leaving in my car…

      “They stole my freaking car? You’ve got to be kidding! When I find them, I’m going to—” Then a new thought hit me. “The book!”

      “Who gives a shit about your book, Nate? The. Girls. Are. Missing.” He snarled. “Priorities. Rufus and Tory are going to kill me. We have to find them.” His fist was shaking, the paper rattling in his hand.

      “You’re the one on Daddy Duty. I just need my book back. You have no idea how dangerous it is. We can’t risk losing it.” I scratched my stubble, suddenly very, very nervous. That book had the knowledge to summon all sorts of nasties into our world. The girls didn’t know that, though. They had just fancied a quick joy ride in my busted-up car. “Where would they have—”

      Alucard was staring down at the paper, face paling with a sudden realization. “Kansas City,” he whispered. “Shit.”

      I blinked. “Kansas City? What’s so special about Kansas City?”

      Alucard only offered me the paper, eyes distant and very, very concerned.

      I took it, read a bit of it, and then burst out laughing in disbelief.

      “A boy? She stole my car and ran away to Kansas City, three hours from St. Louis, to meet a boy? A boy she has never met before? You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      Alucard was nodding angrily. “She met a chimera boy online. Asked Tory if she could go meet him. After Rufus had already told her, no. She thought having Tory and the Reds along would mitigate any risk.”

      I nodded. “Smart plan, if it wasn’t for her dad already telling her, no.”

      Alucard nodded numbly, but his eyes were a million miles away. “Yeah. Um. We need to get her back. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Well, so do I. They stole my freaking car.” I frowned in thought. The car was missing a few windows, and apparently had a few arrows embedded in the steel in places. Not very inconspicuous. “And they’re transporting a very dangerous book. The protection spell I put on it won’t last much longer. I only wanted to protect it long enough to get it somewhere safe, out of sight.”

      “Gee, maybe you shouldn’t have left the deadly book in your car. Or, you know, stolen it from a bunch of centaurs in the first place. Or left your keys where they could be swiped up.”

      “Right. I’ll remember that. Next time I’m unconscious, I’ll be more aware. Any parenting advice for me? For example, how to not fuck up watching teenagers for a few hours?” I snarled.

      Alucard hissed back at me, fangs snapping into place.

      The house growled in my defense, and the vampire shut. Right. Up. I stuck my tongue out at him for good measure.

      Dean cleared his throat. “You can take one of the other cars, Master Temple.”

      I shook my head. “No time. I need that book back now. The protection spell is likely worn off, or about to wear off any minute. Which means we’re Shadow Walking.” Alucard nodded, relieved at my mention of teleporting, an ability I had learned a few years ago. Because it meant he could get to the girls sooner. I studied him. “Got everything you need? Maybe some zip ties or chains? I think we’re going to need all the help we can get to dominate three teenaged shifters. Especially if Camilla was love-struck enough from a chat-forum conversation,” I growled, sarcasm dripping with each word, “to meet a stranger in a coffee shop in downtown KC.”

      Alucard grunted. “I think it might be worse than that…”

      I sighed. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be worse?” I muttered, opening up the dresser to change shirts. I was halfway through shoving my head through the opening when he spoke.

      “I’m not so sure there is a chimera boy. I think it was a trap. Bait.”

      I yanked my head through the shirt, flinching as the fabric pressed against my tender nose, staring at him in disbelief.

      “Yeah, I probably need to tell you some stuff…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      I muttered dark curses under my breath as Alucard continued. “Remember my sister, Neveah?” I finally tugged my shirt all the way down and nodded at him after forcing my arms through the sleeves.

      “The dead one?”

      Alucard’s lips tightened. “Not so sure about that part anymore.”

      I stared at him. “Wait, why are you bringing up your maybe-not-dead sister? The one you described as a nasty little bint.” I had a really bad feeling.

      Alucard looked very uncomfortable. “Well, I’ve been getting messages. From… her.”

      I stared at him for a good thirty seconds. Dean cleared his throat, and then wisely left.

      “What?” I asked, voice cold. “It sounded like you just admitted that a bloodthirsty monster – who you told me was dead – is somehow alive and well, and has been communicating with you, trying to get you to join the dark side. And that you hadn’t told me about it until now.”

      “It’s… complicated.”

      “No, it’s fucking insane. And what does that have to do with my book? Or the girls, for that matter?”

      “She lives in Kansas City,” he admitted guiltily. “And she wants me back.” He pointed at the paper print-out of the chat with the chimera boy. “The boy is in Kansas City.”

      The dots began connecting, short-circuiting my brain. “No, you can’t be implying…”

      Alucard lifted haunted eyes to mine. “Neveah is a devious, horrible little child. And she will stop at nothing to get me to join her.”

      “Why?” But it hit me as soon as the question left my lips. Because Alucard was no longer just a vampire. He was now a Daywalker – able to walk in the sunlight. In fact, the change had replaced his diet. He now needed only sunlight to feed. No longer craving blood. “She wants a Daywalker.”

      Alucard only nodded. “Tory is going to kill me,” he whispered.

      “Yeah, I’d say you failed on Daddy Duty…” he shot me a sharp look, full of impotent fury. I just smirked back. “Does Tory know about your sister?” Alucard just dropped his gaze in reply.

      I took out my frustration on my boot laces, tying them tightly, forcefully. Then I grabbed a bag beside my nightstand – a bugout bag for conditions just like this – that had a bunch of random, but useful items inside. Alucard watched, looking ashamed, anxious, and concerned.

      “Don’t sweat it,” I finally grumbled. “Let’s just go get my book. And the girls. The way I see it, you’re dead if Tory gets home and finds out what happened, the girls are dead if Neveah gets her hands on them, and we’re all dead if the wrong person gets their hands on my book.” I walked past him, heading through the long hallways towards the stables where we kept my cars. We would need to pick up some rope or something from the garage, because I could promise you one thing.

      The girls wouldn’t be coming home without a fight.

      And they were all very, very dangerous. And high on teenage love.

      I didn’t have time for this romance crap.
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      We exited the mansion, the crisp sunset momentarily blinding me. So, I didn’t instantly notice what, or who, was standing right in front of me. I jumped back with a shout as I saw the monster. A giant, red-skinned, elephant-headed beast stood a few feet away, and he was dressed for war.

      He had four arms. And they each held a weapon in a scarred fist.

      “Ganesh!” I stammered. “You almost scared the Buddhist out of me,” I said, checking my pants pointedly. He rolled his eyes at me when I looked back up.

      Yep. The Hindu God, Ganesh, was a pal of mine. Well, that may be stretching things a bit. He had helped me out a few times. But I had helped him a few times, too.

      He shook his head, elephant trunk swinging in the gentle breeze. “You are no Buddhist, Temple.” After a long pause, he held out his hands, indicating his garb. “You like?”

      I studied him, heart finally slowing down to a more reasonable beat. His thick, woven robes, almost looked like one of those samurai outfits, tied back with a neat silken belt. He wore canvas pants that featured metal spikes protruding from the fabric like thorns – and large ass-kicking boots. He also had affixed wickedly-bladed extensions to his tusks, several feet long each.

      “Um, little much for a picnic,” I said, motioning over to a blanket that sat on the grass a hundred yards away underneath a massive white tree.

      He stared down at me, all of eight feet tall. “I am ready for war, obviously.”

      I nodded awkwardly. “Uh, cool, man. Listen, I need to—”

      “Yes, yes. Save the girls. Go, go. But remember to guard your stones. And be sure to try the barbecue in Kansas City,” he added with an idle wave of one of his hands that held a hatchet.

      “Guard my stones?” I spluttered. Surely, he wasn’t talking about my naughty place. He was Ganesh. He would call them power chakras or something. Or, was he talking about some jewels?

      That was the thing with Ganesh. He operated on a different level, obviously. Because he was a god. One never knew what his idle comments meant. Until it was probably too late.

      He only grunted in response, turned on his heel, and began stomping back towards the blanket. I shook my head in disbelief. It always caught me off guard when he did that, read my thoughts. Alucard stepped up beside me. “I may or may not have soiled myself if I had been the first one out the door,” he whispered.

      I nodded absently. “Barbecue…” I murmured, likely thinking too much into his words.

      “Yeah, what’s up with that? Isn’t he Hindu? He can’t really eat beef, right?”

      I shrugged. “I first met him at a hot dog eating contest. I’m pretty sure he can do whatever the hell he wants. He’s a god,” I shrugged. “Go grab some rope or something to restrain the girls. You’ll find some in the stables.”

      He stared at me. “I thought you were kidding…” I kept staring at him, then pointedly glanced at my wrist, mimicking checking the time. Then I held out my bag for him to take. He rolled his eyes, snatching it as he turned away, muttering over his shoulder, “Tory’s going to be thrilled when she returns to find us watching her girls, restrained by rope…”

      “I bring solutions. You’ve done a bang-up job, so far. Quit your bitching.”

      He shook his head as he stormed away. I took a moment to glance up at the sky, thinking, forming plans. Centering myself.

      And that’s when I saw the boomerang.

      Right before it dipped down at warp speed to flick me in the stones. Well, my instinctive flinch sent most of the blow into my inner thigh, turning my leg into a suddenly useless hunk of flesh.

      But just enough of the projectile flicked me in the kryptonite.

      And Superman went down. In a humiliating, gasping, spasm of pain.

      A cool sensation washed over me from head to toe, only adding to my nausea. And then I heard a conch horn split the air like a physical force. I spotted a figure on the hill a hundred yards away, galloping towards me with murderous intent. Much too fast for me to gather my wits.

      Or find my stones.
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      I rolled, whimpered, and tried to stand, but couldn’t. I grasped for my magic, but a blinding headache struck me like a bitch-slap from Buddha. I hissed in pain, and my eyes latched onto the boomerang resting on the pavement a few paces away from my face, which now featured a glowing rune smoldering in the wood.

      The centaur skidded to a halt beside me, huffing and chuffing down at me. It was the monstrous one I had seen at the end of my escape with the cop. The big, hairy mother with the fur cape. The King Brony. The horns on his shoulder guard looked more like sinister antlers from my vantage on the ground. And up close, his hair was even more beautiful than I had imagined. Shining in the setting sun, styled, and pretty enough to make Fabio envious.

      I briefly flicked my gaze around for help. I had a badass warrior god not fifty yards away. Surely, he would be running to help me. My eyes locked onto him, and then widened in disbelief. Ganesh was tossing grapes up into the air, and catching them in his mouth. Totally unconcerned with my situation. Ganesh paused, glanced at me with a frosty smile, and shrugged, as if to say, I warned you…

      He really had been warning me about my stones! I could hear Alucard banging away in the garage, trying to find some rope. The big idiot. While the notoriously infallible wizard rolled around in misery and agony on the paved driveway.

      A hoof slammed down by my face, grazing my nose in an additional flash of pain. “Lucky throw,” he chuckled. “Now, where is it?” his deep voice rumbled from what felt like three stories above me. And it sounded the opposite of friendly. I rolled onto my back with a grunt, cradling my crotch as I stared up at him. He wore a very satisfied smirk, almost as if he was biting back a smile. And his chest looked to be made of slabs of steak, like Horse-cules. He reminded me of the original Clash of the Titans movie, when the gods made the mortals with slabs of clay.

      They must have given this one all the extra clay.

      “You’ll pay for that,” I mumbled, trying not to throw up. But if I did, I was definitely going to aim for his hooves. Mess up his pretty, glistening fur.

      He chuckled, then lifted his hoof to stomp me.

      “It’s not here,” I wheezed desperately. He lifted his hoof higher to crack my already compromised skull like an egg, so I flung up a hand, hissing at the sudden motion. “Wait!”

      His tail flicked over his rear as he settled his hoof on the ground. Even it looked to be freshly shampooed like from a photoshoot, glistening in the sun. “Speak.”

      I slowly climbed to my knees. “It was taken. I was… robbed,” I groaned, meeting his eyes.

      “Karma,” Ganesh murmured, now only a dozen feet away.

      I flinched, startled, which caused my groin to scream in pain all over again. I caught my breath, and then settled a wizardly glare at him. “Not helping, trunk-face,” I snarled.

      The centaur folded his arms over his Herculean chest. “The god speaks the truth.” He dipped a polite nod at Ganesh, who returned the favor.

      I rolled my eyes. “Hey, this isn’t about him. Butt out, elephant man,” I warned.

      Ganesh only chuckled as I climbed to my feet, very discreetly aware of the boomerang.

      I turned back to the centaur. “Listen, I need to know some things before I explain.”

      His face grew stonier, but he let out a single, impatient nod as I pretended to walk off my injury, bringing me closer to the boomerang.

      “Do you have any endorsements from Vidal Sassoon? And how much do they pay you guys for those Budweiser commercials? That one with the puppy…” I shook my head in amazement. Then I suddenly brought my knee up, and slammed it into the boomerang, snapping the wood in half. The rune winked out in an instant, and I could use my magic again without an instant headache. I smiled up at him. “Seriously, the puppy commercial brought a tear to—”

      He reared back and struck me in the chest, face a thunderhead at both my comment, and me breaking his spelled boomerang. I was lucky enough for both of his hooves to hit me in the chesticles. Which hurt. A lot. Even though I could tell he hadn’t given it his all.

      I flew.

      Right into Alucard, who was apparently sprinting towards me to defend my honor.

      Like a callous – showing up only after the work was finished.

      We went down in a tumble of limbs, and I caught an elbow to my face region, which still hurt from when I had woken up and been tackled into my dresser.

      Somewhere during my flight, the rope latched around my throat, and tied up my arms as we skidded, flipped, and rolled into a tight knot of ligaments. I struggled to free myself, which only restricted my air flow, so I relaxed with a frustrated groan. Then Alucard began struggling to free himself, which caused the rope around my throat to tighten, choking me again. I pinched him as hard as I could on reflex. It must have been on the ass.

      Because he shrieked like a little girl.

      And instantly stopped struggling. I spotted my bugout bag on the pavement a few feet away.

      Then I saw Ganesh looming over us. He stared down at us for a few seconds in silence, and then burst out laughing in great big honks from his trunk as he hunched over, puffing air.

      The centaur strode closer in a rhythmic clapping of hooves, looming over the god already laughing at us. He smiled smugly, shaking his head.

      “It amazes me why everyone is so intimidated by you. You seem so helpless. Almost like a…” he grinned through a bright white smile, “puppy.”

      “If you wouldn’t have nut-tapped me, I would have taken you down. Freaking boomerangs… Who are you, Crocodile Dundee?”

      The centaur couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing at the comparison.

      And neither of my friends bothered to help.

      “Get your hand off my ass, Count Sparkula,” I growled at Alucard.

      There was a silence, and then Alucard burst out laughing as well.

      “This is just great. Does anyone have a professional bone in their body?” They only laughed harder. “Can someone get me out of this?”

