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CHAPTER 1

Ed

Even a gilded cage is still a cage. Or at least that’s what I would’ve said if I were the type to wax poetic. But you know what? Fuck that shit. Now was not the time to dress this up as anything more than it was – a prison break.
Sure, this prison happened to be a multistory mansion with both indoor and outdoor swimming pools, a movie theater, tennis court, and more wet bars than I could hope to drain in a lifetime. But the assholes with guns at every exit didn’t exactly put me in a generous mood when it came to kind words.
Technically I was stronger and faster than most of them, especially the human ones, but that was only on paper. I’d learned the hard way that every single one of the annoyingly polite fuckheads had skills straight out of a shitty Jason Statham movie. And the fact that I healed super quick made them far less inclined to hold back whenever I put up a fight.
They always stopped short of killing me, though. Partly because vampires were damn hard to kill, but mostly because they needed me, or at least their boss – an immortal whackjob named Gansetseg – did. For how long, though, I was starting to wonder. Recently things had changed, enough to make me think my worth to her was rapidly dropping from that of a beloved guinea pig to more of a flushable goldfish. If that was the case ... well, who knew what might happen?
Needless to say, that’s exactly why I was currently up on the roof, holding on with my claws as I surveyed the grounds, trying to memorize the routine of the patrols as they...
“How many times do we have to play this game, Ed?”
Fuck! I turned at the sound of the voice, finding Gan’s chief of security staring back at me, as if hanging around on the rooftop was the most normal thing in the world for him. Hell, for all I knew it was. Far as I’d heard, the guy was some kind of ex special forces Deathstroke wannabe. The thing was, if he worked for Gan, that meant he had the chops to back it up. I’d had enough dealings with the little psychopath to know she didn’t suffer fools lightly, unless, that was, your name happened to be Bill Ryder ... or one of his friends.
Lucky me, I happened to be among the latter.
“Didn’t realize we were on a first name basis, Ranger Rick,” I shot back, trying to play it cool.
In truth, I had no idea what his real name was, but if you were going to pick a stupid nom de plume like Paladin, well, then you’d better expect any gamer worth their salt to give you shit about it.
“Fine,” he replied, his feathers not ruffled in the slightest. “So, Mr. Vesser, is there an actual reason you’re up here then?”
“Um, just checking out the view.”
“Ah yes, the view.” He stepped next to me, nimbly traversing the slanted rooftop as if he were merely crossing the street. “Tell me what you see.”
Fuck me. I couldn’t help but be ticked, my thin frame cutting a woefully inadequate rooftop silhouette next to his. I mean, shit, throw a mask and cape over the guy and I’d half expect someone to throw up a Bat Signal somewhere.
“What I see?” I glanced at the shaved ape, half tempted to give him a shove. Too bad that wouldn’t kill him. Vampires had a nasty habit of surviving things like that. “Well, those topiaries out front are nice, I suppose. Can’t say I would have gone with those designs but...”
“You know what I see?” he interrupted. “Enough motion sensors, cameras, and pressure plates to ensure you’d be lucky to make it ... oh, let’s be generous and say twenty-five yards before alerting security. That’s also assuming the enhanced personnel didn’t notice you first, a big if. No offense, Progenitor, but if I were a betting man, I know where I’d put my money.”
I glared at him, wishing for something to knock him down a peg, maybe an errant lightning strike, but no such luck. Sadly, he was right.
I was technically the ... father, sire, whatever the fuck you wanted to call it, of every vampire on the premises. Too bad I couldn’t do shit about it. This new breed of vamp, of which I had the honor of being the first, had all the plusses of the classic vampire flavor: eternal life, fast healing, enhanced abilities, a taste for blood, et cetera. In addition to that, we had one parlor trick that would’ve left the old-school breed as little more than dust in the wind – we could walk around in the sunlight.
The tradeoff, unfortunately, was losing a little trick called compulsion, in which a daddy vampire could command all his little kiddie vamps to do whatever the fuck he wanted. Like, for instance, telling them to stand aside while I walked out the front gate. Without that power, all the vamps I’d sired – against my will, mind you – were free to tell me to go fuck myself as they tased my ass into oblivion. Which they would, since they all worked for Gansetseg – a girl who was older, stronger, and far more fucking batshit than I could ever lay claim to.
I let out a sigh. Goddamn it. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance we can just climb down and forget this ever happened.”
“Actually, we can do exactly that.”
I couldn’t help the surprise in my voice as I turned to face him. “Say what?”
“Thinking about escaping isn’t the same as trying. I see no reason to confuse the two.”
“Thanks, I guess.”
“Think nothing of it. Besides, that’s not the only reason I was up here looking for you.”
“Let me guess. There’s a tennis tournament tomorrow and you need a partner for doubles?”
“Not quite.” He glanced my way, his eyes flashing bright gold for a moment. “Your presence has been requested. She wants to see you.”
Oh fuck. All at once, I found myself wishing to be tased instead.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Paladin led me off the roof and down into the mansion, the small talk apparently done. Guess I didn’t know enough gun porn to keep him interested. Speaking of which, I eyed the piece strapped to his side as we headed toward Gan’s private office. I wasn’t insane enough to think it would do me much good against him, but it gave me a moment to indulge in a quick fantasy of shoving the barrel in my mouth and blowing off my own head.
I considered that a far kinder fate than talking with Gan. When I’d first met her, she was already a piece of work. The adopted granddaughter of Genghis fucking Khan, she was a three-hundred-year-old vampire stuck in the body of a twelve-year-old girl. Hell, she’d originally tried to make me into her breakfast, stopped only by the fact that she was inexplicably head over heels in love with my roommate at the time, Bill. Crazy shit, I tell ya.
A lot had happened since then, including me being turned into a neo-vamp – Bill’s term for it, not mine – and being forced to bite Gan and turn her into one.
These days she was older, physically anyway, a result of having spent five years as a human after all magic in the world was destroyed. It hadn’t mellowed her in the least, though. But now magic was back, through means I didn’t entirely understand, and along with it all our powers. That meant she was now a three-hundred-year-old psycho stuck in a seventeen-year-old body, not exactly an improvement. Same crazy Gan, but now in jailbait-Instagram-model flavor.
That all said, her first act upon regaining her powers had apparently been to kidnap my ass, being that there was one more trade-off for being the very first neo-vampire. I was the only one who could make more, all the rest being the undead equivalent of mules.
Lucky me.
That had been the bulk of my existence for the first week and a half of my captivity – biting people on command like some sort of trained attack dog. Don’t get me wrong, I’d tried to tell her to go fuck herself, multiple times as a matter of fact. Problem was, I might be the progenitor of this new race, but Gan was still centuries older than me. In the vamp world age equaled power, meaning hers eclipsed mine many times over, so there wasn’t much I could do once she’d insisted.
Recent changes, however, made me wish for the days of being forced to bite folks at her whim.
It was a lot less embarrassing than what they’d been doing to me as of late.
So, it would figure that the source of my embarrassment was waiting there as I was marched into Gan’s office – a gaudy octagon of tapestries, martial arts weapons, and computer monitors, like someone had watched too many episodes of Samurai Jack and tried to regurgitate it as home décor.
Now, Dave wasn’t the only person in the room, besides its owner of course, but he was the one I decided to focus my stink eye on.
Asshole.
The guy was supposed to be our friend, but he’d apparently sold us out to the highest bidder. And no, that wasn’t a surprise. I mean, knowing Dave meant knowing he’d pimp out his own mother for the right price, but it still sucked to be on the receiving end.
Oh, how I would love to wring his douchebag neck...
“Progenitor,” Gan greeted in that insufferably smug tone of hers, one that practically proclaimed to the world that she considered herself to be above everyone else in it. She then inclined her head toward her security chief. “That will be all, Paladin.”
My escort turned and walked away, but not before flashing me a look not entirely bereft of sympathy.
Gan herself was a contradiction in terms. Physically, she would’ve been right at home on stage as the headliner of any J-pop band, with her long black hair and lean athletic build. It was only once you looked into her bright green eyes, though, that you got the heebie-jeebies. No youthful exuberance waited in them, just a cold inhumanity that spoke of long centuries spent being trained by the son of one of the greatest conquerors history had ever known.
Most people you could get a read on. With Gan, well, I’d learned it was best to throw assumptions out the window and just assume you were walking on a floor made of eggshells, quite possibly explosive ones.
Kids in general tended to creep me out, but she was a whole different breed of monster.
One who apparently didn’t give a single fuck about pleasantries as she gestured toward the other woman in the room.
“This is Amelia Chau. I’m placing her in charge of Boston.”
Ah, another of those, I said to myself, feeling my stress levels drop. Gan had recently started introducing me to her lackeys as she worked to reestablish the former strongholds of the vampire nation. “And I give a fuck, why?”
If this Amelia chick was insulted by my open hostility, however, she didn’t show it.
“It’s as I’ve explained,” Gan replied, the slightest hint of annoyance in her tone. “As the progenitor of our race, it behooves you to learn the basics of the politics at play.”
“And as I’ve explained, I don’t give a shit. I have a...”
“A life, a fiancée. Yes. As I full well know. And as I’ve previously offered, I would be more than happy to have her...”
“No!” I took a breath, then dialed it back a notch. Gan tolerated a lot of my attitude, less so as the so-called progenitor, and more because I was Bill’s friend. At the same time, I knew I was pressing my luck making her look bad in front of her own people. She wasn’t one to tolerate disruptions in the food chain. “I mean ... please. Leave Kara alone. She doesn’t need to be involved in this.”
“Dude, she’s already involved,” Dave said, drawing a quick sidelong glare from Gan.
“What do you mean?”
“That will be quite enough, Dr. Cheng,” Gan stated before turning back toward me. “Regardless of your interest in knowing the intricacies of the race you’ve sired, I thought it best to introduce you to Ms. Chau, as you will be accompanying the both of us to Boston.”
That caught my interest, not that I cared about Boston much. However, a change in venue might open up a chance for escape. “What for?”
Gan let out a breath and for one moment, her mask dropped, letting me see something on her face I hadn’t seen ... well, ever really: an emotion akin to actual worry.
“I require your insight into my beloved...”
Oh great. She was going to pump me for information on Bill again. Probably wanted to know what his favorite color was so she could send him a bouquet of severed heads spray-painted to match.
“...as well as his former whore.”
Whore? Was she talking about Sheila? Except I’d never heard Gan call her that before. No. There was only one person I knew of that she referred to in that way. “You mean Sally?”
“Indeed. You see, events as of late have not progressed entirely according to plan, requiring steps be taken to rectify them.”
“I have no freaking idea what you’re talking about.”
“I’ll sum it up as succinctly as I can. She’s interfered with powers beyond her ken to understand and needs to die.”
What?! “I’ll stop you right there, because you can go fuck yourself sideways with a rusty paring knife if you think I’ll help you kill...”
“Ah. So, you’re saying you value her life more than your fiancée’s?”
I narrowed my eyes. “Is that a threat?”
“No. It’s a reality ... as in the same reality that will cease to exist for us all if this is not done.”
What the fuck? “What do you mean, reality will cease to...”
“That’s settled then,” she interrupted, as if I were no longer present. “Doctor, please ensure the progenitor is properly prepped before we leave.”
“Wait! I didn’t agree to... And what do you mean by prepped?”
“Come on,” Dave said, taking hold of my arm. “You heard the lady. Somebody needs to be milked before they can go on their field trip.”