      After the laughter died down, Ganesh traded looks with the centaur, who finally let out a resigned sigh and nodded. Ganesh snapped his fingers. Of his four arms, two were folded across his chest. The one that hadn’t snapped its fingers idly stroked the blade extending from his tusk. He frowned at me as the rope suddenly sat in a neat coil beside us. “Centaurs are honorable creatures, Temple. Did you truly try to steal his property?”

      “Theft and harm,” the centaur piped in.

      “I asked to buy it first. You wouldn’t listen. I don’t think you know what—”

      “Is this true?” Ganesh interrupted me, frowning.

      I flung up my arms. “Of course it’s true! The book is dangerous, and they had it sitting out in the open! I took it, and tried to run. They pursued – trying to kill me,” I added, glaring at the centaur pointedly. “So, I defended myself!” I rounded on Ganesh. “I don’t need to remind you why it’s paramount that we keep stuff like that hidden, given our current—”

      Ganesh cleared his throat meaningfully, settling a very subtle glare upon me. I grumbled to myself, but shut my trap. Obviously, the centaur had heard enough. The rest was above his paygrade. But he did catch the suddenly-hushed topic, studying Ganesh with a thoughtful frown.

      “It was his property. You attempted to steal it.”

      “Not attempted. I did steal it.”

      “Oh? Then where is it?”

      I let out an angry sigh. “It was stolen from me.”

      The centaur took an aggressive step forward, opening his mouth to say something. Probably something really mean, but Ganesh held up two hands, and the centaur complied with the silent command.

      The giant elephant-headed god began speaking to me in soothing tones, but I suddenly remembered my time crunch, and had a thought. Alucard had subtly picked up the bag, and was discreetly shaking his head at me, somehow reading the look on my face. I flicked my eyes, encouraging him to get behind me and stay close. “You will retain the book and return it to Mister…” Ganesh looked at the centaur.

      “Ed.”

      Everyone stared at the centaur, but he didn’t bat an eye. No way… Ganesh looked skyward for a heartbeat, as if beseeching assistance from the heavens to not let out the laughter bubbling up in his belly. Alucard slowed his advance as attention was suddenly redirected back to us.

      “Mr. Ed,” Ganesh finally said. I ignored him, and turned to…

      “Mr. Ed, although you are a celebrity on TV, you are trespassing. I’d prefer you to leave.”

      The centaur blinked in confusion at my comment, but then a look of disbelief crossed his scarred face at my warning. His mouth opened, as if to threaten my life for the impudence of my statement. But the ground around us suddenly began to shake, and he shut his teeth with a loud click, staring first at me, and then the mansion behind me. He looked very uneasy all of a sudden.

      “Yeah, the house doesn’t like to be disrespected,” I said with a grin.

      “I care not what your house thinks. You have a debt to me. You will return the book or pay with your life.”

      I let out a long sigh, sagging my shoulders. “Fine. Have it your way,” I murmured.

      I abruptly jumped forward, and slapped my hand down on Mr. Ed’s ass as hard as I could. It had the desired effect.

      He darted forward in shock, rearing up on his hind legs after a few quick steps, roaring in outrage. Ganesh stared wide-eyed at me, but I wasn’t finished.

      Twin whips of elemental power suddenly roared to life in each of my fists, one of fire, one of ice. And I began cracking them in the air, just above his rear, in rapid succession, even letting a few of the snaps flick his skin, the ashes burning his ass hair, and the ice giving him instant frostbite or ice slivers, depending on which whip made contact.

      He bellowed in outrage, and then danced back a few more paces before skidding to a halt, safely out of the reach of my whips. He rounded on me, panting, chest heaving and quivering with fury. “You will pay for that, Temple!”

      I didn’t waste any time, latching onto Alucard, ignoring Ganesh’s incredulous stare. I focused my powers, and imagined a last-second destination. The air cracked as I tore a hole through reality, and we were abruptly yanked into nothingness. Suddenly, we were alone, away from my mansion in St. Louis, and standing in a shaded parking garage.

      A giant concert poster was plastered on the wall ahead of us – a young pop artist named Johnson Beaver. With a name like that, he was all the rage with young girls these days.

      I chuckled. “At least we don’t have to find them in there,” I murmured out loud. Silence answered me. I turned to Alucard to find him staring at me with wide eyes.

      “What the hell, Little Brother?” he shouted, eyes darting towards the shadows as if fearing the centaur had followed us. I hated it when he called me that. A nickname he had used when we had first met, for some reason.

      I shrugged, scanning the silhouettes of vehicles in the dim garage. It was surprisingly full. “I lost all fear when I heard his name. Mr. Ed. He needed a lesson in respect.”

      The parking garage was silent for a few long seconds until I finally looked at Alucard. He was staring at me, shaking his head, his hand resting on the bag at his hip. “You’re delusional. You have no idea that your statement actually applies to you more often than anyone else.”

      “Oh, I get that. But I choose to reject your reality and replace it with my own.”

      He sighed, shaking his head. “Whatever. The centaurs are going to come kill us soon, if they find out where we went, so we should get this taken care of pronto.” He scanned the garage, then grimaced at the giant Johnson Beaver poster. “Where are we?”

      “The Sprint Center in Kansas City. It’s near the coffee joint mentioned in the chat you showed me. Amazingly enough, I’ve been there before. Figured this was a close, but secluded enough place for us to appear.” I glanced at the big Johnson poster. “Didn’t know there was a Beaver concert tonight. I’d rather experience a nice, slow, lethal torture via bee stings than go to one of those shows,” I muttered, searching for an exit to the parking garage.

      We were the only ones in the garage, amazingly enough, probably because it was already full. I slowly turned to Alucard since he hadn’t spoken. He was shifting from foot to foot, staring at the Beaver poster, looking uncomfortable.

      “No…” I whispered out loud. “We are not going in there.”
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      We exited the parking garage, me crumpling the paper in my fist as I looked for street signs. It was evening, the concert was getting ready to start, and we hadn’t even begun to search for the girls.

      “Look, I thought you read the whole chat,” Alucard murmured defensively.

      “It’s imperative that we find them before the concert. I have my dignity. Let’s go check out the coffee shop. Chances are good that they’re still there, considering their driving time.”

      I saw a street sign, and walked on, mingling with the crowd of Johnson Beaver fans. Well, if mingling meant being molested by hundreds of handsy, screaming twelve-year-old girls. I finally detoured around them to enter an alley before we were sucked into the Beaver Fever.

      “Thank God,” Alucard gasped, breaking free from a fist of screaming tweens.

      I just looked at him, still surprised he could say such things, being a vampire.

      He blushed – very faintly. Because, well, he was still a vampire, and had limited blood flow in his body for such things. “We should probably talk…” I said.

      “About?” he asked, staring down at his feet as we walked through the puddles in the alley.

      “I don’t know. Maybe about your dead, not-dead sister.” I hesitated for a beat. “And maybe a little bit about why she’s so hell bent on getting you back into the herd. I’m guessing there’s a story there, and it’s not just because you’re a Daywalker…”

      He was silent for a time as we walked. I decided to let him keep carrying my bag. Useless vampire needed to start shouldering some of the weight around here. “I don’t like to talk about that time in my life. I used to be… a different person.”

      I nodded. “Got that part. You were a vampire. A Master vampire. Rode the crimson dragon. Drank blood.” He lowered his head in shame, nodding. I patted him on the back. “But you chose a different path. You’ve saved my ass a few times. I trust you. So, spill.”

      He sighed, looking up at the last of the fading sunlight longingly. It didn’t reach us down here in the alley, but it was obvious he wanted it to touch his skin. Which would incinerate – or at least cause extreme discomfort – to any other vampire. Not my pal, the Daywalker, though.

      But I wanted to know what had happened before that. About his sister. Because that’s what we were about to deal with.

      “Well, I told you I was a troublesome child. My parents were often gone, infatuated with voodoo, since we lived in New Orleans. They named me Alucard Morningstar, of all things. Naturally, this led me down the path of darkness. With a name like that, it was either live up to it or be taunted endlessly as a child. So, I chose to wear it with pride. Got into the wrong crowd, and before you know it, I was taking part in some cultish stuff. Didn’t know they were real vampires at the time, I just… I just wanted to belong somewhere, you know?” he said softly.

      I nodded compassionately, letting my eyes wander, lest he clam up.

      “You two weren’t born vampires…” he nodded. “How did it happen?” I asked after a pause.

      He grunted. “Neveah always wanted to be like her big brother. She followed right in my footsteps without me knowing. She saw the ritual where they turned me into a vampire. Well, murdered me, if you want to be precise. Then she saw me come back to life. Super strong. Super sexy. Et cetera…”

      “You also came back humble, but not so much on the super sexy part,” I grunted.

      He shot me a faint grin. “Anyway, I rose through the ranks quickly. Most of the vamps were old school. They only wanted to feed on and dominate the weakest of the humans. Be a nightmare in dark alleys, empty parking lots, stuff like that. Doing things the way they always had, because, well, why reinvent the wheel?” His eyes grew distant. “But I had bigger ideas…”

      I waited for him to elaborate. But he didn’t. We exited another alley, and I glanced at the street sign, before motioning us across the street to cut through the next alley. If I had my bearings right, the coffee shop would be on the next street. The smell of coffee beans was strong in the air, thanks to the old Folgers plant nearby. It was calming to me.

      “I went after bankers.”

      I blinked at him, waiting for a few seconds. “They taste better or something?” I asked, a queasy feeling wriggling in my stomach.

      He let out a harsh laugh. “No. Not to feed. To turn. I then used the bankers to find a select few real estate guys. They could join or die. Granting us fifty-percent ownership in their projects. Then we went after a few key politicians. Stuff like that. Pretty soon we had a little mafia. And no one would admit to their part, or they would sound crazy. We had steady income, properties, money, and political pull. I didn’t want to just feed, I wanted to take some of my city back…”

      I hadn’t realized I had stopped until he turned around to stare at me. “Wow.”

      He nodded proudly. “Yep. Pretty soon, I had acquired all the properties of my old masters, owned everything they liked.” His smile was sinister in the shadows of the alley. “I evicted them. With all the red tape around everything, they could do little but throw a fit. Those that did, died.”

      “So, you’re a humanitarian. Don Vampironi.”

      He shrugged. “For a while, all was going pretty well. But I began to hear whispers that we should combine interests with the old and the new. We were too straight-laced. We needed to bring the terror back now that we had money, property, and power. I told them that this was one step away from everything crumbling. They openly agreed. But the whispers continued. I finally found the man responsible for leading the rebel faction, and… ended him.” His face was hard.

      Wow. Alucard had been pretty savvy. Treating his curse more like a business venture than a negative. “Just like that? I’m sure that didn’t sit well with everyone.”

      He chuckled mirthlessly, shaking his head. “No. No, it didn’t. And that’s when I realized my mistake. A large contingent turned on me for killing one of my own, when he had done nothing overtly wrong. And that’s when I realized it had been a coup. Run by my sister. She had unknowingly followed in my footsteps, been turned into a vampire, and stayed hidden from me. She rallied my vampires against me, threatened me to join her, unite the factions, and then rule from a position of power. Together.” He walked a few more steps in silence before continuing. “I told her, no. And then was forced to kill her to end the resistance. I became something darker that night. Something wilder. Exactly what they wanted to see. Bloodthirsty vermin. They didn’t care a lick that Neveah – their leader – had died, only that they got their chance to cut loose. I became a force to be reckoned with. No leniency. No mercy. Obey or die. Because that’s what they wanted… And, they loved me for it,” he said, sounding disgusted. “We placed Neveah in a coffin, and buried her deep, and after I had everything back under control, that’s when I headed your way. To St. Louis. Because I heard about a few of my men impersonating me, and figured they were a remaining faction from Neveah’s schemes. The rest is history.”

      “That’s… pretty impressive, man.”

      He snickered in disgust. “No, it was ruthless. I’m a kin-killer.”

      “Yeah, but you were trying to do the right thing,” I argued. “Or, at least a better thing.”

      He locked eyes with me, holding out his hands. “And look at me now.”

      Before I could press further, we exited the alley to enter another busier street. I turned left and saw the coffee shop a block away. Alucard noticed my attention and began striding that way, not giving me a chance to continue the conversation. I shrugged. That was fine. I’d get the rest later. Because with Neveah somehow back, there had to be more to the story.
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      Hipsters surrounded us as we opened the door, the bell chiming above us to announce our arrival. The shop was filled with a bunch of wannabe writers on laptops, some med students studying away, and a few church groups of some flavor. Alucard sneered at the latter group.

      I sneered at the writers.

      But I also scanned the room for the girls. As did Alucard, who strode through the space to check every table. Instead, I walked up to the line for counter, thumbing through the pictures on my phone until I found one with all three of the girls. I waited in line, impatiently.

      “Have you heard the good news?”

      It took me a minute to realize someone was talking to me. I turned to see a man in a white short-sleeved dress shirt and black tie smiling up at me. “How about the bad news?” I responded, deadpan.

      His face grimaced, unsure how to respond.

      “I’m just here for the java, man,” I said, feigning a good-natured smile.

      He nodded, smile creeping back. “But have you heard the good news?” he asked excitedly.

      I stared back for a few seconds. “Don’t tell me you have front row seats to the Beaver…”

      His smile faltered. “Uh, no. I meant the good news about our savior, Jesus Christ.”

      I sighed, his outfit suddenly making sense to me. “Listen, pal. I don’t want to be a jerk or anything, but I’m not really a religious guy.”

      “That’s okay. He loves you.”

      “Yeah. Alright. I’m going to turn around and get my coffee now. Have a good—” Then I saw Alucard walking our way, still scanning the tables. I abruptly leaned closer to the young man. “You see that guy there? The one with the man-purse? I was talking to him on the ride over here and he’s looking for meaning in his life. You should talk to him. Definitely.”

      The boy looked crestfallen at losing me, but a growing smile began to replace it as he took in Alucard. “Right. I’ll go speak with him. Thank you, and perhaps we can all share a drink in a few minutes. God loves each of us, no matter how great or small.”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “Sure.” And I turned around to see that I was next in line. I strode up to the counter just as the Mormon stepped in front of Alucard, extending a hand. Alucard blinked down at him, and then tried to step around him. The boy held out a flier, side-stepping so that Alucard could not pass. I hid my smile, turning as I sensed Alucard begin to look up for me.

      I faced the barista, and saw seventy pounds of dreadlocks framing a small, pale face. “What can I get for you?” he asked lazily.

      “I’ll take a large coffee. Black. Like my soul.”

      He smirked back, scribbling in the paper cup. “And your name?”

      “He who shall not be named,” I whispered in my best Slytherin voice.

      He frowned up at me, and then a grin split his face. “Lord Voldemort, it is.” He passed the cup down the line, then excitedly showed me his forearm, where he had a Dark Mark tattoo. I smiled, nodding back enthusiastically as I heard Alucard’s voice growing louder and louder as he struggled to free himself from the Mormon.