CHAPTER 2

Serena

“I have two arms again. I don’t need help tying a tie!”
“Mmmhmm,” I replied, plastering on the smile I reserved exclusively for my boss and the occasional cranky toddler. Now began the waiting game. I whipped out my phone to get ahead of the crushing tide of emails as he struggled with a Windsor knot.
Despite the best automatic rules set in my inbox and a dizzying array of spam filters both mundane and arcane, a few enterprising bits of junk managed to slip into my daily grind. While I commended them for their chutzpah, I severely doubted they’d be so bold in their cold calls if they realized that the baby-faced CEO of Grove Industries might indeed be young, but he also wasn’t human.
“Fuck, why does it keep slipping?”
At least not entirely human. Time for a little administrative assistance. It took less than ten seconds for me to whip that little silk number into shape, much to the chagrin of the man glaring in the mirror. His right eye flashed silver, and the tug I felt inside my temples reminded me instantly that while I may technically be human, nothing about me was normal either, at least not now.
Not again.
Of course, my quirky nature just happened to be the subject of today’s agenda, along with the acquisition of another chunk of the New Boston Forest. We’d worked hard at Grove to develop a reputation for conservation and exceptional land management, to the point where even the clusterduck of the Massachusetts state legislature granted us nearly exclusive rights to the overgrown regions running from Charlestown all the way to the ruins of Waltham. That reminded me, I needed to make certain Fred in accounting had the most up to date financials...
“Earth to Rena. Did I accidentally...?” the boss man started, the glow winking out and his dark blue eye focusing on me instead. “If I hurt you...”
I shook my head. I didn’t need him spiraling into self-doubt before facing an army of normies. “I’m fine. It’s financials on my mind, not spellcasting.”
“How can you think about money at a time like this?” he asked, pointing to his silver eye. Just a few weeks ago, I’d have been helping him fit his glass prosthetic into an empty socket, not to mention all the rest. Perhaps he picked up on my errant thoughts, as he slowly raised his right arm and flexed the spindly twigs that served as his fingers.
“Oh, you have new bark coming in, that’s good. I think MJ was totally on point with upping the solar therapy.”
Gary let out a frustrated grunt and buried his face in his palm. Thank goodness, this time he managed not to impale anything on the thorns freshly sprouting from his forehead. Speaking of thorns, a tuft of lint stuck to the tip of the largest one, the one on his scalp. Even if he would be glamoured up in just a few minutes, I had to snag it before it haunted me for the rest of the meeting-packed morning. He grabbed my hand the moment I snagged it, the fresh bark on his palm not catching on my gloves as compared to just a few days before. Despite what my vast library of billionaire bad-boy fantasies had taught me, I didn’t feel the slightest quiver at his touch, even when he followed it up with a textbook smolder.
“Are you hitting on your assistant again, Mr. Bates?” I made sure to add a smirk for good measure.
“What if I was?” He peered over my screen and tried switching his tactic to derpy puppy eyes. While a better approach for his image as the proverbial boy-next door, literally, I could only laugh at him.
“Everyone had to take sexual harassment training last month, even you.” I took a step back to size him up, and he had the good sense to raise his hands in surrender. I didn’t hold back my sigh. “Look, Gary, I know it’s been rough with the changes the past few weeks and with what happened in the greenhouse.” I paused as I could see the vine grafted to his arm twitch. Oh Gary, your tells are so obvious. “But as much as the shell company employees all assume that I’m sleeping my way to the top, we both know that I’m best as your friend.”
“But...”
Oh, the plant man doth protest too much, again.
I had to pull out my tough love glare as well as my ace in the hole. “We both know that no matter how much you think it would work out...”
“It would work out, though,” he protested weakly. “You’re perfect! You know who I am, hell, what I am. You don’t need my money and, above all else, you put up with my shit night and day, no matter how ridiculous I get.” Geez, the last time we’d had this talk there had been daiquiris involved. I steeled myself for the requisite bomb drop. “I’m sure your parents...”
“Oh, I know I’m perfect, Gare-bear. I’m your perfect right-hand woman and wouldn’t have it any other way. But no matter how hard I try, I’m never gonna be her and you know it.”
I could feel my phone buzzing angrily, as well as the timer on my wrist. We needed to sync up, get him looking presentable, and start the daily grind, not devolve into one of his regularly scheduled meltdowns. As much as I wanted to believe this solely stemmed from his growing back half his body, including a chunk of his brain, I had to concede that my childhood buddy had inherited the legendary Bates drama gene.
“You know that Dio and I had a totally open relationship, and maybe because she’s carnivorous that’s why it’s taking so long for her to regenerate a body from her roots...”
I raised an eyebrow. Like anyone with a pulse living in New England didn’t know how open Dionaea Scarlett was in terms of relationships, including banging Gary, her own nephew – metaphysically speaking anyway – like some kind of Greek tragedy. “I’m not talking about Dio, and you know it.”
That finally killed the mood. Sure, so much as a passing mention of Gary’s ex was usually enough to warrant a reaction up to and including a fireball, magic willing, but I knew I was the exception. I still held that position of honorary big sister in his mind – even though he could easily overpower me now.
But I was a Taylor, and while we’d never been blessed with the strongest of magical bloodlines, we did have one superpower – being obsequious just shy of being thoroughly annoying, and commonly gifted with a silver tongue since one of our ancestors survived banging a gancanagh back in the old country. My sister might have gotten her blonde and ethereal look from our dad, but I got the better end of the deal – an eidetic memory and the brains to survive the five years spent without my powers.
“I’m being an asshole again, aren’t I?” he acquiesced.
I snapped back to the present and straightened his collar. He insisted on custom-tailored suits even under the glamour. It helped him stay in character as we both worked tirelessly to curate the persona of the new and improved Grove Industries. He still had that flicker in his gaze, the insecurity of youth and the pain of loss, and that simply wouldn’t do, not with lawyers on the docket this morning.
“Be the asshole today, Gare-bear,” I said before getting his jacket. “Remember, all these people we’re meeting want to undercut the trust-fund shmuck on bids for finishing Crater Park. After we’ve ripped them a new one in the board room, then you can be as maudlin as you like.”
He squared his shoulders, and I felt the tug at the edges of my consciousness. Time to let him in. I made a point to turn my back so he wouldn’t see the initial grimace. It had always been slightly uncomfortable linking with him, but until a few years ago, it had been him wincing in pain when we synched up. His own mother had poisoned him as a baby, locking him in human form and making magic burn his soul whenever he attempted it. She’d claimed that she only meant to protect him, but as I felt the surge of energy shooting through my skull, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was really trying to protect us all.
“Is it too much?” he asked.
I needed him focused, and I needed all the power I could take honestly, especially for leverage when the negotiations inevitably went sour. I’d always had the skills to master and shape even the most complicated of spells, but sadly I’d inherited the mana storing capacity of a flea. The only way I could make a difference was by borrowing someone else’s magical energy. Fortunately, my childhood buddy had recently gone from AA battery to a thermonuclear reactor in that regard.
Time to start my meditation and the old chant to get me through the initial discomfort. I accept the gift of energy. I accept it as part of me. I will let it peacefully join with myself, and I will feel...
“Do you have any idea how shitty traffic is, Your Highness? Pack up your pet meatsack and let’s get moving!”
Nothing like the shrill voice of an irritable cactus to trash your attempt at meditation. Still, for all her prickly exterior, Donna had been indispensable in the early days of the reborn Grove. As the first dryad to regrow her battle form and remaster the magic of shifting bodies, she gave us a chance to assert dominance in the initial chaos.
For now, she looked content to stay in her human shell, a sun-kissed valley girl with a halo of spiky bleached hair. While she rocked a nuevo-hippy maxi dress under her blazer, I’d seen firsthand just how little peace, love, and harmony she showed to the feral monsters that made a run on the nursery.
The air shimmered for a moment, and then a perfectly human young man stood in front of us. I raised a brow at the distinctive skunk stripe Gary left on top. I could spin it to some as eccentric, but with a face like his, it looked like a bad attempt to avoid getting carded.
“I still think it’s ridiculous to drive there, Your Highness.”
“We need to keep up appearances. It’s normies on the agenda today,” he said as we walked out the door toward the waiting vehicle, a bit of an edge back in his voice. Good. Donna tended to warm him up far better than I ever could.
“Why not forest walk to the back of the atrium and look like you got an early start?” she whined as we piled into the back. Time for me to tune out the five hundredth argument against pandering to the humans while I triple checked my projection figures. I only tuned back in when I heard the phrase, “...we could be ruling the meatsacks, but no… instead we’re building them luxury condominiums.”
“Environmentally conscious luxury co-ops,” I corrected her. “If you’re going to complain, at least stay on brand.”
The boss man smirked. “While I understand your frustration, there are only a dozen of us fully awake and, last I checked, the population of Boston is already back up to nearly half a million meatsacks. Half a million and point five if you count me.”
Donna glued her eyes to the road. “My prince, you have clearly transcended beyond your humanity. I meant no...”
“I don’t care what you meant. In fact, I don’t want to hear any more from you until we arrive at the Grove.”
While I knew he had the ability to shut people up with his magic, he didn’t need any tricks to silence our dryad companion. I hadn’t learned all the subtle nuances of their society yet, but Gary had been named ruler of the Aigeiroi council of dryads due to some sort of deal with their champion. When the big war broke out between forest spirits, vampires, and the Magi five years ago, the Aigeiroi ended up taking over as the ruling circle of all dryad kind. As much as he loathed the title, my friend had ended up as their king.
But now Gary risked being the king of nothing and he knew it. We certainly had land and capital courtesy of his human family, but the dryad half needed all the help it could get. I suppose that’s how I, a mere meatsack as Donna liked to call us, could rise as second in command at the largest non-human controlled corporation on the east coast.
The new silence let me sink into my own mind. I could hear the hum of the phone in my hands and begin to link not just with the other wizard in the car, but with the device as well. Technomancy might be one of the more scoffed at new disciplines among witches, but it’s how I set myself apart from the pack. I didn’t need huge reserves of power to connect to the World Wide Web and wreak havoc with a few aethereal spiders. Time for me to collect all the info no one wanted me to see, and to check if the data traps I’d laid last night had gathered anything useful on our opponents.
What I didn’t expect to see, however, was a message from my father.
An old friend is headed to Boston.
My father didn’t have old friends, so much as old alliances ... and useful adversaries.