      I didn’t have much time. “Listen, have you seen these girls?” I asked the barista softly, sliding my phone his way. He frowned down at it, beginning to shake his head as his jovial attitude began to fade away to an uncomfortable silence. I didn’t have to feign my frustration, but I did pile on the grief. “They ran away from home, and I’m trying to find them before they get into trouble.” I pointed over my shoulder. “That’s their dad.”

      The barista looked up, and his eyes grew as big as saucers. “The one holding the Mormon kid up in the air by his throat?” He blurted, suddenly alarmed.

      I spun, eyes wide.

      “I do not need your pathetic promises of future glory. I have found my own salvation, boy, and it’s not in some dusty old book,” Alucard snarled, holding the gasping boy a foot off the ground by the knot of his tie in one fist. “It’s in my blood,” he hissed.

      “Shit,” I muttered, quickly turning back to the barista. “Yeah. That one. Listen. Just tell me if you’ve seen them, and I’ll get him out of here. He’s a little unhinged.”

      The barista was very pale, eyes darting back to no doubt find a manager.

      I snapped my fingers, then slammed a $20 bill down on the counter. “Tip. Tell me. Quickly.”

      The barista flinched at my tone, then glanced at the phone again. “Y-yeah. They were here. You just missed them. Met up with some girl. Goth. She had two older boys with her. Then they left. Weren’t here longer than ten minutes. Now, grab your coffee and get out. Before—”

      And a trio of mounted police officers skidded to a halt just outside the windows of the coffee shop. But they weren’t really mounted police officers…

      “Bronies! Run, Alucard!” I shouted, suddenly panicking. How in the hell had they found us?

      Alucard was still holding the Mormon in the air, snarling at him. The Mormon was pale, shaking with terror, but also bravely denying Alucard’s words. The door to the coffee shop began to open, the bell chiming to alert everyone of a new customer, and a horse peeked inside, sniffing, which caught everyone’s attention. Even though they couldn’t see it was really a centaur, seeing a horse suddenly leaning inside to smell a building was downright peculiar.

      So, Alucard threw the young man at the horse and bolted after me. The young man slammed into the centaur, both eliciting shouts of pain and surprise. The Mormon rebounded into the merchandise stands, knocking them over and spilling ground coffee and mugs everywhere. I jumped over the counter, nabbed my coffee, and ran through the back, Alucard hot on my heels.

      Moments later, we were outside in the back alley. I took two steps to begin running away when I saw a shimmering figure appear at the end of the alley ahead of me. Centaur. I glanced over my shoulder to see another pounding after us from the opposite direction.

      “Rock beats scissors,” I muttered, and I began to prepare a dose of fireballs to clear a path.

      Which was when Alucard improvised.

      He latched onto my shoulder, and threw me into the air. Except his fingers didn’t quite let go of my tee-shirt in time, so it ripped entirely free of my body, leaving me naked from the waist up.

      And I spilled my damned coffee all over my wrist, scalding my flesh.

      I opened my mouth to shout out in pain at the burn, but struck the fire escape two stories up with a loud clang a moment later. I instinctively scrabbled to hold on with my burned hands, barely managing to pull myself over the lip. I took a breath, and began racing up the stairs as fast as possible. I heard Alucard join me, and the centaurs shouting with outrage far below us. Arrows pinged off the metal stairs, barely missing my feet. At least it hadn’t been Mr. Ed with his enchanted boomerang.

      We reached the roof and I threw myself over the edge, skidding on my knees. Alucard landed beside me, not even breathing hard as he checked the bag, although I was panting. “Great plan. Now what the hell do we do? They have us surrounded. And it’s going to be difficult to stay hidden with this sexy bod unveiled for the world to see,” I held out my hands at my naked torso.

      “You’re welcome. And don’t flatter yourself.” He rolled his eyes at my chest. “Consider it payback for trying to save my eternal soul down there with the little bastard. Good news. Pah!”

      “I thought you could use a friend. Someone to talk to.”

      He rolled his eyes. “No. You’re a dick. You did it for the sole reason to annoy me. Which distracted me so that I didn’t notice the centaurs until it was too late. I could have smelled them earlier if you hadn’t sent the little man my way.”

      “But do you feel better?” I pressed, smirking.

      “Shut up, Nate. Your turn to do something. Otherwise, I think payback is going to be a bitch.” He glanced at the edge of the roof. “I hope centaurs can’t climb stairs…”

      “Right. Okay. The girls were here, but they left with a Goth girl and two goons.”

      His fists flexed angrily.

      “Which means… we’re going to have to see the king of the city,” I murmured angrily.

      Alucard frowned at me. “King of the…” then it hit him. “Damnit. This isn’t good. He changes people. I hear all sorts of terrible things about those seeking him out.”

      I nodded sagely. “We need to go see King Beaver. The Big Johnson. The—”

      “I get it. Please, just stop,” Alucard shook his head in annoyance.

      I frowned at him for good measure, then Shadow Walked us back to the parking garage for the worst musical experience of my life. I would have rather been trampled and boomeranged by beautifully-maned centaurs.
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      We materialized back in the parking garage in the same place as earlier, staring down at the poster of the momentary king of the city. “This sucks,” Alucard said.

      I rounded on the vampire. “If you hadn’t been a shitty babysitter, this never would have happened. Now we both have to suffer through this.” I glanced down at myself. “At least you don’t have to do it shirtless.”

      “So, now it’s my fault that he’s having a show here,” Alucard began.

      “No, it’s your fault that—”

      “Get him!” a voice roared, and we suddenly noticed the small herd of centaurs racing towards us, flickering back and forth between mounted police and their true forms. I shot Alucard a desperate look, wondering how the hell they had caught up to us so fast, or if this was a second gang of centaurs. And how in the hell were they finding us in the first place?

      Just behind Alucard, I caught sight of an employees only entrance leading into the Sprint Center. It had a keypad lock. But I had the code.

      I closed my eyes, latched onto my magic, and sucked in a torrent of air around us in a miniature tornado, knocking Alucard into the poster of Johnson Beaver. I smiled briefly at that, then sent the wind screaming at the door lock in a condensed beam no thicker than the diameter of a pencil.

      The lock shattered, and alarms began to ring. We bolted through the door, racing up the stairs in a mad dash, trying to ignore the sound of clattering hooves chasing us from the garage. We made it up two flights of stairs before the sounds of music told me we were on the right level.

      I peered through the glass window, and saw that we were near the concession stands. One booth in particular caught my eye. I let out a sigh of regret, and finally motioned for Alucard to follow me. I opened the door and we strode through, pretending to talk to each other casually. There was no security around us, but I did receive plenty of odd looks from the concert crowd.

      Because I was a shirtless, grown-ass man, at a Johnson Beaver concert.

      I approached a merchandise booth, chose the lesser of five evils, and tried to ignore Alucard’s open snickering. Then I spotted salvation. I stepped closer so that Alucard couldn’t see, and pointed at another item, slapping down a crisp $100 bill. “Keep the change, and hand it over now, if you know what’s good for you,” I snarled at the innocent cashier.

      She was no more than 15 years old. Her face flushed beet red, but she handed over my purchases without a word. I tugged on my new shirt, much too small – one of those Smedium sizes that hipsters and wannabe bodybuilders wore – and promptly refused to look down at it, pretending none of this was real. Alucard took one look and doubled over in laughter, reading my shirt. “I Love Johnson!” he hooted, grasping his knee with one hand while the other held the satchel at his hip.

      I took two steps, and firmly slammed the matching ball cap down on his head. His hands shot up to remove it, but I gripped his forearm. “Disguise. Keep it on. We need to lose the Bronies.” Alucard’s eyes glittered pure hatred at the hat I had given him before he let out a resigned sigh.

      We quickly inserted ourselves in the crowd, just as three rent-a-cops on Segways rolled through the door from the stairwell we had used. Their forms darted from centaur to rent-a-cop to my magical sight, but I kept my interest discreet, watching them out of my peripheral vision. Alucard noticed them, too, and his lips pulled back in a slight, wary snarl.

      We neared another vendor selling hot dogs and jumped into line as the centaurs prowled the area behind us, searching. Luckily, they couldn’t use magic to find us with so many people around. They had to be in true form to use their powers.

      Now they just looked like very diligent security guards.

      “You see that, too?” A voice asked from beside me.

      I flinched, surprised at his words, and at him being closer than I had expected anyone to be. I rounded on him, ready to attack, and then bolt. I came face-to-face with a bear of a man. He was bald, and the top of his head was entirely covered in an intricate, colorful tattoo that looked almost like a Tibetan Mandala. In contrast, he sported a broad swath of a reddish grey beard. He was leaning against the wall, and a thick cloud of smoke hovered at his feet, like he was a genie exiting his lamp.

      I prepared to destroy him. On instinct. Because genies, or djinn, were bad news bears.

      Then I spotted the vape canister in his beefy fist, and the scent of sharp citrus struck my nostrils. He idly puffed a few expert rings as he discreetly watched the rent-a-cops, unaware that I had been about to knock him out cold. He wore a kilt – of all things – and a t-shirt that said, Silver Tongued Devil on the front above a grainy picture of some smartass looking guy with a goatee. The man’s beard covered up some more words that I couldn’t make out.

      “You…” I began, frowning.

      He shot me a look, saw my shirt, and then frowned. “Don’t tell me they got to you…”

      I glanced down, suddenly frightened that I had an arrow or dart sticking out of my chest, but all I saw was my new shirt. I looked back at him. “No, I’m not a fan—”

      “Good. I was about to stop talking to you on principle. You were dragged here against your will, too, eh?” He pointed at the entrance to the arena. “My girls dragged me here, too… I’m a Scotsman,” he pointed at his kilt, as if it weren’t self-evident. “I wouldn’t be caught dead here if it weren’t for those girls of mine.” He trailed off as Alucard suddenly gripped me by the shoulder, urgently pointing into the arena as if encouraging me to make a break for it while the centaurs were distracted.

      The man frowned at the familiar way Alucard was gripping my shoulder, then looked at his satchel, and his hat. “Oh. I’m sorry. I had no idea. Your… partner is a fan, then?”

      Alucard looked up, blinked at the stranger in a kilt, and then slowly let out a dazzling smile, keeping his fangs hidden, although I knew they were likely out, ready to take a bite out of a centaur’s ass. I opened my mouth to argue.

      And Alucard kissed me right on my upper lip. I tasted his breath, for crying out loud.

      I don’t know who was more embarrassed. The man before us, or me, spitting and gagging, frantically wiping my mouth. Everyone began to look at the two gay dudes making a scene.

      And the centaurs must have been paying attention.

      Because Alucard suddenly went flying as one of the Segways struck him like a snow plow, much too fast for a real Segway. And the security guard looked way too satisfied as he chased down the cartwheeling vampire.

      I raised my hands into the air, closing my eyes, and opening my mouth to mutter a spell. I didn’t typically have to speak to use my magic, but I was trying something new and didn’t want to screw it up. Water magic was tough, and trying to get the fire-prevention system to activate was going to require all of my attention. And skill. And speed.

      Which meant I was caught totally unaware when the big bear of a Scotsman shouted, “Mike Arthur for equality!”

      I opened my eyes in surprise. To see the Scotsman sliding on his knees before me towards a centaur that had almost grabbed me by the shoulders. The centaur barely darted back out of the way in time, but I found myself transfixed by the intricate tattoo on top of Mike’s head.

      Which meant I was too distracted to notice – let alone prevent – the uppercut that he had intended for the centaur from striking me right in the groin.

      And what felt like a bolt of lightning to my danger-zone sent me flying into the wall, where I struck the back of my head, and then crumpled to the floor, wheezing and whimpering in disbelief as I stared at the vaping, tattooed bastard, Mike Arthur. I even heaved once, mentally prepared to cough up a testicle. Through tear-filled eyes, I saw him shoot me an apologetic look before he jumped to his feet and took off after the fleeing centaur. Whatever he was, the Scotsman wasn’t human. Too strong. And too fast.

      And he was still vaping as he pursued, seeming to gain energy and stamina from the cloud of smoke surrounding him. Maybe he really was a djinn.

      With the agility of a deer, he launched himself at the security guard’s back, landed on the man’s shoulders, and began banging him upside the head with his beefy fist. Which totally destroyed the magical disguise to reveal the centaur for all to see.

      But none were looking. They were all fleeing in terror.

      And as I looked back, I realized there was so much vape smoke in the air, that you couldn’t really tell what you were looking at. Ol’ Mike Arthur took one more big puff from his vape canister, then slammed it down onto the centaur’s head. The centaur collapsed to the ground, and Mike went tumbling into a stand of glow sticks, illuminated necklaces, and flashing Johnson Beaver bobble heads. The security guard shimmered once, and then disappeared from view. I didn’t think he had died, but that he had used the last of his energy to get the hell out of here before anyone saw his true form.

      Mike exploded from beneath a table, covered in glow stick necklaces, shouting triumphantly as he stared in my direction. I shot him a weak smile as I climbed unsteadily to my feet, only slightly whimpering now. When I looked back at Mike, I saw him staring down at his chest, where no less than four arrows were buried into his flesh. He let out one final puff from his vape canister, met my eyes, and then dropped like a sack of potatoes. His legs were wide open, giving the world at least one good show for the night.

      But the best part?

      A bobble head partially blocked the view, resting upright between his legs.

      Showing a big Johnson underneath Mike’s kilt.

      The owner of the stall crawled out from the debris, eyes dancing wildly before resting on Mike’s body, and he came face to face with Mike’s kilted money-shot and the bobble head. He squawked and threw a shirt over the scene, turning his back on Mike, and standing to hide the body from the bajillion cell phones that were now up, snapping pictures like a firing squad.

      The two remaining centaurs were gone, and Alucard was racing up to me. He skidded to a halt, eyeing me up and down. He still had the bag, thank god. “Did you even try to help? Hagrid over there was more help than you,” he grumbled, eyes roving the hallway to make sure the centaurs were indeed gone.

      I opened my mouth to argue about how entirely unhelpful Mike had really been, when I saw that the shirt that had been covering Mike’s body was now sitting on the ground with four arrows resting neatly on top of it. The shirt was also folded. And Mike was gone.

      So was the bobble head. Several in the crowd were frowning in confusion.

      What the hell?

      But then, four real security guards came pounding around the corner, racing towards the destroyed stall where Mike’s body had been. I grabbed Alucard by the sleeve and urgently guided him into the arena where the concert still appeared to be going on without a hitch.

      The onslaught of sound enveloped us like the sweet blanket of death.

      But we survived it.

      Barely.
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      We had escaped the concert more or less unharmed after that. I had bought a Slurpee to hold to my groin while we prowled the arena for any sign of the girls. But we’d had no luck. One, because there were thousands of people. Two, because we were both injured, angry, and avoiding security. With how many phones we had seen, we knew it was only a matter of time before a security guard saw our faces and we would be busted, arrested, or have to make a tough decision. Go down easy, or hurt them.