CHAPTER 3

Ed

“This is my dream, you know,” Dave said, leaning forward and looking me in the eye.
“To be an immortal psychopath’s lackey and use said position to completely fuck over your friends?”
“Not exactly.” He opened the mini-fridge and retrieved another beer, an import. “I meant owning a car with its own wet bar. How fucking awesome is this shit?”
Amelia glanced sidelong at him in the back of the stretch limo before turning her attention back toward me. “Hey, if I were you, Progenitor, I’d watch the terminology you use around Ms. Khan. Calling her a psycho won’t exactly improve her opinion of you.”
“Ask me how much I care about either of your opinions.” When she let out a huff of breath, I continued, “No, seriously. Ask me. Your progenitor commands it.”
“You do realize your honorific comes with no real rank or privilege, right?”
“Exactly. So how about you stop fucking calling me that? My name’s Ed. It has about the same rank and privilege, but at least it doesn’t sound like a bag of pretentious bullshit.”
Gan had taken a separate, even nicer, car than us, probably not wishing to dirty herself by spending time with the riffraff. Or it could’ve just been to avoid being in close quarters with Dave. Not sure I could blame her for that one. It was painfully obvious that even though she’d hired him to act as my personal venom nursemaid, she couldn’t stand the guy.
As the discussion lapsed into silence, I considered my surroundings. Sure enough, Gan’s sloppy seconds were about a million times better than anything I could hope to afford. The accoutrements weren’t so important, though, compared to everything else. Bulletproof glass, reinforced side panels and doors. Hell, it probably had run-flat tires, too. Oh, and of course it was all locked up tight from the driver’s seat.
If given enough time, I might’ve been able to break out. Vamp strength was nothing to sneeze at, but it wouldn’t be quick. And then there was my company to consider.
Amelia was another neo-vamp, as seemed to be all of Gan’s top personnel. I should know. I’d been forced to turn most of them. I was fairly sure the driver was, too. Added muscle in case I tried anything stupid.
Dave ended up as the only human in the car – interesting since he used to be a vamp back before magic got turned off. That, and he had ample access to both me and my ... um ... secretions, being the guy in charge of milking me, as he liked to phrase it.
Fuck it. I hadn’t had much opportunity to ask him about it, since I’d spent most of our time together up until this point bitching him out for being a traitor. But it’s not like there was much else to do in the car, other than maybe try and drink myself into a stupor.
“So,” I asked him, “any particular reason you still have a heartbeat?”
“Because the alternative is being dead.”
“I mean, why are you still human? I figured...”
“You figured wrong,” he said, cutting me off. “Hell, it was one of the conditions of my employment contract. Section sixteen, sub-paragraph five. I get to stay alive, for now anyway.”
A part of me knew it was a stupid question. Hell, I would’ve chosen being human again in a heartbeat. However, logical and Dave didn’t always mix, especially since he was kind of a greedy power-hungry douchebag. “Why?”
“Lots of reasons. First and foremost, I neither care to have you bite me or inject myself with your spit. Secondly, this.” He held up his beer. “Everything tastes like shit unless you pour blood on it. Makes eating out a pain in the ass.”
“Yeah, but...”
“And most importantly, I remember what it was like. Every time I turned around, someone was either punching me in the face or compelling me to take a nap. It was like having on-demand narcolepsy with the occasional bonus concussion. Fuck that shit.”
“Except compulsion doesn’t work anymore.”
“Not yet anyway,” he replied.
“What do you mean...?”
“That’ll be enough of that, Dr. Cheng,” Amelia stated coldly, her eyes flashing gold. A moment later, though, she reined it in, taking on a much lighter tone. “Maybe we should focus on our immediate needs as opposed to playing the ‘what if’ game?”
Judging from the look on Dave’s face, that was the end of that discussion. He might’ve chosen to stay human, but he knew the score. Gan’s people tended not to fuck around. One wrong move and he could find his neck snapped like a twig – which almost made it tempting to try and get him to squeal a bit more.
Still, if anyone was going to punch his shit-weasel face in, I preferred it be me. “So, what exactly are our immediate needs? I assume this isn’t just some joyride to pick up baked beans and clam chowder to go.”
“No,” Dave said. “Although that’s not a bad idea either.”
Amelia rolled her eyes at him, an almost painfully familiar gesture considering who Gan was talking about gakking earlier. “Our first stop is Grove Industries. We have an asset on the inside, one who’s been tasked with arranging a meeting between us and their CEO.”
“So, we’re talking what here, marketing meeting or hostile takeover? Because I’m probably better suited for the former...”
“Not at all. As I’m sure you’re aware, the ... events of five years ago left a power vacuum in Boston. Grove Industries has been attempting to fill it. They’ve been consolidating their hold over key areas formerly controlled by the vampire nation, the old one that is.”
“I kinda figured. And now what? You guys want it back?”
She shook her head. “No. I’m led to believe those are the sort of tactics the First Coven would’ve employed.”
“But not Gan? Because I don’t know if you’ve seen her in action or not, but she doesn’t exactly have a rep for live and let live.”
“In the past, perhaps, but it’s a whole new ballgame now, one in which we strive for cooperation over conquering whenever possible.”
“Okay ... so, you’re planning on boring these chucklefucks to death?”
Dave grinned at my response, quickly turning it into a fake cough. It was easy to tell who signed his paychecks as well as kept his balls in their purse.
“Not quite,” Amelia explained. “Grove Industries is ... unique. Not only is their CEO from one of the more established Magi families in New England, but we’ve been led to believe they’ve managed to forge a rather strong alliance with not one, but both leading circles within the dryad hierarchy. It’s how they’ve managed to move ahead so quickly following magic’s return, while the rest of the shadow world is still in relative chaos.”
“Dryads,” I mused. “They’re those guys who specialize in plant and animal magic, right?”
“Nah,” Dave replied. “You’re thinking druids. Easy mistake to make. Dryads are more like ents. Think Treebeard from The Two Towers.”
“Ah. So, the plan is to sit around for a week while they decide whether or not we’re orcs?”
“Hopefully not,” Amelia said. “We’ve got a schedule to keep.”
“So I hear. We gotta get back so we can kill my ex-girlfriend which, I might add, is something I’m definitely not going to fucking help you guys with.”
“You don’t know the whole story, Progen ... Ed. I can assure you...”
“I don’t need to know the whole story. I...”
“Dude, she wasn’t ever your girlfriend,” Dave interrupted.
I turned and glared at him. “Here’s an idea. How about if everyone present who didn’t make out with her in a Sasquatch forest shut the fuck up?”
“You made out with Sally in...”
“That brings up another potential complication,” Amelia said, ignoring our banter. “The forest spirits.”
My eyes opened wide. “Oh shit. Don’t tell me they’re back, too.”
“No, but during the war, the dryads were on their side, not ours. Or at least so I’ve been told.”
Great! The only thing potentially worse than screaming shit-covered apes was giant moldy trees who just so happened to be best friends with screaming shit-covered apes.
As if my day couldn’t get worse.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
I remembered the old car wash that served as the façade of the vampire stronghold in this city. It had been designed to be about as subtle and unassuming as an evil underground lair could be.
Apparently, these tree-hugging mages had no such aspirations. Grove Industries might as well have been Amazon.com or Google considering the size of their high-rise office building.
Hmm, come to think of it, I should probably ask at some point if Amazon was also run by giant plant monsters, too. After all, that would kinda make sense.
Regardless, as we pulled up to the front and prepared to disembark, the guards directed the driver to keep going. At first, I thought we were being sent to the parking garage next door, something that would almost have certainly wadded Gan’s panties into a bunch. However, we instead turned and headed into an underground lot – no doubt intended for executives and visiting creatures of the night.
Sure enough, the place was dark, with dim lighting and no visible windows.
“Interesting,” Amelia remarked as our driver navigated the carport.
“How so?”
“I don’t think they know.”
“Know what?” Dave asked.
“About us,” I said, catching on. “They probably think if they leave the blinds open, they’ll have to vacuum us up before we even get started.”
“Good instincts, Ed,” she replied. “That gives us a potential advantage in case things go to hell.”
“And what are the chances of that happening?”
Rather than answer me, she turned to look out the window, where we spied Gan’s limo parking next to a somewhat cliché ominous black van.
“Who invited the pedophiles?” Dave asked, noticing it, too.
Amelia threw him a sour look. “That would be our security detail and tech team, both of which we’ll need for the ... excavation.”
The fuck? “Wait, what excavation?”
Once again, though, she proceeded to ignore us as we pulled in next to Gan.
As the driver shut off the engine, the van’s side door opened and several men climbed out. Two were unremarkable in that they were no-necked goons, probably there to act as bullet sponges. Another pair, both sporting laptops, appeared to be the tech crew. The one bringing up the rear, though, was a bit more interesting, judging by the bright blue mohawk adorning his head.
“Holy shit,” Dave said. “Is that...?”
“It is,” Amelia replied, opening the door and stepping out.
“Friend of yours?” I asked.
He shook his head. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s Diego Dos Santos.” When I shrugged, he continued. “He was an up and comer in the UFC middleweight division a few years back. Dude had some talent. Hell, I read somewhere that he’s Diablo King’s grandson.”
“Really? Not the Diablo King?”
“You know him?”
“Nope. No fucking clue who he is.”
“Asshole.”
I smirked. “From UFC fighter to Gan’s pet monkey. Not exactly an upward career choice.”
The mohawked guy glanced our way, his eyes flashing gold. Fuck! Another neo-vamp, which meant he’d almost certainly heard me talking shit about him.
Wait a minute...
I turned to Dave as we both climbed from the car. “Pretty sure I’d have remembered biting that guy.”
“That’s because you didn’t,” Amelia explained in a low voice. “He was one of our first test cases for determining if the new venom storage protocol was a viable method of recruitment.”
Oh fuck. The bastards actually did it.
Next to me, Dave made a milking gesture with his hands that did nothing to improve my mood.
“So what? You just dragged this poor schmuck away from his life and infected him?”
“Hardly,” she replied. “He came looking for us. He was ... a former recruit from five years ago who decided he wanted back in.”
“Okay, so another nutcase then.” Fuck it. He’d obviously already heard me badmouthing him. What was one more insult?
“Maybe you can be a bit more polite to my personal security director, hmm?” She grinned, then turned away from us and headed toward the van.
“Hold on. Your personal...”
Dave smirked as he made a circle with one hand and proceeded to stick his index finger in and out of it several times.
“Yeah, I get it,” I said, while Amelia walked up to her security weirdo and greeted him with something more than a “we’re friends at work” smile.
Dave and I got out and joined them, just as Gan’s driver finally deemed it time to open the door for her, no doubt waiting for the rest of the rabble to finish assembling.
Gan herself was dressed sensibly in a gray pantsuit that wouldn’t have looked out of place in either a boardroom or the cover of Teen Vogue. The only tell that she was somewhat off her rocker was a pair of bright yellow SpongeBob earrings that were partly hidden by her long hair.
Yeah, she was definitely a piece of work.
“Ms. Khan,” Amelia said, stepping forward. “Please allow me to introduce the team I’ve handpicked for this endeavor. Greg Powell here will be providing architectural and structural engineering expertise. Next to him is Simon DePrius, who’ll act as the mission’s cryptographic expert.” At Gan’s raised eyebrow, she was quick to add, “The regular guy came down with a case of food poisoning, but I assure you Mr. DePrius here comes highly recommended.”
Great, last minute temps. That always worked out well.
“And please allow me to introduce Diego Dos Santos. He’ll be heading up the security detail for...”
Gan, however, either wasn’t listening or didn’t care. She was already on the move, crossing the space between her car and the blue-haired security chief in the blink of an eye.
Before any of us could even begin to comprehend what was going through her crazy mind, she spun, delivering a kick to Diego’s mid-section that sent him flying back into the concrete wall.
“The fuck?” Dave cried, glancing my way.
“Don’t look at me. I was hoping you knew.”
Gan stormed over to where the stunned security chief was pulling himself to his feet. She threw a fist at his face, but he managed to dodge at the last second. Good thing, too, since she pretty much pulverized the section of wall where his head had been a second earlier.
Wide-eyed and obviously having no clue what he did wrong, Diego threw a punch of his own, one she blocked with ease before driving an elbow into his jaw.
The security guard staggered back a step, but then, before Gan could finish him off, he spun, quick as lightning – dodging her next punch and landing a backhand across her cheek. It was a glancing blow at best, nothing for someone like her. However, rather than proceed to tear his fucking head off and shit down his neck, she ceased her assault and straightened her suit.
Even as Diego stood there, his fists still raised, Gan turned back toward Amelia and nodded.
“Adequate,” she stated, before gesturing toward the nearby bank of elevators. “Shall we?”
Mere moments later, we all fell into step behind her, most of us probably wondering what the fuck we’d gotten ourselves into.
As for me ... well, for that one small moment at least, escape was the furthest thing from my mind.




CHAPTER 4

Serena

“They never knew what hit them. I must say, you do surprise me, meatsa err ... Serena. Asking him about meeting his lovely wife at the Park Plaza was the icing on the cake,” Donna said, kicking her heels up on the conference table. She gave a wink to the distracted Gary. “That totally wasn’t his wife.”
“I got it,” the boss man replied with a sigh. “I didn’t like his questions about how we’re suddenly able to complete so many projects on time and under budget, though. He suspects something.”
“Well, I seriously doubt he suspects we contracted a lesser earth elemental and rehomed a pod of terrocks under Jamaica Plain.” He shook his head at my glib response, so I put down the freshly signed contract. “Fine. I’ll tell them to be less aggressive in their excavations and take more breaks. We’ll let the human crew slow it down and then work on some better lies.”
That got me the trademark Bates nod of semi-approval. He did have a point. We were stepping so far ahead of schedule in our projects that it was bound to attract attention, and not just in construction. The three parks we’d finished had lush landscaping more on par with sunny Florida than New England, all thanks to the dryads’ gift of bolstering nature. There was even talk of them naming the rebuilt Boston “the greenest city on Earth,” a mere five years after it’d been nearly blown to bits.
“We can’t afford to slow down too much, though,” I added. “While the humans may ask questions...”
“We can’t afford to look weak as more ... others wake up. Donna, can you do me a favor and check on MJ and her efforts? I know she was supposed to be in Missouri all morning. I think Rena and I can handle the rest of the meetings.”
“I can handle everything here,” I offered. “Before you argue, I know you’re dying to hear if anyone new woke up. Besides, this last session is a walk-in from a charity that somehow got my direct line.”
“Rena...,” he tried to protest.
“So just go already. If it gets really bad, I can bring in Mocha or even the clutter queen.”
That got a laugh from both of them. While most of the dryads still slumbered in their roots, a few now wandered the Grove Headquarters in either human or shambler form. Mocha, being the patron spirit of the coffee arabica tree, had awoken early and been indispensable in perking up those we’d gotten going, not to mention running the most exclusive café in Beantown. She was no warrior or negotiator, however. We currently didn’t have many of those to spare.
Most of the dryads’ front-line soldiers had gone all-in five years ago, not bothering to keep backup human forms. So, when the Big Drain struck and all magic left the earth, they were left locked as plants. Depending on the species and how it weathered the five years of banality determined how quickly the dryads in question would reemerge, or at least that was our going theory.
That left the support team, and those lucky few who’d managed to keep their human bodies alive against an army of vamps, as the first dryads up and about now that magic had returned to the world just as suddenly as it left. To make matters worse, a strange amnesia plagued many of these dryads, making them believe they were human. Heck, until three days ago, Mocha thought she was an exchange student working as a barista. Lucky for us, a struggling economy across the board made it easy to ply these sleeping spirits with gainful employment, so we could keep an eye on them until something triggered them into remembering their true selves.
Gary seemed to play through his inner monologue at about the same time as I did. “Okay, I’ll let you handle the charity spiel. I could use a little time in the greenhouse, and you know I can be back in a heartbeat if they need to see the boss.”
“Just don’t put your phone on silent this time. I’d hate to have to blow up another one with my emergency contact cantrip.”
He gave me a smirk and a salute before taking a step behind the convenient potted plant in the corner. I waved as it rustled, then he disappeared. A second later, his power faded from my consciousness. I could already feel the headache trying to break through. Time to speed dial my second favorite dryad.
“Mocha, I’m going to need a double before my next meeting.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Ahh, so little in the world truly bothered me once I was fortified by a glorious cup of coffee. I took another sip and sighed deeply, giving a nod to the girl folding her hands pensively over her green apron and keeping her bright hazel eyes locked on the floor.
“Thank you, Mocha. It’s perfect, as always.”
“It is an honor to serve the consort of Nerium,” she said in her thickly accented English. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. It’s bad enough that the humans around me assumed I had a thing for my boss, but now it seemed the rumor mill had spread to the local flora. I could only wonder if Dad had a hand in this, perhaps manifesting his will that one of his daughters get their claws into the Bates fortune. He was top of his class in mental manipulation after all.
“We’re just good friends. Believe me, I have no desire to be competition when a cranky Venus fly trap finally wakes up.”
Mocha smiled at that. “True, Dionaea is most fearful, both in battle and bed.”
“Fearsome,” I corrected her. No one would ever accuse Dio of any sort of cowardice, especially in her love life. I’d only gotten to see her during the last days of the attack on Boston, when Gary insisted on personally making sure I was safe. Oh, how little he knew. I’m sure he suspected my family took measures to ensure our survival, but he mercifully never asked for details.
“Serena, do you have a moment?”
That syrupy sweet voice certainly knocked me out of my reverie. I gave Mocha one more round of compliments and bid her adieu. I guess meeting every local dryad was on the docket today, even if this one still hadn’t bought a clue.
None other than the current queen of clean, the empress of organization herself, Lily Hotaru, stood in my doorway, clutching what looked like a stack of saucers. It had taken an ungodly finder’s fee to woo her away from her publisher to take on the special project of organizing our new headquarters, but I somehow doubted her agent was quite prepared to handle her talent once she eventually woke up and realized her true self.
“For you, always.”
She set two different styles of ceramic on my desk, one black and one mostly white. “It has come to my attention that the staff here are simply tossing their keys and phones willy-nilly around the office. As one of my best and brightest disciples, you must know that this simply won’t do. If we are ever to master the conflict against chaos, we must stay ever vigilant. Which catchall dish do you feel best creates harmony within our shared space?”
The feverishly intense look in her eyes made me worry for that moment when she realized she wasn’t just a commander in the war against clutter but rather an honest to goodness force of nature.
In her intense moment of expectation, I could feel her energy encroaching on mine. Like many of the un-awakened dryads, Lily’s human form had abilities similar to and compatible with catalyst mages like myself, perhaps serving as an outlet for the power currently repressed inside them. “The white, it matches the new chairs.”
She nodded reverently. “You never cease to amaze me.” Her glance darkened as she saw my mug from earlier, then her gaze darted over to the different mug sitting in front of me. Few sins rattled her more than unwashed dishes in a workspace. “Though, we all have room for improvement.”
I scooped up all the offending items at top speed. “I’ll get these over to the café, ASAP. If you’d excuse me for now, though ... meeting time.”
Her face softened, and the twinkle returned to her eye. “See, you do understand how important order can be.”
I hustled as fast as my day heels would let me down the hall and to the right. I knew Lily had said something potentially important, but my smart watch was buzzing and my next meeting was up.
Time to steel my heart for the usual sob stories. We’d certainly done our part for the Boston community at large, but the harsh truth was that we’d only stay on top if we remained judicious regarding how many charities we helped on any given day.
The cover page on this one’s website looked innocent enough, and even my extra-special web searches hadn’t found any skeletons in the closet of Forever Sunshine Children’s Outreach, and yet, even now, a passel of bloodsucking fiends was requesting visitor badges from the front desk. Thank goodness for my boss’s rampant paranoia.
No wonder dear old dad had given me a head’s up. My blood ran cold as I laid eyes on the young woman my parents had made abundantly clear was not to be trifled with, the one who’d succeeded where so many others had failed – the person who’d somehow orchestrated the global effort to bring magic back.
Deep in my heart I knew it must be time for the quid pro quo I understood would inevitably come.
“I never knew you sponsored a charity, Ms. Khan,” I said, keeping my face as calm as possible.