      I had silently decided that I was not going to go to jail. It just wasn’t going to happen. Then everyone would know I had attended one of these concerts. At least Alucard would keep his trap shut about it. Because if he didn’t, he would have to explain to Tory that he was also at the concert, and why we had needed to go to the concert in the first place.

      Because he sucked as a babysitter.

      We were sitting in a hotel room, one of those seedy ones you see in the movies.

      “You sure they aren’t coming back for us?” Alucard murmured, staring at a brochure on his lap, no doubt searching for any other event the girls might have wanted to go to while in town. I tapped my lips thoughtfully, not knowing how the centaurs had found us in the first place. “And what the hell was that kilt guy? A Druid or something?”

      I shrugged. “I have no freaking idea. But he apparently decided four arrows to the chest weren’t a big deal. Just a flesh wound.”

      Alucard grunted, still staring down at the pamphlet in his hand.

      “We should be fine. I cloaked us. No more centaurs are going to be able to track us now. Which just leaves us with your dear sister. And the girls. And the book. And where the hell they might have gone.”

      Alucard muttered under his breath. “Right, well, how are we going to find them now? They went to the coffee shop, left, and weren’t at the concert. Which practically guarantees that they were taken by my sister. Or that they snuck out of the concert after the chaos.” I sighed, thinking.

      The TV was on in the background, but I was too distracted to pay attention. I had one other thing I could do to track down the girls. The book had my spell on it. It had no doubt dissipated by now, but perhaps I could use whatever was left of it to track them down. The car hadn’t been at the coffee shop, so the girls must have taken it with them somewhere. And since it was their ride home, it would be close to where they were staying.

      Or where they were being held, if Neveah was truly involved.

      But the car would be easily recognizable. With no front windows, the girls must have had one hell of a ride on the highway to Kansas City. Which must have messed up their hair something awful.

      Just terrible for a first date.

      Alucard was suddenly frantically patting down the bed, searching for something. I opened my mouth to ask what the hell he was doing, but he finally latched onto something beneath a pillow, aimed it at the TV, and clicked a button. The TV shut off, and he turned to me. “I’m hungry,” he blurted. “Really hungry. So hungry. I’m going to go grab something. What do you want?”

      I stared at him, baffled. “Uh, I’m not that hungry yet…”

      He was nodding his head eagerly. “Okay. You sure? I’m going to go get a sandwich or something from the vending machine. I can get you one for later?” He sounded desperate.

      I shook my head, disregarding his sudden mood swing, and thinking back on my spell, and if there was enough remaining magic to track the book. “I’m good,” I said distantly, leaning back into my chair as I stared up at the ceiling. The door closed behind him, leaving me alone. I pressed the Slurpee to my groin, adjusting it for comfort. It was melting, soaking my pants, but the pain was manageable now. Still, twice in a few hours couldn’t be good for the boys. I stared up above me.

      There was a water stain on the ceiling.

      I stared at it for a while, wondering what might have caused it. How long it had been there. If the owner knew. Then I realized I was stalling.

      What were we doing here in this stupid hotel? We needed to go find the girls. I stood from the chair and began to pace, thinking through the chances of tracking the book through a spell. My earlier spell had no doubt faded away by now, so I wasn’t sure it would work. And it would take a bit of time to get rolling with it. And it was likely to fail. Which meant I would be wasting time and energy for no reason. Too bad we didn’t have any hair or anything from one of the girls.

      I blinked, stopping in my tracks.

      Then again…

      I did have some poison from Camilla. She had given it to me as a gift a few months ago. Bottled straight from the source. Her chimera cobra tail. She had thought I might find a use for it, so I had tossed it in my bugout bag. The one that currently sat just a few feet away from the bed. Maybe that would work. I stared at the bag, thoughtfully. It would likely be specific to her. Just like saliva or blood. Worth a shot. And I was pretty confident I had everything I needed to perform the spell.

      Perfect.

      I set down the Slurpee and quickly searched for the TV remote, wanting some white noise while I worked. To keep me focused. But I couldn’t find it. Alucard must have taken it with him by accident. Just as I was reaching to manually turn on the TV, there was a knock at the door.

      I frowned. Maybe Alucard had forgotten his keycard. But I didn’t see it on the table.

      So, I prepared to unleash hell on whoever was on the other side of the cheap wooden door. No one knew we were here, so it was likely a bad guy. And I felt very much inclined to kill a bad guy right now. Especially after those no-good centaurs had pin-cushioned the Scotsman genie. The equal rights vaper who had been able to see through the centaur’s magical illusion veil.

      I opened my mouth to let the person know I was coming, while I created a whip of ice to rest at my feet. The magical extension throbbed, and crackled, pulsing with energy, ready to devastate upon command. “Just a minute,” I called out with feigned joviality.

      I carefully peered through the keyhole and saw a cleaning man standing outside the door. He looked old, wizened, and of a Spanish descent. I frowned. Definitely not a centaur. Or a vampire.

      I still held my magic at the ready, keeping the whip behind my back as I opened the door. “Yes?”

      He looked up at me through glassy, rheumy eyes, nodded once, and began to push his cart through the door into my room. “I clean,” he mumbled.

      “No—” I began, but his cart bumped into my shin, cutting me off. I glared at him. “Hey, watch it. I don’t need any cleaning—”

      But his eyes weren’t looking at me. They were scanning the room with way too much awareness for his poor sight. His face began to grow angry, and I suddenly realized that he had juice. A whole hell of a lot of juice.

      He was a freaking wizard. A strong one.

      I had been so fixated upon a centaur or a vampire, that I hadn’t even noticed. I brought my whip up to decapitate him, but I was too late.

      The cart slammed into my chest like a Volkswagen, sending me flying. Right before the tip of my ice whip was about to slash his throat, the wizard suddenly shifted into a dense, black cloud, and the whip flew through it without doing any damage. I slammed into the dresser, shattering the cheap wood, the TV crashing to the ground beside me.

      I struggled to extricate myself from the broken furniture, still holding my whip. “Where is the book?” the black cloud growled. “I’ve wasted enough of my time today tracking you down after your theft, waiting for you to leave your house.”

      His words struck me hard. He had been following me for the book? How? And all day? The worst part was that I had seen a nasty group of wizards use this exact smoke power before. I had even worked with them once. Well, one of them. But if they were here, now, following me, shit had gotten real. Which meant I didn’t have to worry about only vampires and centaurs anymore.

      Smoke, I thought to myself, studying the speaking cloud in front of me.

      Perhaps he would like a hefty dose of wind. I threw a blast of air at him, my vision sparkling as I overdid my spell. But the wind flew right through the cloud, and it didn’t even ripple or waver, as if the substance was on a different spectrum. I stared at the cloud in disbelief for a heartbeat. Before I could come up with a plan B, the air directly before him flashed with a neon pink rune of some kind, and I was suddenly paralyzed. My whip instantly extinguished, and all I could do was stare at the cloud in mute shock.

      “Where is the book?” it demanded.

      I continued staring at the cloud, unable to speak.

      “Right. Let me help you.”

      The pressure against me faded slightly around my mouth, allowing me to speak. “I don’t have it. Stolen.” I growled. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Don’t worry about that. Who stole the book?”

      “None of your business. You should stick around for a bit. Got a buddy swinging by who would love to meet you.”

      He laughed, which was creepy, coming from a cloud. “The vampire? Apologies if I don’t appear terrified. Vampires just don’t do it for me.”

      “Maybe they should,” Alucard murmured from the open doorway.

      I saw a golden rune, different than the pink one he had just used on me, appear on the other side of the cloud, facing Alucard. I saw this, because the cloud was not solid, so I could see through the smoke. The room lit up like a flashbang, and since I couldn’t blink my eyes, I gasped in pain, retinas flashing with purple rings. The room was hazy after the sunlight blast, but Alucard suddenly looked bigger, stronger.

      Because he was a Daywalker, and boy, oh boy, did he love him some sunshine.

      The cloud let out a gasping noise at finding the vampire still standing. “I got sunshine in my pocket,” Alucard sang in a low, mocking tone.

      The wizard cloud’s surprise didn’t last long. But Alucard flashed out with one clawed hand, right into the center of the smoke. His hands latched onto something, and I suddenly saw he was clutching a necklace of some sort. The cloud instantly disappeared, revealing the wizard again. Alucard whipped his hand back, trying to yank the necklace free. I hadn’t even noticed it earlier.

      I expected to see the necklace break free, snapping in two, and hopefully stealing the man’s power source. But instead, the darndest thing happened.

      The figure went flying right over Alucard’s shoulder. It surprised him so much that he wasn’t ready for it and the wizard slammed into him on the way by, ripping the necklace free from the vampire’s hand. The wizard shifted back to smoke in midair, and flew up into the night, disappearing from sight. But my restraints were suddenly gone.

      I took a step, vision still a little blurry from the flash of light.

      Alucard was standing in the doorway, glaring out at the parking lot. “What the fuck are they doing here?” he growled, also recognizing a member of the Syndicate when he saw one.

      “Followed us. They want the book,” I mumbled, trying to regain my wits. I was a pretty strong wizard, but I had never seen anyone use Rune magic. And although I knew of the Syndicate’s ability to use the cloud thing, I hadn’t known the power was tied to a necklace. I also had no idea how he knew about the book, or that he had followed me all day, but the thought left a sickening feeling in my stomach. This was the reason I had stolen it in the first place. I hadn’t trusted the centaurs to keep it safe. But they had been tracking me the entire time.

      I needed to get the book back. If I could do that, I could hide it, destroy it, even. Because if the Syndicate wanted it, it wasn’t to make the world a better place. I didn’t want to go toe-to-toe with these guys, I just wanted to trip their ankles when they tried to find any deadly artifacts.

      “We need to get those girls, Alucard. And my book.” That wizard obviously hadn’t been tracking the book, but me, or else he wouldn’t have even come to the hotel. Which meant that someone had been keeping tabs on me.

      “You’re being watched,” Alucard murmured, somehow reading between the lines, but still staring outside.

      “Apparently. And us suddenly hopping to Kansas City, and then hopping from place to place in Kansas City didn’t deter him at all. And I warded myself. Which means he has some way of tracking me.” Which led me to the other obvious thought. “As do the centaurs.”

      “How do we stop that? What are they tracking? Your blood? Hair? Something like that?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it. Maybe he put something on me. On my clothes.” And I suddenly remembered something. “The freaking boomerang. How did I miss that? They always come back to get you…”

      Alucard looked over his shoulder at me, frowning. “What?”

      “When Mr. Ed hit me with the boomerang, I felt a cold chill wash over me. That must be it.”

      Alucard growled. “What about the Mexican wizard guy? He wouldn’t be working with them, so how is he tracking you?”

      I shrugged. “He made it sound like he did it the old-fashioned way. Just followed me.”

      Alucard grunted. “Well, you should shower. And change. Just in case.”

      I nodded, walking back to my bag. I had a spare change of sweatpants in there that I had picked up when visiting a pal in New York City. He and his girlfriend were members of some upscale Tennis Club, and the club had a genius for a marketing director, because their merchandise was hilariously inappropriate. I hadn’t been able to resist buying a pair.

      Heh.

      I pulled out the sweats, showing them to Alucard. He blinked once. Then he rubbed his eyes as he leaned closer, reading again. “You’re kidding me. Balls are my Business?” he read the words on the pant legs out loud. “That’s all you have?”

      I shrugged. “They’re comfortable. And to be honest, I’m usually not gone long enough to need a change of clothes. I just keep some sweatpants with me in case any shifters accidentally hulk out and need a quick pair of replacement pants.” I smiled down at them. “And these will subconsciously remind them that they need to start bringing their own change of clothes with them, or suffer the consequences.”

      Alucard was grinning. “So, you bought those, specifically, to embarrass your friends.”

      I glanced down at them, and sighed. Then I nodded.

      “And how’s that working out for you? Now you’re going to have to wear them.” He grinned.

      “Damnit…” I mumbled. “Maybe we can find a store on our way out.”

      Alucard was shaking his head. “It’s nighttime, Nate. Plus,” he let out a big grin, “it’s going to go great with your new t-shirt.”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. Grumbling, I walked into the bathroom to shower. Karma. Always fucking karma.
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      I had showered, diligently scrubbing every millimeter of my body in an attempt to wash off any residual magic that could have been used to track me. Because that wizard had known exactly where to find me. Down to the room number. And I had a hard time buying he was the world’s greatest private investigator, finding me with remarkable gumshoe tactics.

      I figured that the spell wasn’t on my new t-shirt because I had only just gotten it. And for anyone to tag my new shirt, they would have had to be present at the concert. If anyone had been tracking my other shirt – the one Alucard had ripped off outside the coffee shop – they wouldn’t have found me at the hotel. They also wouldn’t have found me at the concert. They would have found my shirt in the alley behind the coffee shop.

      So, they were tracking either my pants or my shoes. Then I spotted my socks and my underwear. No way. Surely, they hadn’t spelled those…

      I growled. To be completely sure, I needed to go commando. No undies. Thinking about the slogan on the sweats, I guessed it was appropriate.

      I tugged on the sweats, sans undies, and chose to also go without socks and shoes. It wasn’t very cold out anyway, so it wasn’t really a big deal. And we would likely be Shadow Walking where we needed to go save the girls anyway.

      Alucard had taken one look at my outfit and burst out laughing. “You look homeless,” he grinned, pointing at my bare feet. “I Love Johnson shirt, and Balls are my Business sweatpants. It’s almost like its intentional.” And he began laughing all over again.

      I just glared at him. “Let me know when you’re finished. So we can go save the girls.”

      That shut him up. He finally nodded, waiting for me to share my plans. I opened my mouth to tell him about the poison I was going to use to track Camilla when his head suddenly swiveled towards the door. “Vampire,” he growled.

      A polite knock followed his warning.

      He beat me to the door, practically tearing it from the hinges as he opened it, wood splintering beneath the hinges.

      A teenaged boy stood there, nervously shifting from foot to foot as he stared down at the ground. Alucard grabbed him by the shirt, and hauled him inside, slamming the door closed behind him. Having pulled the hinges free, a sliver of darkness was visible through a crack near the upper trim. “Where are the girls, boy. I’ll rip out your canines if I have to.” Alucard was panting.

      The boy stammered in fear, definitely not a fighter. “Mistress Neveah requests your presence at the Coffin,” he whispered.

      “When?” Alucard shook him, still holding him up with one fist.

      “R-right now…” he managed.

      “Alucard, calm down. Don’t waste your strength. It’s night time,” I said meaningfully.

      Alucard blinked at me, and then understanding seemed to dawn on him. He slowly lowered the kid to the ground, but still towered over him menacingly.

      He wouldn’t get a chance to rejuvenate his power with sunlight. He was running on whatever powers he had. And we were about to go up against a coven of vampires who only needed to take a sip of blood to gain more power. Alucard, on the other hand, fed off sunlight. And he would get no more of that tonight.

      But at least our wizard friend had juiced him up with the sunlight rune.

      The kid looked terrified. “If you could follow me? I’ll take you there.”

      “Fat chance, kid. Tell us where it is.”

      “I c-can’t,” the kid shivered. And I could tell by looking at him that he literally couldn’t. He had been commanded by his Mistress to obey, and she had obviously not wanted him to speak about it. So she could control the situation.

      “Kid, listen,” I spoke, interrupting Alucard. “There’s a really nice barbecue joint next door, and I can’t come to Kansas City without getting me some pulled pork. We’re going to go eat, and then you’re going to take us there. Until then, you’re going to sit your albino ass on that bed and not move a muscle—”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Alucard snarled. And he grabbed the kid by the collar, bending at the waist to stare straight into his eyes. The kid began panting, shaking, and then whimpering as Alucard’s eyes began to swirl with a pale, yellow glow. After a few seconds, the kid finally slumped, sagging his shoulders, and collapsed to the carpet as his eyes rolled back into his head.

      Alucard grunted, then kicked the kid lightly with a boot. The kid didn’t react. At all.

      “What the hell did you just do?” I hissed, kneeling to the ground to check for a pulse. Nothing. Then I checked for a breath. Nothing. I frowned, realizing I didn’t quite know how to check if the vampire was alive. He didn’t need to breathe. And he didn’t have a pulse. I shot a look at Alucard.

      “He’s gone. I stole his memories. Overrode his commands. The shock killed him.”

      I blinked. “What the hell, man? He’s just a kid!”

      Alucard was shaking his head. “If you had seen the things he did today, you would have killed him yourself. Neveah must have put a self-destruct button on him in case another Master Vampire caught him.”

      My mouth fell open. “You’re still considered a Master Vampire?”

      Alucard settled thoughtful eyes on me. “I don’t know what the hell I am anymore, Nate,” he growled in frustration. Because I had taken him to a fight that had forever altered him. I didn’t know if I should feel guilty, or proud. He had new perks to being a Daywalker, but it also left him with a lot of questions. Alucard continued, interrupting my thoughts. “But I was still able to mind-fuck him like I could when I was the Master Vampire of New Orleans. Maybe a Daywalker has similar powers.” He shrugged. “It did feel different. Same result, but less effort. Almost like it was natural for him to obey me…” he trailed off, eyes distant.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “So, you killed a teenager.” Alucard began to argue, but I held up a hand. “I get it. He was bad news. Did some horrible stuff today.” I stared down at the kid. “He just seems so innocent. Helpless, even.”

      Alucard let out a bitter laugh. “That’s how Neveah gets them. Sucks them in early. Gets the weaker ones like this that she can mold into obedient little monsters.” He stared at me, sensing my stubborn disapproval. “Listen. I didn’t purposefully kill him. I just read his mind. He died as a result of what she did to him. She doesn’t like to share. Although I’m not disappointed that he’s dead, it wasn’t my intention. Neveah did this.”

      I let out an angry sigh. “You know what? Your sister is kind of a piece of shit. I think I want to have a talk with her.”

      Alucard ran a hand through his hair. “About that…”

      And he began to tell me about the Coffin – having seen it through the kid’s memories. Alucard gave me a layout of the place and the number of vampires the kid had seen there – a lot. And the kid had seen the girls there. In cages. He had very briefly seen Neveah flipping through an old book as she sat on her wet, crimson throne. Apparently, she preferred her throne to have a steady flow of blood. And she made the newest recruits lick the blood from the base of her throne as a symbol of their obedience. Which was why the kid had only seen the book for a brief moment. It would have to do. The kid had also briefly seen the car outside the Coffin, easily identifiable by the missing front windows.

      “Yeah… definitely a piece of shit,” I said once he was finished, shaking my head in disbelief at his description of her macabre throne room.

      But Alucard had silently walked over to the dresser. “Think this is real wood?”

      I frowned over at him. He was crouched in the debris as if looking for something.

      “I don’t know. I assume at least some of its real, but probably only the base structure. The rest is probably recycled something or other.” I glanced down at the boy. “What are we going to do about the body?”

      Alucard was suddenly standing beside me, staring down at the body. Then he plunged a shaft of wood straight into the boy’s chest.

      “What the hell, man?” I burst out.

      Then the body began to disintegrate before my eyes, leaving only a large pile of ashes a minute later. Alucard had staked him. Which was why he had been asking about the dresser.

      I coughed, covering my mouth as I took a few steps towards the door, picking up my bag on the way. “Alright. I’ve had enough of this shit. I’m outta here. You coming?”

      Alucard chuckled, but quickly caught up to me. We walked out of the parking lot and down the street. Procrastinating.

      “Sounds like there are a lot of vampires there. And just the two of us,” I said absently, thinking out loud.

      “Yeah. So, we go in guns-a-blazing?”

      I snorted. “With what guns?”

      He sighed. “Right. Okay, with your magical whips, Indiana Jones. And whatever Hogwarts shit you have stashed in your man purse.”

      I sighed, not rising to the bait. It was a fucking satchel, by god. Not a man purse. But he always teased me about it. “Yeah, but I’m not sure that will be enough. Just depends on how many there are.”

      Alucard began to growl angrily. “Let’s assume more than a handful.” He shot me a sudden, calculating look. “No. I’m not going to pretend to join her side, Nate. She’ll see right through me. Maybe if I just take her out, the rest will stop and listen to me.”

      I let out a breath, surprised he had surmised my idea. But he was probably right. I stared out at the shops lining the street ahead of us. The night was ours, not a car in sight. The shops were all closed. “That sounds like a good plan, but I usually like to have a backup or two on hand.”

      He smiled at me. “You are the backup plan.”

      I scowled at him. “If anyone is the sidekick here, it’s you. I’m just letting you tag along while I retrieve my book and save a handful of young girls. Kind of my thing.” I smiled.

      Alucard rolled his eyes. “So, what did you have in mind?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I had no idea, when I suddenly noticed one of the store signs swinging in the wind. And a dark, twisted smile crept over my face as I spoke my plan out loud.

      “Christ, man. You sure that’s a good idea? Sounds terrible. Actually, it sounds like a guaranteed way to get everyone killed. Twice.”

      “Exactly…” I grinned, trotting towards the store. Alucard began to follow, so I turned, holding up a hand for him to stop. “No, you go back to the hotel room. I left some stuff there.” I told him what to grab, and he frowned back, but finally complied, jogging back the way we had come, muttering about the particulars of my suicide plan under his breath.

      This was going to be fun. Or we would all die. I glanced down at my shirt and groaned. I was going to die wearing a Johnson Beaver shirt…

      I shook my head angrily. “Whatever you do, don’t die in this shirt, Nate…” I encouraged myself. I looked down at my legs. “Or these pants…”
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      We Shadow Walked right up to the entrance to a cave, which was creepy as hell. It sat in the middle of the woods, and a message had been written above the entrance.

      Non Serviam.

      And it was written in blood. Which had been used quite liberally, because several of the letters had long trailing drips from the bottom of the letters. Like they were bleeding.

      “Paradise Lost,” I murmured to Alucard, but I suddenly felt very self-conscious. Because those words were on my family crest, the one that was branded into my palm.

      He grunted. “I will never serve…” Alucard said, translating the Latin script. “She’s such a drama queen. But I guess it’s better than The Gates to Heaven, or some such nonsense, right, Little Brother?” he said, staring up at the message.

      I snapped my fingers to get his attention. “Maybe don’t call me Little Brother around your bloodthirsty little sister. I want to make a good impression,” I grumbled, adjusting the bag slung over my shoulder.

      He rolled his eyes, pointing at a bush a few paces away from the entrance. “Will this work?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Hopefully they get the hint to go inside. Not just hang out by the bush.”

      I scanned our surroundings for my car, but didn’t see it, which made me a little uneasy. Surely, with the message above the cave, this was the right place… A twig snapped behind us and we both flinched, whirling as we held up our hands to fight. But it was just a squirrel. I chuckled after a few seconds. “Right. Let’s get inside before the fireworks go off.”

      “Just walk inside? Into the deep dark cave full of vampires. Just the two of us.”

      “We can make it if we try…” I offered.

      He stared at me, cocking his head. “Did you just turn that into a Will Smith duet?”

      I grinned, nodding. “Why not?” He rolled his eyes. “Listen. She knows we’re coming. There’s no point in trying to be sneaky. Our plan is to catch her attention. Fast. Then keep it focused on us for as long as possible.”

      “Brilliant plan,” he muttered with a sigh, running his hand through his hair.

      “Hey, you agreed to this.”

      “Agree might be too strong of a word. I just refuse to argue with someone so stubborn-headed when we’re both about to die anyway. Might as well enjoy these last few minutes.”

      I rolled my eyes. “At least you won’t die wearing a stupid shirt.”

      He nodded sagely. “Or those pants,” he added.

      “And on the bright side, at least Tory won’t get to kill you. Silver lining.”

      Alucard stared at me, face expressionless. “Behind every silver lining is a fucking cloud.”

      “Preach,” I agreed. And we walked into the deep, dark cave. Into the belly of the beast.
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      Halfway down the sloped tunnel, dark twisted laughter suddenly echoed up from the depths of the cave, taunting us.

      “My sweet, sweet brother has finally come home. Let’s have a round of applause for family…” and a dainty pair of hands began clapping. They sounded wet, like flesh striking flesh in sharp, splattering slaps. Hisses and more claps ensued as flickering torchlight became visible around the bend.

      We looked at each other in silence, and then continued on, rounding the last bend.

      We entered a large, stone room, carved out by water, wind, and time to create a surprisingly large, high-ceilinged space. Torches lined the walls, flickering and smoking to create a dim, macabre vibe. Like a romantic slaughterhouse. The smell of coppery blood clung to my mouth as I breathed. Rich, thick, and foul enough to make me want to puke.

      Three cages sat off to the side of the cave, and after a quick glance, I recognized each face behind the bars. Aria. Sonya. Camilla. The girls. Two red dragons and a chimera. Their faces were dirty, tear-stained, and angry. Their clothes were ripped, and equally soiled. They hadn’t been kept in tender loving care. Which I hadn’t expected, but it still made me angry to see them harmed. My friend’s girls.

      Two groups of vampires – maybe a dozen or more each – stood on either side of a large metal throne, not unlike the one in Game of Thrones. Two steps led up to a raised dais, and blood poured down the tall back of the throne in a light, dribbling waterfall from pipes protruding off the wall above it.

      The blood splashed down the back of the chair, and oozed over the seat before dripping down the front and onto the steps. The blood gathered in a small, shallow pool at the base of the steps, but never overflowed, implying that a drain of some sort sat at the base of the pool, likely funneling it back up into the pipes to continue the process all over again.

      The circle of life. Or a blood fondue fountain.

      I heard a sharp scream as a young boy was tossed in front of the throne to splash into the pool. Then I looked up to assess the person in the seat itself. Alucard’s little sister. She looked young, and she wore a white string bikini. The crotch region looked entirely too small, and the top barely covered her naughty bits – just tiny triangles of white on her pale, ivory skin. Her hair was white – like the trend where girls bleach out all color in their hair to leave behind a silvery greyish white color.

      Except I was betting hers wasn’t dyed. More like died.

      She had a narrow face, and flawless pale skin. She wasn’t beautiful by any means, but she did have an exotic look to her. Different from Alucard, who looked almost European with his long dark hair, and angular jaw. I turned to him thoughtfully. He was a full-grown man, but Neveah looked to be in her late-teens. Still eye-catching, but more girl than woman. She must have gone through her change at an earlier age, because Vampires stuck pretty close to their age after being bitten. For the most part.

      I stared down at the boy kneeling in the shallow pool. He was panting, eyes wild, hands shaking. He didn’t look like a vampire. Or a shifter. In fact, he looked like a regular teenager.

      “Hi, Cersei,” I smirked with as much insolence as I could muster, trying to think of a way I could get to the boy in time, but he was more than thirty paces away. I didn’t stand a chance. Even if I did, there were the better part of two dozen vampires I would have to fight off to keep him safe. And we still hadn’t rescued the girls. Or gotten my book.

      Speaking of which…

      I saw the book resting on a pedestal beside the throne. No one dared stand too close to it, and it was within arm’s reach of Neveah. Like a trophy.

      “Let’s cut to the chase. I’m here for my car and my book.” I pointed a thumb at Alucard. “This specimen of a man is here to give you one last hug goodbye, and then pick up his girls.”

      Her eyes darkened, and then she lashed out with her foot. I hadn’t noticed she was wearing high heels. And apparently, the backs of her six-inchers were razor sharp, because they sliced right through the boy’s throat quicker than I could even open my mouth. His hands shot up, but he was too late. I lunged forward a step, but Alucard latched onto my arm, holding me back. The vampires beside the throne leaned forward hungrily, waiting for me to make a move.

      Neveah leaned back in her throne, running two fingers through the blood on her armrest. Then she popped her fingers into her mouth, her eyes rolling back in her skull as she sucked the blood clean and let out an entirely sexual moan.

      Her eyes opened after a few seconds, and then locked onto me. “Balls are my Business?” she asked, reading my sweatpants in disbelief. “And an I Love Johnson shirt! My, my…”

      “He’s a musical genius. Unappreciated,” I argued, tasting the bile in my throat at both the words and the murder I had just witnessed. The murder I had been powerless to prevent.

      “Right. Well, you should both thank me. I have found the boy responsible for the abductions. He led the girls here under false pretenses. But I saved them. And caught him.” Her eyes were cold as she watched us. Like any of those actresses in Gossip Girl. Not that I’ve ever watched the show or anything. She interrupted my thoughts. “You’re welcome.”

      I snarled, tugging against Alucard’s fingers on my arm. “So, you killed the boy you manipulated into luring them here. How sanctimonious of you.”

      Clanging filled the large empty space as the three teenaged girls began furiously pounding on the bars of their cages.

      Neveah cleared her throat, and suddenly two vampires were standing before the cages, pointing guns at the girls. The girls quieted, but their eyes were all on fire, outraged, scared, and embarrassed at their plight.

      “I hope I have your attention now,” Neveah said. I glared back, seriously contemplating making a run for it and blowing us all to hell. Just to get a chance to wipe that fucking smirk off her face. Again, Alucard tugged me back. I rounded on him, angry, and he pointed at the ground between us and the throne.

      I frowned, following his finger.

      “Shit…” I muttered.

      The ground between us was literally covered in stone spikes and broken glass. Not a bare patch of rock anywhere. Almost as if she had installed it herself. And I hadn’t even noticed it. But taking it all in now, I realized that if I tried to walk across, my feet would be cut to ribbons.

      Because… I had no shoes.

      “Oh, pooh. You ruin all the fun, Big Brother…” Neveah pouted, folding her arms over her blood spattered white bikini.