She smiled, but I could see her gaze focused on the security cameras and the pulsing wards I’d etched into the stonework. “I studied the benefits of diversification at our mutual alma mater, Miss Taylor. And please, call me Gansetseg.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Everyone had their fair share of secrets from five years ago – after all, it’d been a war. Most Magi got swept up in the euphoria that our own savior, the White Mother, had returned to lead us on a grand crusade to take our place in the light and rule by her side. Even some vampires had converted to her cause, joining the revelry at the source of all magic – ready for the glorious new order and utopia to come.
Pretty much every wizard who was anybody rushed to her side, and truth be told, Dad claimed it’d be the best networking opportunity in centuries. Our extended family had already gone, but with my sister and I both in school and barely coming into our own as casters, Mom had wanted to wait to see how this little shindig played out. Dad had just about won the argument when a blast from my past showed up at my home.
Gary Bates, the boy next door, my first real friend, and the only other weaksauce Magi in the Hartford coven family circle, waltzed right into our parlor like he hadn’t ghosted me for nearly a year. I’d been the one who’d enabled him and his crazy aunt to analyze a metric duckton of prophecy data, and once my scripts had found a match, well, they didn’t have a use for little old Serena anymore. My initial reaction involved slapping him, but I should have known he was serious. After all, he’d dragged his father alongside him, and they couldn’t stand each other.
Gary’s father, Lucien, besides being an insane ex-rocker with a cocaine habit worthy of his past, happened to have one of the rarest of gifts – the ability to see the future. Normally he’d blather on nonsensically for hours about the most random of things, but that night he walked straight up to me, took my hand, and said, “if you go to the Source, you will die. And if you die, then the Source dies forever.”
Then he vomited on my shoes, but it wouldn’t be a visit from him without some sort of rogue bodily fluid. My dad raised a stink, but for once Mom held her ground and made him listen. Long story short, we hid in our Vermont vacation home until the world as we knew it ended. Magic vanished overnight, and we eventually came to discover that rogue vampires and Magi had banded together to kill our White Mother and destroy the Source. All my extended family who joined in the final battle had ended up dead, and our tiny branch of the Taylor clan inherited a small fortune, as well as a reputation for being cowards.
Reputations like that might normally be seen as a liability, but as Taylors we knew how to make lemonade out of those lemons. We went all-in on being weak and saying sorry before we even said hello, until no one gave us a second thought – well, no one in the old wizarding community anyway. We had the money and the resources to quietly simmer on the edge of the old elite. Even luckier for me, my Bates benefactors had seen just enough of the chaos to come that they’d placed some highly lucrative bets, and I had the degree and the history to help them manage their windfalls.
I owed the Bates family everything. My gut told me Lucien had really seen my death down there, and afterward, Gary made it a point to repay me tenfold for all the time he’d stayed away – having gotten caught up on finding a lost savior for his mother’s people and helping her on her quest. In the end, it had been easy to forgive him.
My family needed his money and connections, and he needed a friend more than ever, a friend he could trust.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
The old pang stabbed at my guts. One day we’d have it out, have it all out, but I hoped he knew that everything I did, I did for him and his family. Without magic, the inhuman parts of his body rotted and died. Without magic, his father lost himself in despair and drugs – even more than usual. Without magic ... his only close relative, his aunt Philomena, ravaged by cancer, succumbed to the years of abuse she’d put her body through.
I had no choice. That’s what I tell myself, isn’t it? All I wanted was to get the magic back in time to save the family that had looked out for mine.
“Nine out of ten. I’d pound her like a sledgehammer,” a voice whispered.
The sleazy comment dragged me out of my trip down memory lane. Three members of the visiting envoy didn’t flicker with the warning sparkles my wards triggered, meaning a few humans had joined our supernatural meet and greet. The one who’d made the sexist comment might’ve had both the sneer of bloodsucker and a terribly out of date haircut, but he still had a pulse.
“Ixnay the assholeness, Dave,” one of the skinniest vamps I’d ever seen muttered as he elbowed the human in the ribs. Oh great, now the other humans were gawking my way, ogling both my hemline and my hair.
“Nice shade of purple,” a guy schlepping a laptop bag said between wheezes. As annoying as the eyeball undressing might be, I had much bigger concerns, mostly being that I stood in the presence of the other supernatural being I owed my life to.
Only my father had met her in person. I’d spent most of my time working remotely, dealing with her IT staff. I suppose I was lucky to be a late bloomer in terms of my magic, one of the few Magi who knew her way around a keyboard better than a spell book. I’d also been aware the same algorithms I’d used to help Gary find his champion could be used to dig out all sorts of patterns in the myriad prophecies of the world – including those pertaining to contacting beings of power long since forgotten.
Once recruited, I spent every moment of my free time dedicated to helping her cause, but without ever letting my boss know. If there was one constant left in this world even after the Big Drain, it was that Gary hated vampires. After all, one had betrayed his true love and led her to her death.
“I’m sure you’re surprised to see me here, Miss Taylor,” Gansetseg said amicably enough. “After all, we’ve never had the pleasure of meeting.”
She smiled ever so sweetly, but I knew this game. She wanted me both unsettled and disarmed, to feel important yet beneath her. I’d seen the same tactics play out both in the boardroom and with the dryads. If she was expecting to find an easy mark, however, she was about to be sorely disappointed.
“If you’d told me you were coming, I’d have made sure that our CEO was in town.” I made sure to match her, smile for smile. “Unfortunately, he’s been called away on urgent business.”
“Alas, there was no time to schedule this in advance, I’m afraid. A pity, I would have liked to have met the illustrious Mr. Bates. I could have thanked him for the rather enlightening collection his late aunt was generous enough to part with. Please offer him my condolences for his loss.”
Okay, she knew a fair bit about the Bates, but did she know everything? For example, my dad had carried on an affair with Gary’s mom for years and he’d never once suspected she was a tree. It made me wonder how much this vamp knew about dryads and their connection to him. Nevertheless, I wasn’t about to tip my hand on the matter.
“I’ll be sure to. Now, if you don’t mind me asking, are you here to actually discuss your charitable foundation, or should I secure this office so that we can discuss other business?”
Gansetseg stepped to the side, and one of her companions, a frankly gorgeous woman with ripped arms and teal streaks through her hair, reached out her hand. “I’m Amelia Chau, acting CEO of Forever Sunshine Children’s Outreach. I’m also the new consultant to the mayor’s youth advisory committee.”
“Don’t let the vampire bit fool you, she’s actually a sweetheart,” another of the vamps, this one with a blue Mohawk, chimed in.
“We’ll see how sweet you find my heart later, dear,” Amelia said with a wink. “Don’t mind Diego, he’s a great big softie, too. All kidding aside, I would love to discuss the potential for future cooperation between Grove Industries and the power behind the mayor’s office.”
A part of me wanted to believe their soft and cuddly routine, but I also knew better. “You’re not just a consultant, are you?”
She cocked her head and appeared to mull the thought over. “Right now, I think we all recognize that there is a power vacuum in Boston, and likewise, I would hope we all want to restore a little order after the past month. While chaos may reign for now in the shadow world, especially after five years of slumber, I think we both know that won’t last. I want New England to be prepared for whatever comes next. Would you agree with that belief, Miss Taylor?”
I nodded, understanding far more than I let on. In the past week alone, our crews had encountered killer cockroaches the size of mastiffs down in the sewers and subsequently chased a pair of boggans out of the Common. One of the terrocks working in Dorchester had flat-out disappeared when heading to the quarry. We also had reports of feral vampires tearing through three nursing homes and a few pissed Magi pulling off tricks in broad daylight as if they were the second coming of David Copperfield.
Gansetseg cocked her head and studied me, as if trying to read my thoughts. “As you’ve already suggested, it might be wise to secure this location against eavesdropping so that we can discuss these matters in private.” She then wrinkled her nose and sneezed. “Although perhaps we can find another meeting room. There seems to be a great deal of pollen in this one. Wouldn’t you agree?”