      “There is no fun in this, Neveah. That’s where we are different, you daft bint.”

      She suddenly snarled, leaning forward. “You know I hate it when you call me that.”

      Alucard shot her a hungry grin, leaning forward to blow her a kiss. “That’s why I say it, you lovely, daft bint.” And he winked at her. She snarled instinctively, but didn’t move.

      I stared down at the ground, thinking. Using magic to clear a path would give them all the time they needed to coordinate and attack us as one horde of fangs and claw. Which was exactly why she had done it. If I tried walking across that, my feet would begin bleeding immediately, probably even if I had shoes, and the vampires would go ape-shit at the smell of fresh wizard’s blood suddenly painting the earth and filling the air.

      “Despite your insolence, I have an offer for you. Perhaps you haven’t received my mail—”

      “Oh, I received it alright. It went straight into the fire. Like I want you to do.”

      “Be careful, Brother. You don’t want to die, do you?”

      He just smiled and shrugged. “Better than being one of your toys.”

      Neveah sighed sadly. “Then I guess you leave me no choice. If you don’t join me – and work alongside me in good faith – then the girls shall die. And then I will ask you again. If I receive another No, I will hurt more of those you love. Perhaps the other women in your life. Their mother…” she pondered with a hungry smile, pointing casually at the three girls in the cages.

      “I will kill you,” Alucard snarled.

      She laughed. “But you already tried that, dear Brother. My coven brought me back. You had it all in the palm of your hand, and you gave it up.” Her eyes flashed, locking on me. “For him.”

      As one, the vampires snarled, hissed, and the sound of fangs popping free echoed in the cavern.

      I discreetly reached into my open bag, palming a small object the size of an apricot.

      “So, dear Brother. Will you take your rightful place at my side? As equals? And come home? Or do things need to get… complicated?” she leaned forward. As dark and deadly as she was, I could see a genuine desire to be near her brother on her face. Not just for power. She literally adored him. Even though she was obviously angry at him for once killing her. She would literally do anything to get her family back. The band back together.

      I held up my hand, waving it at her to get her attention, like a kid in class wanting to ask a question. Her eyebrows furrowed, and she scowled at me. “Yes?”

      “I vote for complicated.” And I opened my fingers to reveal a glass orb.

      And then I pitched it as hard as I could at the cages.

      Specifically, Camilla’s cage.

      One, because there was no guard in front of it.

      Two, because it was closest, and easiest to hit.

      Three, because the contents of my vial wouldn’t hurt Camilla. Since it was chimera venom.

      The room exploded with shrieks and hisses, but I didn’t watch the cage, instead, rounding on Alucard. “Take care of Satan’s Barbie! I’ll take care of everyone else!” I yelled loud enough to be heard over the shouts echoing in the cavern.

      A wallop of steam erupted near the cages, and I knew by the sudden feral roar and blast of flame that the teensy-weensy chimera was free. And that she had shifted into her horrific beast form, bursting free from her cage.

      Part fire-breathing lion.

      Part demonic goat.

      Part venomous cobra.

      And.

      She.

      Was.

      Pissed.

      “Free the Reds!” I shouted at Camilla as I turned to address the kiss of vampires racing towards me and Alucard.

      But then I heard the pounding of many hooves hammering down into the cave from the entrance behind me.

      Shit.

      Talk about bad timing… Couldn’t they have found the clothes I stashed outside sooner?
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      Alucard was instantly swarmed by vampires in a dog pile. Being a Master Vampire, he threw most of them off with ease. But there were simply too many of them.

      Which meant he needed my help.

      I needed to run across the spiky floor of death to help him. But I couldn’t do that because I had a stampede heading my way.

      A blast of napalm fire sent a flash of heat up my arms as one of the Reds was freed from her cage. She had wasted no time in shifting to dragon form, and the two teenagers fought a large group of vampires outside the cages. More than I had seen earlier. Which meant there were more vampires here than I had thought. That they had been hiding.

      Or…

      That there was more than one entrance to the cave, and that Neveah had called in reinforcements. I heard her shouting at her vampires, standing atop her throne, hands and thighs covered in blood as she pointed here and there, directing her coven.

      But my teenagers seemed to be cutting loose, and could handle their own for a few minutes.

      Not like I had much choice. I spun on a heel, unleashing opposing whips of fire and ice from my palms. The fire whip cast sparks out as it hammered into the stone floor, and icicles and hoarfrost raced out from where the ice whip rested on the ground.

      Then the centaurs arrived.

      Of course, the big one, Mr. Ed, came first, followed by two more smaller, sleeker centaurs.

      Oh, and they had boobs, and were apparently very proud of them, because they hadn’t bothered to cover them up.

      Mr. Ed locked eyes with me, and his eyes smoldered with pure hatred. He danced sideways, scanning the room for a second, spinning in a complete circle before me like you sometimes see show-horses do. Which gave me a clear shot of his very impressive manhood. Or horsehood, I guess.

      But more importantly, I saw his dangly bits. And they were unprotected, and an easy target.

      This was a very brief glimpse, because he charged me, a long spear suddenly clenched in his fist, where he had been unarmed only a moment ago.

      I dove to the side at the last second, dodging his spear as it hammered into the earth where I had been standing. I didn’t waste any time, shouting, “Rocky Mountain Oysters!” and flung my ice whip in a perfect lasso around his family jewels.

      He roared in outrage, rearing up on his two hind legs in terror and agony before hammering back to all fours. I jumped off a small rise of stone near the wall and landed on his back like a badass in those old western flicks, releasing my fire whip. This didn’t feel pleasant on my already tender goods, but I managed not to barf all over his pretty hair.

      “Rodeo time!” And I gave my ice lasso a sharp yank, gripping his mane – which was actually a thick wad of lower back hair – with my other hand to hold on for dear life as I squeezed with my heels.

      He, of course, began to buck like crazy, trying to throw me off, but I held on for dear life, shouting into his ear. “Nut taps always come back. Just like boomerangs,” I shouted. Then, “Listen! Just do as I say and you’ll keep your balls!”

      He shook in agony, twitching and spasming as the ice whip slowly gave his stones frostbite. After a few seconds of panting, he held up his arms in defeat. “Please, I yield. Let go! You’re going to lame me!”

      “Call off your women!” I shouted, sensing them aiming arrows at my back. I dug in my heels on his side, turning his body so that he faced his two female centaurs, guarding me from their arrows.

      He waved his hands at them urgently. “Stop! Do as I command!”

      They snorted, stomping their hooves, but as I peeked carefully around his back, I saw that they had lowered their bows, no longer trying to kill me.

      “See? Peace!” He hissed at me. “Now, let me go!”

      “Not yet. But I will turn off the chill factor.” And I did, changing the whip to air, an invisible coil of solid air. He shivered in relief.

      “What do you want?” he shouted in frustration.

      “All of us to make it out of here alive.” I pointed at the last cage with Sonya. She was still locked up, as Aria and Camilla fought for their lives. It appeared that Camilla was more focused on getting to Neveah than freeing her second friend. “We’re going there!” And I dug in my heels, forcing him to gallop on towards the cages. His hooves shattered the stone spikes and glass beneath us in loud crunching sounds.

      I turned to look over my shoulder at the women centaurs racing after us, eyes smoldering with hatred at what I had done to their boss, or mate, or whatever they considered him. Judging by how offended and concerned they looked upon seeing his testicles in my whip’s grasp, I was judging them to have a romantic relationship.

      Polygamy was a thing with centaurs, apparently.

      Remembering the size of Mr. Ed’s goods, I guessed they didn’t mind sharing.

      I pointed at the mass of vampires hoarding Alucard. “Protect the Daywalker!”

      They turned to look, then shot gazes back my way. “Which one is the Daywalker?” they shouted in unison.

      “I’ll show you!” And I reached into my satchel, withdrawing a metal canister in my fist. Something my bodyguard had given me a while back. I flung out the pin, and tossed it at the pile of bodies. It struck one of them in the back hard enough for him to stop and turn. He stared down at the metal canister, picked it up, and lifted his head, smirking at me.

      And the flash grenade went bang, vaporizing him and half a dozen other vampires in an instant, while severely injuring the rest – blowing off limbs, hands, and feet, but generally leaving them in fighting shape.

      But one vampire in particular seemed to double in strength from the flash. And he fairly glittered. Because the UV was like an adrenaline shot to him. He tore into the remaining vampires like a terrier in a nest of rats, ripping off arms and legs here, punching through chests there, swiftly decapitating another with one swipe of his claws, and tossing another by the head into the stone wall, where said vampire went splat.

      “The shiny one is the Daywalker!” I shouted at the centaurs. They were staring in disbelief, but quickly took action, tearing off after Alucard just as more vampires peeled off from their ring of protection around the throne to confront the sparkly threat.

      I turned back to the cage, and slapped Mr. Ed on his unprotected shoulder. “Break the lock!”

      My centaur poured on the speed, using his spear like a violent broom to swipe the vampires out of the way. We skidded up to the cage, and he reared back on his hind legs. I gripped his back hair tighter, and he struck out with his front hooves to kick the lock. It shattered into a bajillion pieces, and Sonya tore free, smiling hungrily as she shifted into dragon form and entered the fight.

      I spun in a circle, ready to race after Alucard and Neveah.

      And that’s when I saw the black cloud of smoke drifting along the perimeter of the cavern, sneaking closer and closer to the pedestal with the book. It was only a dozen paces away, and no one else seemed to notice.

      “The book! Get the book!” I roared, pointing eagerly at the smoke cloud drifting closer and closer to the pedestal.

      Mr. Ed roared, pounding after it, and throwing a spear at the dense cloud.

      The motion almost threw me off, and I accidentally jerked my hand with the whip.

      Which yanked the lasso tighter around his goods, causing him to jerk violently, and buck instinctively. And this little wizard went flying straight off the centaur’s back.

      I managed to let go of my whip so I didn’t literally castrate him as I tumbled through the air, dreading the sensation of a million spikes piercing my flesh at once.
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      I slammed face-first into a wall of soft flesh, and instinctively latched on for dear life, terrified to fall and land on the spikes.

      And my plan worked.

      About a millisecond later, I realized I had a face-full of boobs, and as I burst out laughing in disbelief, I accidentally motor-boated, as they say in the Wedding Crashers movie.

      The centaur didn’t find the situation humorous, and grabbed me with her very strong arms to throw me a dozen feet backwards.

      Well, if I was about to die the death of a million spikes, at least my last minute on this earth had been one hell of a story.

      But I landed in the pool of blood, right on top of the dead body before splashing under the warm liquid entirely. I jumped to my feet, spitting and shaking blood from my face, wiping my eyes, gasping for breath, and trying not to ingest any of the blood.

      I had made it safely past the spikes!

      Then a little slice of heaven grabbed me by the neck and threw me.

      I slammed into the throne, banging the back of my head against the metal back, causing stars to explode across my vision.

      I heard the centaurs roaring, shouting, and arrows flying faster than I could count. Then the sound of galloping hooves faded away, and I realized that they had left the cavern. Fucking cowards. I glanced to my right, wiping more blood from my eyes, and saw that the pedestal was empty. I gasped, eyes darting around the cavern, but the cloud of smoke was gone, too. The centaurs hadn’t fled. They were pursuing the smoke wizard.

      But none of that mattered as the pool of blood splashed loudly before me. I turned my head from the chaos to see Neveah slowly emerging from the pool, licking her lips as she began to stalk closer, completely covered in blood like a crimson goddess of sex. She settled one high-heeled shoe on the first step leading to the throne.

      “Hey, Carrie,” I mumbled, blinking the blood from my eyes.

      “You will die a slow, painful death, wizard,” she hissed, taking another step.

      “I don’t think so,” I smiled.

      And Alucard suddenly stood behind her, grabbing a fistful of her hair, and yanking her backwards.

      Her heel broke. Poor little thing.

      She slammed to the ground, arms emitting a loud cracking noise as she tried to break her fall.

      She scrabbled to flee, but the Reds suddenly stood on either side of her, licking their long dragon teeth. Alucard grabbed her by the hair again, yanking her down to the ground and straddling her. I quickly looked around us to see all the vampires were dead or injured, leaving just us and a shitload of bodies.

      “No one hurts my girls.” And Alucard pinned her down, holding her head still. Despite her being fueled with blood, she was no match for her big, Daywalker brother.

      Camilla – in her nightmarish chimera form – stomped up to the circle surrounding Neveah. She took one look down at the dead boy – the one who had been forced to lure her here, then she turned back to Neveah, shaking with fury. “An eye for an eye,” she growled. And her cobra tail suddenly arched up over her back, darting right up to Neveah’s face. Each fang let loose a single drop of poison to splash onto her eyelids as she closed them instinctively for protection.

      Neveah fucking howled, the flesh of her eyelids melting away as the venom ate through them and then right into her eyes.

      Alucard watched, face cold as she struggled, panted, and screamed, her mouth wide open.

      Then he did something I hadn’t expected. “A tooth for a tooth,” he whispered.

      And he gripped a fang between his fingers, ripping it out of her mouth. He blindly handed it back to Aria. Then he reached in for the other fang, ripped it out, and handed it back to Sonya. Neveah gasped, screamed, voice hoarse, shaking in pain, arms flailing wildly as Alucard stood. She tried to support her weight on her arms, and fell, forgetting they had been broken.

      Her eyes were empty sockets, and she was in so much pain that she wasn’t even screaming any longer, just gasping in agony.

      I swallowed audibly.

      “I, uh, I think I’m done here.” My belly was making very uncomfortable sensations, warning me I was only moments away from hurling.

      The girls shifted back to human form, naked, covered in blood and scrapes. The Reds looked sick to their stomachs, too, as they held the fangs in one shaking fist each. Camilla looked sickened, but also satisfied. Especially when her eyes flicked back over to the dead boy.

      Without another word, I opened a Gateway back home.

      There was no book for me to get. But at least we had saved the girls.

      It was a dark, silent group that stepped through the Gateway. Stepping from a cave of death back into my office at Chateau Falco in St. Louis. The sudden sense of peace and tranquility was a jarring shift after the bloody family reunion with Alucard’s sister. I reached into my bag, pulled out another flash grenade, and tossed it behind me without looking, hoping to incinerate the majority of the bodies we had left behind. Especially Neveah. Then I let the Gateway wink closed, feeling a slight resistance as I did so.

      “What in the holy hell happened?” A voice shrieked from my right, and I was violently shoved out of the way, banging into a coffee table that tripped me up. I fell on my ass, banging the back of my head against something hard and unpleasant.
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      A slap to the face brought me back to life. Or at least woke me up in such a fashion that I felt like Dr. Frankenstein had brought me back to life.

      “What the hell happened, Nate? Why are you all covered in blood? Why are my girls holding vampire teeth? And what the hell were you doing at a Johnson Beaver concert?” Tory hissed, venom practically dripping from her tone.

      Alucard sat in the corner, confronted by Rufus, with an embarrassed Camilla staring down at her feet.

      “I can explain…” I mumbled, groaning as I tried to pull myself to my feet. I glanced at the Reds, but they were impersonating Camilla, staring down at their feet, not speaking.

      Tory rattled the two teeth in her fist. “Start. Talking. Or I start hitting.”

      And I didn’t want that. Tory was all of 110 pounds, but she had a gift. She was incredibly strong. I had seen her pick up trash cans in either hand – full trashcans – and use them to pummel an enemy.

      Well, the first thing about being an adult was learning responsibility. When to take it. And also, when to pass the buck. I pointed at Camilla. “It was her fault. She tried to go see her boyfr—”

      Slap.

      My vision quivered, and my ears rang like a struck bell. Tory grabbed me by the blood-soaked shirt, lifted me up to her face – one handed – so that I could see just how angry she was, and then slammed me back down to the ground. “Don’t point blame. What. Happened?”

      “Alright, alright!” I said, holding up my arms in defense. Using magic to push her away would only make things worse. I needed to calm her down. She was just being a good mom. A terrifying mom, yes, but also a very good one. I looked her in the eyes. “We had it all under control. The girls made a dumb choice, and Alucard and I went after them. To be fair, it wasn’t really their fault. The boyfriend was just bait. They were trying to—”

      “Right. I’m glad we got all that squared away!” Alucard practically shouted, interrupting me as he strode up to Tory and I much too fast to be casual. He very deliberately chose a spot to stand, his gaze discreetly flicking towards something on the carpet so that only I noticed his look. With me being on the ground, it was suddenly all I could do not to notice it.

      Because thanks to my position on the ground – I clearly saw him nudge Neveah’s severed head under the couch with his heel. My stomach threatened to mutiny from my body, and I had to swallow back bile. That was the resistance I had felt when closing my Gateway. Neveah must have tried to follow us out, blind, toothless, and arms broken. The Gateway had closed on her, decapitating her. Her eyeless face stared at me from the depths of the shadows under the couch.

      Tory noticed my look, and frowned as Alucard hurriedly continued speaking. “We ran into some trouble, but saved the girls. No big deal. Had it all under control. Even picked up some souvenirs along the way,” he laughed nervously, shooting the Reds meaningful glances.

      “Is that right?” Tory asked slowly, not sounding convinced.

      My cat, Sir Muffle Paws, chose that moment to hop down from his perch on the bookshelf. I hadn’t even noticed he was in the room. Freaking ninja cats. He sauntered over to the couch curiously. He sniffed around the outside, and then crawled his fat ass underneath to go inspect the head.

      I was going to throw up. Any second now.

      Alucard nodded enthusiastically. The Reds mumbled agreement, still staring down at their feet. She looked at me, and must have caught the nauseated look on my face, which I tried to turn into an agreeable nod.

      She scowled down at me for good measure. “Well, in that case, I’m just glad to see everyone is okay.” She pulled me to my feet, then shoved me back onto the couch. Rufus sat down next to me, Camilla’s wizard father. And after a recent accident, now also a were-chimera. He seemed to be managing well. Holding two different powers in the same body sometimes had drastic consequences. I smiled weakly at him.

      He didn’t smile back.

      I turned to Tory, who was holding a TV remote in her hand. “How is your mother?” I asked.

      Tory stared at me for a second at the unexpected change of topic. Not that it wasn’t important to her, but seeing us all abruptly appear out of thin air, and covered in blood had turned on her maternal instincts. “She’s… better. Thanks to Rufus.” She smiled at the man sitting beside me. He smiled back this time, then slowly turned to watch me very pointedly.

      “Well, I’m really spent, and need to go clean up. If anyone needs anything, just ask Dean.” I made as if to stand, but Rufus placed a palm on my thigh.

      “Not just yet,” he murmured. I was going to throw up. Any second now, Sir Muffle Paws was going to bat the head out from under the couch. I forcefully calmed my face and turned to look at him, swallowing tightly. “If you had everything under control, then explain this…”

      He pointed at Tory, and her face made an odd quiver, as if she had bitten her tongue. She pressed the button on the TV and it turned on, already paused on the news. She pressed another button and it began to play, a young news anchor speaking clearly, sounding as if she were trying not to laugh.

      “As you can see here, the attack at the Johnson Beaver concert went down in the hallways where they were selling merchandise. Witnesses say that one man was severely injured. However, no one has found anyone with signs of injury, just a lot of hysterical claims. The police have only one lead left untouched. Everyone was questioned on their way out, and none matched the descriptions of the following two persons. We’ll play this clip from an attendee’s phone in slow motion so that you can better see their…” she cleared her throat loudly, “faces. Anyone with information on these individuals is asked to come forward at once. They are not considered suspects, but may have information on the attackers, and sources say one of them didn’t have a ticket to the show.” The screen shifted to wobbly cell phone footage, and I suddenly wanted to die.

      It was a slow-motion action shot of me, head raised to the ceiling, hands up in the air like I was summoning a demon from the pits of hell, my I Love Johnson shirt on proud display. Then my eyes slowly opened and I turned my head to stare at something, eyes widening in disbelief.

      A large, bearded, tattoo-headed man in a kilt was suddenly sliding on his knees before me, mouth open as he shouted, and his fist slowly rising up into a lethal uppercut. The camera hadn’t caught the centaur that had been reaching for me – even if only to show a security guard on a Segway. I wasn’t sure if that was due to their magic, or the poor videography skills of the cell phone user. I let out a breath of shame, unable to peel my eyes away as the Scotsman connected with his Druid-empowered uppercut straight to my groin. My mouth slowly opened in a roar of pain, and my eyes slowly slammed shut. The Scotsman was coincidentally facing the camera with a triumphant grin on his face, and his vape canister in the other hand. The video paused there, rather than showing me flying off into the distance.

      Everyone burst out laughing.

      Absolutely everyone.

      Well, except me. I merely grumbled a string of profanities under my breath.

      The News Anchor came back on, struggling not to smile as she again repeated her request for anyone knowing the identity of the men in the video.

      “He caught me off guard,” I growled. “We had it all under control.”

      Then the fucking cat batted the head out from under the couch, and everyone flinched back in horror. I jumped to my feet, pointing at Alucard. “That one is all him! I had nothing to do with his sister!”

      The situation devolved from there, with everyone shouting over one another, mainly Tory and Rufus shouting at Alucard, him shouting back, the girls trying to defend themselves, and myself unsuccessfully trying to sneak out of the room. It took a good ten minutes for everyone to reasonably calm down and hear the real story from beginning to end.

      “And how in the hell did you manage to take out… your sister?” Tory finally asked.

      I let out a chuckle, and everyone turned to face me. I wasn’t about to take credit. I pointed at Camilla, the Reds, and Alucard. “My friends gave them kisses of fire, among other things…” I couldn’t help it. I began to laugh, mostly from exhaustion, but also at the bizarre chain of events, and soon, everyone else was laughing, too.

      I turned to exit the room leaving everyone else to hug it out, or whatever. I needed a shower. Dean walked into the room right as I was turning to leave, and bumped into me. I might have shrieked in surprise, because everyone spun to see what the noise had been, only to find me staring at my butler, panting heavily.

      Dean gripped me by the shoulders. “Master Temple. You have a… guest outside. Said he wants to talk to you about some… family jewels,” he said with a frown.

      Alucard latched onto that like a drowning man for a life preserver in the ocean, eagerly sharing the story about my brief stint as a Rodeo man.

      Rufus was staring at me, shaking his head in wonder, wiping tears from his eyes. “Remind me to never let you babysit.”

      I scowled. “I wasn’t the one babysitting. I was the one fixing everything.”

      That made Rufus laugh even harder.

      I scowled at the room one last time for good measure. “Those three deserve to be grounded. Grand Theft Auto. Stupidly planning to travel hours away to meet up with a complete stranger. Disobeying a direct order from their parents.” And I held up a finger, getting their attention. “And making me go to a fucking Johnson Beaver concert.”

      And then I turned my back on the adults’ laughter and the teenagers’ arguments to go talk to the centaurs.
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      I stepped outside my mansion to find Mr. Ed and the two female centaurs from the cave standing in a line before me. I was still covered in blood, and it was flaking off in places, but my clothes were stiff with it.

      The boss stared at me very soberly. Then he knelt on his front hooves in a formal bow. He rested his fist on the ground, and suddenly, the women were doing the same.

      “Look, there’s no need—”

      “We retrieved the book.” The leader climbed back to his feet.

      “Oh.” I said dumbly. One of the female centaurs approached, handing it to me with an entirely too-warm smile. Not knowing what else to do, and not wanting to disrespect this apparently formal situation, I accepted it with a thankful nod. She backed away to stand beside the others.

      The breeze caused Mr. Ed’s long hair to ripple in the wind. “Although I am not pleased with you, that is more a personal failing of mine. You…” and it sounded like he was having his teeth pulled, “bested me. I respect you for that.” His eyes flickered with anger for a moment. “But I also must thank you for releasing me. We… all appreciate it.”

      He motioned at the two female centaurs behind him. They shot me dazzling smiles.

      “Sure. No problem. I guess,” I replied, lamely, not knowing what else to say, and confused at their change of attitude from the caves.

      The female on the left piped up. “I just found out this morning that I am pregnant!” she beamed. The other female looked happy, but also envious at the same time. Which meant that she genuinely did care for the other female centaur. They really were polygamous. Sister wives, I had heard it called. “If you had not released him, I don’t know what we would have done. We wanted to be pregnant at the same time. And if you hadn’t shown mercy, that may have never happened. But now…”

      The male centaur seemed both terrified and ecstatic. Embarrassed, and proud. I couldn’t help but smile at the three of them. “Let me get this straight. Now that she’s pregnant,” I pointed first at the pregnant centaur, then slowly spun to point my finger at the other female. “That means you have your work cut out for you,” I grinned at Mr. Ed.

      “Oh, yes,” she purred in answer. “Ed and I have much… work to do.” She winked at him. Mr. Ed looked – again – both embarrassed and excited at the prospect.

      “So, in effect, you’re thanking me for securing your chance at getting booty over the next couple of days.” I asked, straight-faced.

      The non-pregnant centaur smiled hungrily, nodding as she eyed Ed’s rump, or maybe his danglies. He let out his own wolfish smile as he looked over his shoulder. Then he turned to me with a helpless shrug, grinning like a teenager during bikini season.

      “Well, you’re welcome, I guess.” I turned to the pregnant centaur. “Congratulations,” I said, smiling at her flicking tail.

      “I shall name him Nate.”

      I winced. “Well, surely that’s a possibility, but we can discuss that later,” Ed instantly said, shooting me an apologetic glance.

      I shrugged, smiling at him, letting him know I took no offense. “Trust me, you don’t want to give your kid my luck,” I chuckled. He smiled in relief, but one look at the mom let me know it was already a foregone conclusion. Poor guy. Both Ed and the would-be Nate. I cleared my throat, and they all turned to me. “You may already know this…” I began, getting their attention. “But things are getting bad. I’ll take care of the book, but that wizard… he works for a dangerous group. Be vigilant.” Then I thought of her being pregnant, and Ed and the other wife having… familial duties. “Well, get your people to be vigilant in your absence. This is important. A war is coming. One that will affect all of us.” And I pointedly glanced at the pregnant centaur’s belly for a long moment. Then I met Ed’s eyes. At first, he looked angry, as if thinking my comment had been a threat, but one look into my eyes let him know it wasn’t a threat from me, but a warning at what was to come.

      “Right. We will get right on it.” The centaur cleared her throat, and Ed freaking blushed. “Rather, we will get our warriors on it.”

      “That’s all I ask. This will impact us all.” They nodded solemnly, and then dipped their heads at me one last time, turning to leave. I bowed my head right back, and let out a sigh as they began galloping away.

      I was turning to leave when Ed called out over his shoulder. “Ganesh was right about you, Temple.”

      And with that, he was gone.

      I decided I was going to go take the longest shower of my life. Then, I was going to go to sleep. Because I wasn’t sure how the Syndicate had found me in the caverns, whether it had been the spelled clothes I had stashed at the entrance, or some other means. But I knew one thing.

      They weren’t going to be very happy with me for taking the book from them, and I had a feeling sleep was going to become a rare commodity soon…
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      I smirked at the man across the table, my face shadowed by a blue baseball cap that definitely didn’t match my hot pink, furry cape. “He is a worthless bag of horse shit,” I repeated. “Oh,” I added as an afterthought, “and tell him I said fuck Thebes.” The man’s jaw tightened with barely restrained fury at my defamation of his boss’s hometown.

      I ignored Alucard’s subtle shift in stance across the bar. His long, dark hair brushed his shoulders as his head swiveled about the room, watching for an ambush, but the dark sunglasses he always wore hid his eyes as he sipped his scotch. He was a Day-walking Master Vampire, actually gaining power from sunlight, and he was my backup in case the plan went sideways.

      “Do you have a death wish, wizard?” the man snarled, shooting another frown at the game-table he had watched me set up a moment ago, before I sat down at his table.

      I shrugged lazily. “I’m not too concerned about your boss, minion.”

      The man stood from the table, kicking his chair back to the ground, and the rest of the bar quieted even further. He stared down at me, shoulders heaving. “You’re dead.”

      I chuckled, taking a slow sip of the ice water that I had ordered. “Not yet. But you should watch your tone. Run along, boy.”

      He stormed towards the back of the bar through a door, disappearing from view. Conversation slowly resumed, but it was significantly muted as everyone waited for the obvious reaction. I waited, appearing casual while shooting a meaningful look at Alucard to wait. He looked about ready to start a fight right then, just so he wouldn’t be jumped in a few minutes.

      Which was my plan. Picking a fight. Well, step one of my plan.

      Because I was sick and tired of waiting. It had been the better part of a year, and the impending war with the unknown Greek God Indie had woken up had yet to materialize. I couldn’t find Indie, Ichabod, or any of my Greek friends. This was the first time I had found solid intelligence of a Greek in town, and it was recent, so he must have just arrived.

      The only reason I had even caught notice of him was because of the whispered rumors about a strange cloak that the man wore. One that should have still been locked away.

      I had been housing my friends at Chateau Falco for a long time, waiting every day for the other shoe to drop, keeping everyone safe behind the magical defenses of my mansion’s walls. Because a war was coming – an army of Greek monsters, warriors, demigods, and a genuine God to lead them, even though I didn’t yet know which god. They were – thanks to Indie, my ex-fiancée – almost guaranteed to be pointed at me because, well, exes can be like that. And I was pretty sure they had already raided my Armory of its supernatural weapons of mass destruction – because Pandora, my librarian, was Greek, too – and I hadn’t been able to enter my Armory since the horns of war started blowing after Indie woke up the unknown god.

      The horns of war that hadn’t resulted in any fucking war.