CHAPTER 5

Ed

In the movies, any meeting between a group of bloodthirsty vampires and a coven of witches would probably end in a fight scene full of fake blood and bad CGI. But at least it wouldn’t be boring.
Real life, not so much. I mean, there was some posturing. Gan was, well, Gan. I had a feeling she was incapable of buying a pack of gum without terrifying the fuck outta whoever was ringing her up. Comparatively speaking, this Serena person, while clearly out of her league in the stare-down department, kept bringing up her boss like he was Bruce Banner and itching for a reason to get angry.
All in all, it was some standard-level bullshit from what I’d seen of the supernatural world.
Aside from that, though, it was pretty fucking dull, unless you counted Dave’s pathetic attempts at flirting. People like him were the reason prostitutes could make a good living. I swear, the schmuck would die alone in a women’s prison – assuming someone didn’t shank his annoying ass first, a big if considering some of the glares Gan threw his way.
I mostly tuned out the rest. I’d done a stint in corporate some years back, stepping in for a friend to act as president of her office efficiency firm. However, there hadn’t been much time for boredom then, mostly because the world had been busy trying to end itself. Regardless, I knew how this shit worked and didn’t care to relive most of it, especially since there weren’t even any fucking tree monsters in sight to gawk at.
Oh well. At least the coffee was good.
After about an hour of Amelia and Gan playing a game of bad cop / worse cop against Serena, mostly arguing over some place called Crater Park, things finally came to a head.
“That area is just now starting to stabilize again,” Serena said. “I can’t in good faith authorize anything that would jeopardize the neighborhood. They’ve been through too much already.”
“Fortunately, I have no interest in either the neighborhood or those who choose to dwell there,” Gan countered. “The expedition I’m proposing would be conducted far beneath the street, down in the deepest remains of the former Prefecture.”
Prefecture? Oh fuck! I turned toward Dave in the back of the room, where we sat away from most of the corporate fuckery, and whispered, “I think she’s talking about the old car wash. You remember that place, right?”
“Yep. Trying to fucking forget about it.”
Suddenly the name of that park made perfect sense, since that’s what the vampire stronghold had been reduced to in the final days of the war – a giant fucking crater in the middle of Boston.
“And I’m telling you there’s nothing left,” Serena replied. “Unless you count hundreds of tons of earth, granite, and about fifty feet of steel reinforced concrete. Trust me when I say we purposefully made sure no salvage operation would ever be possible.”
“Oh, I get it,” Amelia countered. “And believe me, nobody here blames you for wanting to see that chapter of this city’s history closed forever.”
Gan glanced sidelong at her, then added, “Just as nobody will blame you for your ignorance in assuming you were thorough in your measures.”
“Ignorance?” Serena’s cheeks flushed, no doubt with exasperation. “I can assure you that multiple seismic surveys were conducted, all of which concluded...”
“She’s kinda cute when she’s angry,” Dave whispered.
“God, I really hope you say that to her face and then she turns out to be a giant plant monster.”
“Well, that’s one bush I wouldn’t mind sitting on my...”
I elbowed him to shut up, just as Gan replied, “And I can assure you that those surveys were carefully altered to show you what you were supposed to see and nothing more. The bottommost layers of the Prefecture were vaster than you realize. And they were purposefully hardened to survive almost anything, be it a nuclear war between the humans or incursion by a lesser deity.”
Amelia jumped back in, no doubt to keep this from devolving. “We have zero interest in reopening or inhabiting those spaces again, believe me. But we need to get down there to assess the possibility that some historical artifacts may have survived, and if so, retrieve them. In the spirit of cooperation, we’re asking for both your help as well as that of some of your allies who we feel are uniquely skilled to the task at hand.”
“And if I refuse?”
“The expedition will proceed whether or not you sanction it,” Gan said, proving she was about as tactful as ever.
“Not as long as we control the zoning rights.”
Gan leaned forward. “Do you honestly think the laws of man hold any sway over this matter?”
I had to give Serena credit. Gan had just laid a giant pile of fuck you on the table, but she barely blinked. “No, but I think the wards of dozens of Magi might. Don’t think for one second we haven’t been fortifying every tunnel that runs anywhere close to that hell hole with wards meant to dissuade unwanted incursions.”
The gauntlet thrown and responded to, Amelia was the first to blink, seeming at a loss for words.
Gan, however, was way too cool a cucumber for that. “You’re lying.”
“Am I?”
“Your heartrate and breathing just spiked, albeit far less than I would have anticipated. You are to be commended for your fortitude.”
“I’m not...”
“Except that you are,” Gan interrupted. “It’s a known fact that the Magi are in a state of disarray, far too scattered to accomplish anything of the scale which you’re proposing. Unless, that is, you’re going to attempt to convince me that the Hartford Coven took time from their recent four-day drunken orgy to partake in such complex spell weaving.”
“Four-day orgy?” Dave gasped. “I am so working for the wrong side.”
“Will you shut the fuck up?”
“As for your other allies,” Gan continued, “my sources tell me you’ve been focused on reviving them, the ones you’ve managed to find that is.”
“Your sources?”
Gan leaned back and tapped her nails on the armrest of her chair. “You don’t honestly think you’re the only Magi in this organization whose loyalties have been ... malleable, do you?”
Wow. Guess that explained what Amelia meant earlier by having a contact in Grove Industries. These two weren’t fucking around.
“Are you threatening me?” Serena replied, regaining her composure. “Because I can promise you one thing. You don’t want to make an enemy of Grove Industries ... or our allies.”
“Nor are we trying to,” Amelia chimed in, probably before someone in this room ended up on the floor – bloodied, dusted, or leaking chlorophyll. “What we’re proposing is a two-way street. Your side will benefit from an alliance as much as ours will.”
“I fail to see how.”
At that, Gan stood up. “Then I suggest you keep your eyes opened. This new world of ours isn’t the same as it once was. Some doors that were once locked are now open. There are things seeking a foothold upon this world, old things, dark things, entities that are not to be trifled with. And if we do not stand together against them, they will wash us away in a sea of blood regardless of what pedestals we might seek to place ourselves upon.”
Gan locked eyes on Serena as her words hung in the air like some kind of crazed Sword of Damocles, neither side refusing to blink.
At least until Serena sat back in her chair. “So in other words, same stuff different day. Seriously, when is something dark not trying to get a foothold in the world? If this was five years ago, we’d call that a slow Tuesday. No deal.”
Gan’s eyes narrowed, making me wonder if we’d reached the part of the show where the body parts started flying. However, rather than launch herself at the young witch, she stood up, calmly smoothed her dress, and walked around the table. “This is your final answer?”
“It is.”
Rather than tear Serena’s throat out, however, Gan simply held out her hand. “Then, I thank you for at least hearing me out.”
Well, that was definitely not what I expected.
Serena stood and tentatively took the proffered hand. “I’m sorry we couldn’t do...”
*click*
I turned at the sound to see Amelia with her phone out, snapping a picture. 
“Something to commemorate our first meeting,” she said brightly.
“Excellent,” Gan replied, turning away. “Kindly post that to my Instagram page.”
The fuck?!
“What should I say?”
“Something banal,” Gan said, heading toward the door. “Like ... hanging with my crew.”
“Hold on,” Serena called after her. “I didn’t give you permission to post that.”
“Well then,” Gan replied over her shoulder, “it’s a good thing I didn’t ask for it.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“I’m guessing that could’ve gone better ... and maybe a bit less weird,” I said, still trying to wrap my head around Gan being on social media.
“You think, bro?” Diego replied from the seat across from us.
Amelia had gone with Gan this time. While the rest of the team – red shirts as Dave so lovingly nicknamed them – had piled back into their van, Diego had joined us in our limo. I sincerely doubted it was merely for the conversation.
“And why is this a bad thing for us?” Dave asked. “I mean, I sure as hell prefer heading back to the mansion over exploring that shit hole again. Don’t you?”
That was actually a fair point. Success on Gan’s part would have likely entailed ... nothing good. What that was, though, I had no clue. I’d never seen the lowest levels of the old Boston stronghold, nor had I any desire to.
Up near the surface it had been banal enough, pretty much an undead office building. I mean, shit, they’d had zombies doing clerical work. If that wasn’t a metaphor for corporate America, I didn’t know what was.
The lower you got, though, the more it fit the stereotype – the grand hall outside the Prefect’s office had basically been a subterranean cathedral of evil, minus maybe the receptionist desk at one end. But still.
I’d always been led to believe there was more beyond that, stuff that those of us with visitor passes didn’t get to see. Hell, it was easy enough to envision all sorts of crazy shit – weapons, monsters, holding tanks full of percolating human blood.
On the flip side, considering what went on above, it could’ve also been nothing more than storage space for old office equipment.
Not that any of it mattered now. Serena had said no before politely escorting us out. And no meant ... um ... actually nothing to a crazy nutcase like Gan.
Shit!
I turned to voice my concern, only to find my traveling companions had already changed the subject.
“Dude, I absolutely loved your bout with Andy ‘The Ice Pick’ Suarez. Caught it on pay-per-view.”
“That was a wild one, all right. Fucker must’ve kneed me in the crotch half a dozen times. I tell ya, I couldn’t piss standing up for three days after.”
“Yeah, but when you stopped him in the third round with that kick to the head, I almost shit my...”
They were interrupted by a chime coming from Diego’s pocket.
“’Scuse me, bro. I should take this.”
As he answered it, I turned back toward Dave. “I was just thinking. Is it me, or did Gan give up a little too easily?”
He shrugged. “Fuck if I know. Hell, fuck if I care. Not my job, not my problem.”
“No, your job is to squeeze my fangs dry every few hours.”
“Better than your balls. And trust me, I don’t get a thrill from either. On the upside, at least I won’t need to worry about that for much longer.”
I opened my eyes wide. “Wait a second. Why?”
No doubt sensing his faux pas, he stammered, “Um...”
Unfortunately, Diego picked that moment to catch my attention again. “Nah, bro. Check the weapons locker on the left,” he said into his phone. “No, your left. Should be beneath the chest with the fifties. Yeah! That’s the one. A’ight. Good luck, bro. Wish I could be there.” He hung up and turned back toward us. “I swear, that guy would lose his head if it weren’t attached.”
“What guy?” Dave asked.
“Oh, that was Manny. You met him earlier, back with the van. They got him running point on Plan B. Some guys get all the luck.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Plan B?”
“Yeah. The boss lady knew those witches would be all ‘fuck you guys,’ so she’s had us working the last few days on a plan to change their mind.”
“And that would entail what exactly?”
Diego seemed to think it over for a few moments, but then he shrugged. “I guess it don’t hurt none to say. She’s had teams scouting the outskirts of the city and the surrounding burbs.”
“Scouting for what?”
“She wouldn’t say. Told us we’d know it when we found it. Anyway, it’s all been underground, the sewers. We’re talking shit work here, but kinda cool anyway.”
“Okay, and the point is?” I made a hurry up gesture. Obviously, Diego hadn’t been hired for his brains.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Anyway, Delta Team found a nest down close to the docks.”
“A nest? Of what?”
“No clue, but apparently it was real nasty. Only two of them made it back. That’s where Manny and Carl are headed now. It’s why they called to ask me where the flashbangs were.”
“Seriously?”
“Tell me about it. You’d think they’d just look for them instead of bugging me. It’s not like the van’s that big.”
Dave raised his hand. “And why exactly do they need flashbangs?”
I turned to him with a sigh. “I’m going to take a wild guess here and say it’s to drive whatever they found out of the sewers and up to the surface.”
“On the nose, bro,” Diego replied. “Then we let those witches see the shit they’re up against.”
“And convince them why they need us as allies?” I offered.
“Exactly. But, in order to get that alliance, they’re going to have to first give the boss lady what she wants.”
I turned back toward Dave. “Which means we’re not heading back to the mansion after all.”
Shit!