      I had run to Kansas City a few times while waiting on the war to start, helping Alucard out with a small family problem, which had earned me a spot on a YouTube video at a stupid concert we had been forced to attend. It went viral, of course, much to my frustration. I had also met a pretty badass wizard named Callie while there, but that had been a different trip to the City of Fountains.

      I needed to give her a call. And I had a proposition for her da—

      The back door blew inwards – frame, door, and chunks of drywall flying into the room and peppering the nearby patrons with debris. I smiled at the mountain of a man who ducked through the opening, because even though he had torn a hole through the wall where the door had just been, he was still too big to fit through it, so he very literally had to slouch through the opening.

      He was easily seven feet tall, had long blonde hair that hung loose, brushing his shoulders, and had three jagged scars down one stubbled cheek. His eyes were flecks of steel-gray, and they locked onto little old me. His neck was as thick as my waist, and his shoulders were easily five-feet across. I think you get the picture. He was proportionally huge, larger than even those Mr. Olympia contestants, reminding me more of the Incredible Hulk, but Greeker.

      Hercules. Demigod. Son of Zeus.

      He wore tennis-racket-sized leather sandals that went up to the middle of his shins. Even his toe-nails looked larger than mine. Three times bigger. I suppressed a covetous growl as I saw him sporting my fucking cloak around his broad shoulders. Well, technically, it was his, but it should have been locked away in my Armory. Safe. To prevent things like this.

      The cloak was actually the fur taken from the Nemean lion he had killed. Sitting in the same room as the cloak removed any doubts in my mind. It wasn’t a fake, but the genuine article, because I could sense the power coursing off it from here. So, Pandora had been loyal to her Greek origins and was handing out party favors from my Armory to my enemies. I tried not to imagine what else had been taken, because the stockpile held a lot of Greek artifacts. Which was why I was forcing my hand now.

      His huge club thumped onto the wooden floor, silencing those who hadn’t already shushed, perfect for my next words.

      “Hey, bitch,” I said. “Like my hat?”

      I tipped it at him, and wondered if I would see sparks from his grinding teeth.

      “Make Greece Great Again…” he growled, reading my hat. “For that alone, you shall die.”

      “Better idea. I challenge you to a game of beer-pong.”

      His eyes latched onto me like spears, and the ground literally shook as he stomped my way. “I’m going to squish you like a little bug,” he said in a deep baritone. “Stay still for a minute.”

      “You aren’t going to do shit but get your ass whooped by a tiny wizard,” I said calmly, adjusting the cloak I wore around my shoulders. A faux lion-furred cape, but like one of those comical Anime versions with big animated eyes and a hot pink mane.

      I pointed at the table I had set up, standing, and furling my cape in case anyone hadn’t noticed the mockery of his Nemean Lion Cloak.

      Old Hercules definitely noticed my cape and, judging by the unique shade of purple his face turned, he wasn’t very happy about it. Especially not in addition to my hat.

      My bodyguard, Mallory – who had recently admitted to actually being the Wild God, Pan, in disguise – had heard my plan for tonight, turned about as white as a sheet, and then given me some pretty potent alcohol from his private stash. The Wild God was good for that sort of thing. Knowing there wasn’t enough light beer in the world to get Hercules hammered, Mallory had given me his prized homemade hooch, and had also cast a spell on me to protect the lining of my stomach from absorbing his alcohol for about an hour. So, I had to beat the demigod fast, hence my blatant disrespect of one who could quite literally, well, squash me like a bug.

      To belabor this, he set his giant club against the bar, right beside Alucard, and approached the table, staring down at the cups – not Red Solo Cups – but big wooden steins.

      “We drink these?” He let out a sharp laugh, shaking his head. “You don’t stand a chance.”

      “Listen up, meat for brains. We take turns throwing these balls from across the table into the cups. If I make it in one of yours, you have to drink that cup. Then, it’s your turn. The first one to run out of cups, loses. One grunt if you understand, two grunts if you want me to explain it again, slower, and with simpler words.”

      Hercules shook his head in annoyance, ignoring my jibe. “I’d rather just drink all of these and then club you to death for mocking the glorious city of Thebes.”

      That would cramp my style.

      Luckily, Tory and Ashley sauntered in while he was speaking, wearing skimpy flowing toga-like tops and very short shorts. They also wore long leather-laced sandals. Hercules’ eyes locked onto them hungrily as they sat down near the table, speaking softly to each other, smiling coyly at Hercules. “Oh, look! A game. What are the stakes?” Tory asked with a beaming grin, her dark hair glistening in the dim lighting. Ashley flashed a dark grin towards Hercules. Her red hair stood out in the crowd, and looked freshly curled. She also wore her librarian glasses. She was taller than most, and lithe like a blade. She turned to me appraisingly, then shook her head as she turned back to the giant, very pointedly stating her favor on the outcome.

      I smiled towards them. Tory was a Beast Master – able to control shifters at will. And although only five-feet-tall, she could bend metal with her bare hands or smash you with a car as easily as wielding a hammer. She was… strong. And a good friend.

      Ashley was fiancée to my best friend, Gunnar, the local Alpha werewolf, and she was hyper-violent when she chose to be. Life as a werewolf had only toned her muscles, which were evident with her current outfit. She definitely caught the eye. Another friend. And perfect bait for the Greek Frat boy.

      I pretended not to know them. “Good evening, ladies. Maybe one of you would share a drink with the winner? He’s trying to defend the honor of his shitty city, Thebes.” I rolled my eyes. Hercules shoulders tightened, which seemed to threaten an avalanche of testosterone as he snarled under his breath. Then he looked back to the women, to the table, and finally to me. I held out my hands, waiting.

      “Sure,” Ashley said, smiling at Hercules.

      “You’re on, wizard. I’ll consider doing this labor for the gods for free. Well, for a drink,” he smiled savagely at Ashley and Tory, who egged him on with blushes and giggles.

      “When I win, you owe me an answer, and your cloak.”

      Hercules rolled his eyes. “You cannot possibly win. So, I accept. But when I win, you die, and I’ll drink to your death with one…” he met their eyes, “or both of them.”

      They shared a shy look with each other, and finally nodded, giggling.

      I hoped Mallory’s spell was good.

      If not, the cavalry would need to swoop into the bar, Gunnar at the lead. To save the girls, not me. Because I would be a whack-a-mole casualty…

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        
        Get your copy of WILD SIDE online today!

      

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        
        Turn the page to read a sample of UNCHAINED - Feathers and Fire Series Book 1, or BUY ONLINE. Callie Penrose is a wizard in Kansas City, MO who hunts monsters for the Vatican. She meets Nate Temple, and things devolve from there…

      

        

      
        (Note: Callie appears in the Temple-verse after Nate’s book 6, TINY GODS… Full chronology of all books in the Temple Universe shown on the ‘Books by Shayne Silvers’ page.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRY: UNCHAINED (FEATHERS AND FIRE #1)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: UNCHAINED AMZ LINK]
          
        

      

      The rain pelted my hair, plastering loose strands of it to my forehead as I panted, eyes darting from tree to tree, terrified of each shifting branch, splash of water, and whistle of wind slipping through the nightscape around us. But… I was somewhat excited, too.

      Somewhat.

      “Easy, girl. All will be well,” the big man creeping just ahead of me, murmured.

      “You said we were going to get ice cream!” I hissed at him, failing to compose myself, but careful to keep my voice low and my eyes alert. “I’m not ready for this!” I had been trained to fight, with my hands, with weapons, and with my magic. But I had never taken an active role in a hunt before. I’d always been the getaway driver for my mentor.

      The man grunted, grey eyes scanning the trees as he slipped through the tall grass. “And did we not get ice cream before coming here? Because I think I see some in your hair.”

      “You know what I mean, Roland. You tricked me.” I checked the tips of my loose hair, saw nothing, and scowled at his back.

      “The Lord does not give us a greater burden than we can shoulder.”

      I muttered dark things under my breath, wiping the water from my eyes. Again. My new shirt was going to be ruined. Silk never fared well in the rain. My choice of shoes wasn’t much better. Boots, yes, but distressed, fashionable boots. Not work boots designed for the rain and mud. Definitely not monster hunting boots for our evening excursion through one of Kansas City’s wooded parks. I realized I was forcibly distracting myself, keeping my mind busy with mundane thoughts to avoid my very real anxiety. Because whenever I grew nervous, an imagined nightmare always—

      A church looming before me. Rain pouring down. Night sky and a glowing moon overhead. I was all alone. Crying on the cold, stone steps, and infant in a cardboard box—

      I forced the nightmare away, breathing heavily. “You know I hate it when you talk like that,” I whispered to him, trying to regain my composure. I wasn’t angry with him, but was growing increasingly uncomfortable with our situation after my brief flashback of fear.

      “Doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be said,” he said kindly. “I think we’re close. Be alert. Remember your training. Banish your fears. I am here. And the Lord is here. He always is.”

      So, he had noticed my sudden anxiety. “Maybe I should just go back to the car. I know I’ve trained, but I really don’t think—”

      A shape of fur, fangs, and claws launched from the shadows towards me, cutting off my words as it snarled, thirsty for my blood.

      And my nightmare slipped back into my thoughts like a veiled assassin, a wraith hoping to hold me still for the monster to eat. I froze, unable to move. Twin sticks of power abruptly erupted into being in my clenched fists, but my fear swamped me with that stupid nightmare, the sticks held at my side, useless to save me.

      Right before the beast’s claws reached me, it grunted as something batted it from the air, sending it flying sideways. It struck a tree with another grunt and an angry whine of pain.

      I fell to my knees right into a puddle, arms shaking, breathing fast.

      My sticks crackled in the rain like live cattle prods, except their entire length was the electrical section — at least to anyone other than me. I could hold them without pain.

      Magic was a part of me, coursing through my veins whether I wanted it or not, and Roland had spent many years teaching me how to master it. But I had never been able to fully master the nightmare inside me, and in moments of fear, it always won, overriding my training.

      The fact that I had resorted to weapons — like the ones he had trained me with — rather than a burst of flame, was startling. It was good in the fact that my body’s reflexes knew enough to call up a defense even without my direct command, but bad in the fact that it was the worst form of defense for the situation presented. I could have very easily done as Roland did, and hurt it from a distance. But I hadn’t. Because of my stupid block.

      Roland placed a calloused palm on my shoulder, and I flinched. “Easy, see? I am here.” But he did frown at my choice of weapons, the reprimand silent but loud in my mind. I let out a shaky breath, forcing my fear back down. It was all in my head, but still, it wasn’t easy. Fear could be like that.

      I focused on Roland’s implied lesson. Close combat weapons — even magically-powered ones — were for last resorts. I averted my eyes in very real shame. I knew these things. He didn’t even need to tell me them. But when that damned nightmare caught hold of me, all my training went out the window. It haunted me like a shadow, waiting for moments just like this, as if trying to kill me. A form of psychological suicide? But it was why I constantly refused to join Roland on his hunts. He knew about it. And although he was trying to help me overcome that fear, he never pressed too hard.

      Rain continued to sizzle as it struck my batons. I didn’t let them go, using them as a totem to build my confidence back up. I slowly lifted my eyes to nod at him as I climbed back to my feet.

      That’s when I saw the second set of eyes in the shadows, right before they flew out of the darkness towards Roland’s back. I threw one of my batons and missed, but that pretty much let Roland know that an unfriendly was behind him. Either that or I had just failed to murder my mentor at point-blank range. He whirled to confront the monster, expecting another aerial assault as he unleashed a ball of fire that splashed over the tree at chest height, washing the trunk in blue flames. But this monster was tricky. It hadn’t planned on tackling Roland, but had merely jumped out of the darkness to get closer, no doubt learning from its fallen comrade, who still lay unmoving against the tree behind me.

      His coat shone like midnight clouds with hints of lightning flashing in the depths of thick, wiry fur. The coat of dew dotting his fur reflected the moonlight, giving him a faint sheen as if covered in fresh oil. He was tall, easily hip height at the shoulder, and barrel chested, his rump much leaner than the rest of his body. He — I assumed male from the long, thick mane around his neck — had a very long snout, much longer and wider than any werewolf I had ever seen. Amazingly, and beyond my control, I realized he was beautiful.

      But most of the natural world’s lethal hunters were beautiful.

      He landed in a wet puddle a pace in front of Roland, juked to the right, and then to the left, racing past the big man, biting into his hamstrings on his way by.

      A wash of anger rolled over me at seeing my mentor injured, dousing my fear, and I swung my baton down as hard as I could. It struck the beast in the rump as it tried to dart back to cover — a typical wolf tactic. My blow singed his hair and shattered bone. The creature collapsed into a puddle of mud with a yelp, instinctively snapping his jaws over his shoulder to bite whatever had hit him.

      I let him. But mostly out of dumb luck as I heard Roland hiss in pain, falling to the ground.

      The monster’s jaws clamped around my baton, and there was an immediate explosion of teeth and blood that sent him flying several feet away into the tall brush, yipping, screaming, and staggering. Before he slipped out of sight, I noticed that his lower jaw was simply gone, from the contact of his saliva on my electrified magical batons. Then he managed to limp into the woods with more pitiful yowls, but I had no mind to chase him. Roland — that titan of a man, my mentor — was hurt. I could smell copper in the air, and knew we had to get out of here. Fast. Because we had anticipated only one of the monsters. But there had been two of them, and they hadn’t been the run-of-the-mill werewolves we had been warned about. If there were two, perhaps there were more. And they were evidently the prehistoric cousin of any werewolf I had ever seen or read about.

      Roland hissed again as he stared down at his leg, growling with both pain and anger. My eyes darted back to the first monster, wary of another attack. It almost looked like a werewolf, but bigger. Much bigger. He didn’t move, but I saw he was breathing. He had a notch in his right ear and a jagged scar on his long snout. Part of me wanted to go over to him and torture him. Slowly. Use his pain to finally drown my nightmare, my fear. The fear that had caused Roland’s injury. My lack of inner-strength had not only put me in danger, but had hurt my mentor, my friend.

      I shivered, forcing the thought away. That was cold. Not me. Sure, I was no stranger to fighting, but that had always been in a ring. Practicing. Sparring. Never life or death.

      But I suddenly realized something very dark about myself in the chill, rainy night. Although I was terrified, I felt a deep ocean of anger manifest inside me, wanting only to dispense justice as I saw fit. To use that rage to battle my own demons. As if feeding one would starve the other, reminding me of the Cherokee Indian Legend Roland had once told me.

      An old Cherokee man was teaching his grandson about life. “A fight is going on inside me,” he told the boy. “It is a terrible fight between two wolves. One is evil — he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.” After a few moments to make sure he had the boy’s undivided attention, he continued.

      “The other wolf is good — he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on inside of you, boy, and inside of every other person, too.”

      The grandson thought about this for a few minutes before replying. “Which wolf will win?”

      The old Cherokee man simply said, “The one you feed, boy. The one you feed…”

      And I felt like feeding one of my wolves today, by killing this one…
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