CHAPTER 6

Serena

“Vampires? Are you kidding me?!” My boss slammed his wooden fist clean through the drywall of his freshly finished office. Sickening green energy rippled down his arms, disrupting the glamour so that his silver eye could glower at me.
Well, that went about as well as expected.
“You know I refuse to do business with those bloodsucking, traitorous...”
“Gary!”
The glamor dropped and thorns extended from his temples. “Gary isn’t here right now,” he snarled as his other eye faded from blue to nearly white. “Don’t make me have to be him, please Rena. We both know how unforgiving he can be.”
If it wasn’t bad enough that I worked for an almost billionaire magician, he just happened to have one hell of a dark side constantly churning beneath his layers of mental armor. The dryads knew him as Nerium, prince of poison, and I knew him as the single most dangerous x-factor in my life.
“Gary,” I repeated, my voice low and calm. “Listen to me. These are not the vampires who betrayed you.”
He snarled and pounded the wall again, this time only denting it. Stay calm, let me in for a change. Mercifully, magic sharing worked both ways. He might be on his guard, but I’d learned to sneak into his mind even when he didn’t want me there. As I took a few calming breaths, I could see the blue return to his human eye.
“I don’t care if they give food to orphans...”
“Well, they actually do. These guys are running a children’s charity after all.”
“Probably so they can recruit them to be soulless killers for eternity!”
“It’s better than having them on the streets and getting eaten by giant carnivorous cockroaches! Gary, I know you don’t like this, but you know me...”
“I thought I did,” he snarled.
“You know I wouldn’t even entertain this if it wasn’t what was best for the Grove.” He finally sat in his chair and seemed to roll my words around in his head. He hadn’t bothered to reinstate his glamour, so I calmly closed the blinds and focused on my own steady breathing. “I did tell them no, just to be clear, but a lot of what Gansetseg said makes sense. Maybe we should explore options other than fighting.”
At least that got him rubbing his temples and sighing rather than destroying any more of the subcontractor’s work. He flopped back into his executive chair and spun around a few times for good measure.
“And you really think these ... vampires are the reason magic came back?”
Here goes nothing. “I know they are the reason, and, before you ask, I know because my family were some of the Magi who helped them.”
“Your family?” he asked with a sneer.
“I helped them. Now don’t you dare give me that horrified look.” He did indeed continue to stare at me as if I’d kicked his dog, or maybe that otter he kept as a pet. “Philomena was dying! You might not have been far behind her with all your liver problems. My whole family suffered, too. Everyone we grew up with, all our friends, they needed help. I don’t care if it means we’re weak; we all needed the magic back.”
He flexed his inhuman fingers a few times. I slipped on my gloves so I could finally sit across from him and put a reassuring hand on his arm. “Hate me all you want for hiding it, but given the choice, I’d do it all over again. I’m just sorry we weren’t fast enough to save...” The words caught in my throat. His aunt may have been hard to get along with, but she’d meant the world to him and sure as hell hadn’t deserved to waste away like she had.
He took a moment to respond. I could feel his emotions warring, but above all else I could feel the old regret sink in. If we had a dollar for every time we’d said, “if only we’d been faster,” I’m pretty sure Gary would be the world’s first trillionaire.
“What exactly was your involvement with these vampires?”
“The usual. My dad did most of the negotiating. I did what I do best, crunched numbers. As it turns out, my prophetic algorithm could function just fine even without juicing it up. I was just a piece in a machine that spanned the globe, and I don’t know if it was my data that even mattered in the end, but I do know that I’m glad I tried.”
“Any other secrets?” he asked flatly.
“I’m pretty boring otherwise.”
“And if they hadn’t asked for my help, would you have told me about your extracurricular activities?” His voice had lapsed into the cold, calculating tone he favored when Nerium came out to play.
“And if you didn’t need my help, would you have told me your mother was a dryad?”
“Fine.” He looked away pointedly, but I could feel the tension draining from the room. He never liked admitting he could be wrong, but at least he probably wasn’t going to fill the room with toxic fumes at this point. “Maybe they aren’t the shittiest of vamps, but I don’t see why we should work with them. It’s not like we need their help.”
I raised a brow. “So, I take it a whole mess of your dryads woke up this morning?”
His jaw tightened and he still refused to look at me, so I pressed on. “Maybe Sayuri or Bella got their memories back and joined the fight? Or did Dio choose today to...?”
A sickeningly sweet aroma drifted from his side of the desk. Oh crap, I misjudged him. He picked up the scent just in time and pushed away from his desk while I backpedaled to the door and slapped the emergency air filter button. I managed to slip outside before his toxins could do little more than make me lightheaded. After a solid minute, he opened the door with his glamour once again intact.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “And the answer is no, no one useful woke up, just one of the shy ones. Her name is Violet, and she’s so scared of the Aigeiroi that she doesn’t even want to stay at the Grove yet, but that still doesn’t mean we need help from any goddamned vampires.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Not eight hours later, I found myself covered head to toe in entrails watching Donna yank the spine out of a previously unknown species of fish monster.
“Where are these fuckers coming from?” she barked.
I didn’t have time to entertain her with an answer, though. We needed to contain the situation before the entire Salem boardwalk got trashed. Normally we stuck to Boston proper, but when a call from one of the local covens came in, screaming about an army of creatures from the black lagoon, we had to...
I heard skittering from behind us. Please don’t be giant roaches, anything but giant roaches.
Worse! I whirled around just in time to see a clawed spider thing, big enough to put anything in Australia to shame, scuttling toward me. Oh crap! Donna screamed as she scurried behind me. Plants and bugs were never a good mix. Thank goodness I still had access to Gary’s reserves because this called for only one response – kill it with fire!
Flames burst from my hands, torching both the arachnid and a sizable chunk of the pier beneath it, but at least no one could accuse me of being half-assed in my pest control. On the upside, the singed corpse smelled like grilled lobster, which was a heck of a lot better than rancid fish guts.
Thwwppt! From somewhere behind me, Donna shot out another wave of her spines while we waited for the boss man to complete his ritual. Hopefully she was up to the task because every bit of power I drained from Gary risked interrupting him. I could only afford a few more spells before...
“Fuck! Slugs in the water!”
I turned to see that wasn’t a euphemism. Donna flicked another volley of razor-sharp spines into a fish man, dropping it like a bad habit, only to point toward a slithering mass of mollusk meat undulating out of the sea.
It raised its proboscis high and... Jiminy Crickets! I barely managed to raise a barrier in time to keep a deluge of acidic slime from raining down on us.
“Great. We have enormous acid-filled sea slugs now.”
Donna’s spines twisted and tore into another fish man’s flesh, quickly expanding as her venom digested it from the inside out. Then she let loose at Slugworth. However, where her attack was lethal as can be against the fish fiends, all it did was become enmeshed in this new creature’s thick mucus-like flesh.
Time for a new plan of attack.
“Your Highness, we need backup!” Donna shouted as she pointed a hand toward the super slug’s head. I could tell by the look on her face, though, that she was rapidly tiring out. I guessed she had maybe two or three good shots left. Too bad more of those slugstrosities sloshed out from behind the funnel cake stand. “I told you we should have brought Boo with us.”
“It’s a school night,” I replied.
“Do I look like I really give a shit about that right now?”
I couldn’t argue with her, especially after watching her next attack – a massive shower of spines to the slug man’s face which ... caused it to split in two?! Great, talk about doubling our displeasure.
Donna backed up, nodding toward me. “Your turn, Meatsack. Good luck.”
I could feel the magic pulling back from inside me, however, signaling that the cavalry was about to finally arrive. “I don’t think so.”
Donna must have felt the shift in power as well because she grabbed hold of my arm and dragged me with her behind the kiddy carousel. Not a moment too soon, either.
“Mori in igni, balaena!”
A roaring inferno blasted past our location, superheating the air and obliterating both the pier in front of us and the monsters on it. Moments later, the surrounding area filled with smoke, ash, and the sizzling scent of seafood.
The flame strike turned out to only be an appetizer, though, as the glowing figure of the boss man strode confidently past us through the devastation. I swear, if he’d picked that moment to light up a cigarette, he’d be the spitting image of his aunt.
“I know he likes his drama, but I wish he’d just get the fuck on with it,” Donna snarled as her spines twitched in agitation.
“You aren’t welcome here,” Gary said, his eyes glowing as the remaining creatures gathered in the surf. “Retreat, or face annihilation.”
Confident as he sounded, he really needed to work on his catch phrases. Personally, I’d have gone with, “Who’s up for a clam bake?” But whatever.
Thunder rumbled from high overhead, and the glow around his hands intensified to a blazing white, bright enough that I felt tears begin to stream from my eyes. That at least commanded some attention from the more intelligent among the fish men’s numbers who immediately turned and dove back underwater.
Smart move, as even I felt a shiver down my spine.
Magic often had the convenience of being color coded to match intent – infernal green, for example, was a good warning that something painful was coming, red too. But white, well that belonged to very specific, very powerful classes of magic.
Gary waved his hands, flicking silvery sparks from his fingertips that hovered midair over the surf like confetti.
Come on, I mentally pleaded. Don’t forget about the...
A purplish force barrier coalesced in front of him, spreading across the ruins of the pier, the beach, and the surf – wherever those creatures still threatened us. Good thing, too, because otherwise what happened next was going to seriously drop the property values in the immediate vicinity.
The air rippled inside the barrier, as the silvery sparkles wobbled, forming a litany of ancient Greek symbols. Then ... boom. The symbols shot forth at supersonic speed, rebounding off the barrier and ripping through the seabound horrors, tearing them to bite-sized shreds.
When it was finished, all that was left was a red tide of blood and guts. Anything spared the barrage, not that there were many, instantly turned tail and dove back into the sea. Good thing, too, as Gary collapsed from the effort required of calling forth his divine magic.
Donna and I rushed to his side, but I was the only one wearing gloves, so I helped him sit up. Silvery sap trickled from one of his nostrils, blood from the other.
“They’re retreating,” I told him. “Although, maybe next time use a few more fireballs before bringing out the big guns.”
“I ... I’ll keep that in mind,” he wheezed. “How’s the rest of it look?”
“A bit more post-apocalyptic than I’d like, but we could probably buy the block for a steal.” His immediate eyeroll reassured me that he probably looked worse than he felt. “MJ is keeping any prying eyes away, but we’re probably going to want to make a sizable donation to the local police.” I spared a look around. “And maybe the fire department, too.”
“Not to mention any media costs for the cover up,” Donna added. “Maybe a little less intensity next time, Your Highness.”
He ignored her to face me. “What do you think?”
“Yeah, I suppose you could’ve dialed it back a...”
“Not that. I mean all of this happening now. Doesn’t this strike you as maybe a little too convenient considering your guests earlier?”
“You think the bloodsuckers caused this?” He did have a point. The timing was somewhat suspect. Still... “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?”
“There’s no record of them being allied with anything like ... those things. And even if there was, I’m not sure there’s any way to prove it.”
“Yeah but...”
Now it was my turn to interrupt. “We can point fingers if you want, but what about next time or the time after that? Do we really want to wall ourselves off from a potential alliance based on nothing more than bad timing and a hunch?”
He wiped his upper lip and let out a deep sigh as we both looked at the swath of destruction before us. “All right, fine. I still don’t like it, but maybe we could use their help a bit.”
I didn’t particularly like it either, but I guess it was time to make the call.




CHAPTER 7

Ed

The call came in the wee hours of the morning, not really a problem for me since vampires, neo or not, tended to require far less sleep.
I’d been awake anyway – sucking down a refrigerated blood pack and ordering some pay per view – in the luxury suite of the Mandarin Oriental, where we’d been put up for the night. I had to give credit where credit was due. At least Gan wasn’t as cheap as the old vampire nation had been.
Of course, that might’ve just been the first stages of Stockholm syndrome talking. Sadly, I was no stranger to being held prisoner. On the plus side, the current digs definitely beat some of my former places of internment by the forces of evil. Guess I was finally moving up in the world. Go figure that it was probably the one bright spot in my life right at that moment.
In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from a happily engaged guy who’d enjoyed eating things that weren’t screaming, to a creature of the night who ... well, I had no idea what my relationship status would be once this was over.
During the last five years, Kara had gone from accepting that she’d once been a vampire to outright despising that period of her life, making no secret of the fact that she’d been glad magic was gone.
Needless to say, I had a feeling the only upside of my current predicament was putting off dealing with the fallout my returned status as one of the undead would cause.
Oh, yeah. Welcome to Dumpsville, Ed. Population...
The sound of Diego’s phone ringing had caught my ear around that point, pulling me from my depressing reverie.
Apparently Plan B had been a rousing success.
Score one for the bad guys.
“What do you mean?” he asked into the receiver a few moments later. “You gotta be fucking kidding me, bro. I ain’t no babysitter. I need some action, man.” He paused as someone on the other end responded. I couldn’t quite make it out, but my vamp hearing was good enough to catch that it didn’t sound particularly sympathetic. “What? Okay, okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to lose my cool. No. I’m good.”
Diego’s words might’ve been soothing, but his demeanor was anything but. He hung up, then threw his cell phone across the room before proceeding to punch a hole straight through the wall. That was gonna be costly. Oh well, it’s not like my credit card was on file here.
“There a problem?”
“Not for you,” he snapped, mid-tantrum. “Everything worked out fine. That witch and her boss want to play ball.”
“But...?”
“Hey,” Dave called from the bed. “Can you two dickless shit turtles maybe do me a favor and shut the fuck up? Some of us are trying to sleep here.”
Diego’s eyes immediately flashed gold and his fangs descended, leaving me with the predicament of either sticking up for Dave or letting him get the ass-reaming he deserved.
Decisions, decisions. Maybe I should order some room service while I think it over.
Ultimately, however, Diego proved to be less of a murder crazy nutcase than I’d have given him credit for. Showing about a million percent more restraint than Gan would’ve in the same situation, he took a deep breath, mouthed counting to ten, then turned back toward me.
“You two get the fun part,” he said once he’d finally gotten himself under control again. “Me, not so much.”
“And by fun part you mean...?”
“You’re going down below, to explore the old complex.” He got a wistful look on his face. “Shit. I was only a recruit for a few weeks before it all ended, but I got to see that place in its prime, and it was lit, bro. There was all sorts of shit going on, and that was just the stuff I got to see. I mean, hell, they even had...”
“Zombies doing clerical work? Yeah, I know. Been there, had a friend get bitten by one.”
Diego raised an eyebrow. “Really? So did he, y’know, go all crazy after, trying to eat brains and shit?”
“Nah. Turns out that’s just bullshit the movies made up.”
“Fucking Hollywood, man. You can’t trust anything they say.”
“No, I guess not. So, anyway, if you’re not coming with us, then...”
He shook his head. “It’s Amelia. She’s got stuff to do. Early morning meeting down at Schroeder Plaza with the Commissioner. Wants me there to watch her back. Like the Boston PD’s gonna try anything stupid. They already agreed to reestablish the old treaty.”
“They did?”
“Yeah, bro. Last week. Where’ve you been?”
I hooked a thumb at Dave. “Stuck in a mansion, getting milked by that asshole over there.”
“Speaking of which,” Dave said, climbing out of bed and looking none too happy about it, “we should probably take care of that before we leave. Let me go set up the tubing and sample jars.”
“Oh, can I watch?” Diego asked, perking up. “I gotta see this.”
So glad to know at least one person was happy about this bullshit.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Diego dropped us off in front of an under-construction apartment complex before speeding away, leaving Dave and I to stand there on the sidewalk in a strange neighborhood all alone and with no one in sight.
Wait a second. Alone...
I turned to Dave, grinned, and raised my middle finger. “Well, it’s been real, but I gotta...”
Before I could finish that sentence, though, two vehicles turned onto the block – a limo and an unmarked van. They pulled up to the curb next to us.
Fuck!
Gan’s driver once again took his sweet time opening the door for her, giving the van’s occupants plenty of opportunity to disembark. It was the same team from before, two no-necked gorillas and two tech guys. The only difference now was they were all laden with equipment. Laptops, acoustic gear, and more for the techies; weapons aplenty for the goons.
Either they were expecting our unwitting allies to turn on us, or they were anticipating other nasty surprises waiting below. I remembered that nest Diego had mentioned, the one they’d flushed out to make this deal happen. Maybe I should’ve asked for more details before he dropped us off, so I at least had an inkling as to what horrors to expect.
Gan finally deigned to join us, having changed from earlier into more traditional garb, and by that, I mean thick leather armor over a black tunic and skirt. She had two silver daggers stuffed into scabbards around her belt and was likewise carrying a pack, one considerably smaller than those worn by her minions.
Needless to say, despite her lack of firepower, she was easily the most intimidating person on the corner.
“I’m feeling kinda underdressed here,” I said as she approached us, trying to act cool, as if I hadn’t been about to make a run for it.
“So you are,” she remarked dispassionately before nodding toward one of the security chimps. He responded by tossing me a tactical shotgun along with a belt full of ammo. “I believe you are familiar with that model.”
Fuck yeah I was. Back when this shit had all started, over five years ago, I’d paid a visit to my stepdad, feeding him some bullshit about needing protection for our apartment in Bay Ridge. I’d come home with a gun not dissimilar to the one I’d just been handed, which had served me well when our neighbor was turned and subsequently sicced on us by Bill’s asshole coven master.
I looked down at the gun, considering my options, then back at Gan. But she merely smiled, as if daring me to try.
Maybe later, Malibukkake Barbie.
Dave was handed a 9MM handgun, which he looked at with a lot more trepidation than he did when handling my fangs. “This is just in case, right?” he asked. “We won’t actually need these down there, will we?”
Unsurprisingly, Gan ignored him, turning to one of the tech guys. “Mr. Powell?”
He was busy fiddling with a device that looked like a high-tech GPS tracker. “This is the place,” he told her. “The tunnels beneath us should run within fifty feet of one of the old maintenance shafts.”
“Good.”
“No, not good. We’re talking fifty feet of solid rock to tunnel through, not to mention however thick the wall might be.”
“And that is where our allies come in.” Gan dismissed him by way of turning her attention toward the apartment building behind me.
In that same instant, I heard the sound of a door being unlocked and opened. I spun to find, to no real surprise, Serena there waiting for us, and she wasn’t alone.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Okay, I had to admit the Magi contingent of this operation wasn’t quite what I was expecting. I figured we’d find a small army of robed wizards waiting for us, along with maybe a couple of aloof tree creatures muttering to each other about taking the hobbits to Isengard.
Instead, Serena had brought only two others along with her. One was some goth chick in a minidress who smelled like a walking dispensary. Either she’d just come from a killer rave or was someone’s personal drug dealer – not exactly a bad thing, mind you, as I wouldn’t have said no to a good toke right about now.
Her other companion looked, if possible, even more out of place for an expedition far underground – a prim and proper woman in glasses, a crisp business suit, and loafers. Maybe she was there less for the magic and more to lecture us on all the zoning laws we were about to break.
“These are my associates,” Serena said by way of introduction. “This is Canna, and...”
“You can call me MJ,” the drug dealer chick interrupted, sounding like she was her own best customer.
“Hold on,” our other tech guy, Simon, replied, pointing at Serena’s other companion. “I know you. You’re Lily Hotaru. You wrote that book on decluttering your life. Man, I never realized how much unnecessary stuff I was hoarding until I read that.”
Lily smiled tightly in return, seemingly about as pleased at being there as I was.
“That’s really fucking fascinating,” Dave said. “And it’s useful to us how exactly? Not that I’m doubting the power of feng shui, but I totally fucking am.”
Serena held up a hand. “I can assure you, Ms. Hotaru is quite capable. In fact, I might argue that she’s far more capable than even she is fully aware of.”
I had no idea what the fuck that meant, but being acknowledged by Serena seemed to shut Dave up. Poor girl. She likely had no idea how furiously the desperate asshole was probably going to jack off to her image later.
Gan stepped forward, eyeballing both of Serena’s choices for a moment. I saw her nostrils working overtime, probably enjoying a contact high from MJ, but then she finally gave a single nod. “Of that, I have little doubt.” Before anyone could ask what she meant, though, she once again turned to face Serena. “Are we expecting anyone else? I’d hoped perhaps for a chance to meet your employer.”
For some reason, that caused Serena’s face to tighten up. “Mr. Bates is a busy man. He sends his apologies.”
Maybe it was just me, but something in her voice seemed to scream, “Die in a fire, bitch,” a sentiment I couldn’t exactly disagree with.
However, Gan either didn’t sense it or give a shit. “Very well. Then I suggest we dispense with the pleasantries and prepare to depart.”
“So how’s this going to work?” Dave asked. “You guys going to bamf us in there or something?”
To my surprise, Serena actually smiled at his answer. “Much as that would make this a lot easier, it’s difficult to bamf anywhere when you don’t have the specifics. Even knowing the general area we’re going, we don’t know what kind of state the remaining structure is in. One collapsed wall or...”
“It would be quite impossible anyway,” Gan interrupted. “Most of the Prefecture was thoroughly warded against Magi sendings ... as I’m sure you suspected.”
“We did, but I appreciate you telling us anyway ... in the spirit of cooperation, of course.”
“Indeed. And in that continued spirit, please allow me to present you with this.”
I glanced sidelong at Dave as Gan removed her pack and unzipped it, but he gave me a shake of his head, no more clued in than I was.
A moment later, MJ exclaimed, “Oh, that is so not right.”
Couldn’t quite blame her as Gan pulled out two large plastic bags – each of which contained a severed human hand.
Jesus fuck!
She tossed one to Simon, who stared at it as if finally realizing what he’d gotten himself into. Then she handed the other to Serena.
“Um ... thanks?” the purple-haired witch replied, looking like she was about to hurl.
Gan smiled in return, as if she’d presented her with nothing more interesting than a platter of homemade cookies. “The Prefecture was designed with multiple redundancies. As such, we should expect to find at least partial power remaining in the ancillary areas.”
“And that requires body parts, why?” I asked.
She glanced my way as if I were a stupid child. “Is it not obvious? Biometric security systems will likely still be in place. Bypassing them will require authorization by either staff with proper clearance – of which none are left – or someone of Prefect status or higher ... of which one remains.”
It took a moment for this to sink in. “You?”
“Who else?”
“Then these hands...”
“Are my own,” she stated before turning back toward Serena. “Knowing what would be required, I severed my right hand, preserved it, then did so again once it grew back. I now present one to you, my new ally, in case we become separated for whatever reason. All in the spirit of cooperation, I can assure you.”
Silence descended upon the room as this sank in. What she’d done made sense, in an absolute psychotic sort of way. And handing one over to the other party was certainly in keeping with the spirit of an alliance.
At the same time, though, I couldn’t help but feel that Gan was also sending a not-so-subtle message – that there were no limits to what she was willing to do if it meant getting her way.




CHAPTER 8

Serena

For all the times I’d made cracks about being the boss’s right-hand woman, he’d never had the balls to actually chop it off and deliver it to me gift wrapped. Gansetseg certainly knew how to send a message, and I made sure to look appropriately surprised. She didn’t need to know the extent of my desensitization to the weird, nor my own ability to confuddle all but the best biometric measures.
Time to check my own fail safes. I slipped a hand into my jacket pocket and let my thumb run over the runes freshly etched into my case. One emergency escape route back to the Grove, since I happened to be the only member of my entourage with a single body at my disposal.
As much as I’d have preferred Donna at my side, Gary had managed to drain his batteries dry in the last fight and only the cactus queen had a snowball’s chance of defending the headquarters should the vampires try for a double cross. MJ and her damned empathy must have picked up my racing thoughts as she gave my arm a quick squeeze. At least she had a battle form, albeit one that hadn’t been tested in any real battles yet.
“I must say, I find that young woman strangely familiar,” Lily whispered while the bloodsucker brigade continued to prep their equipment.
“Keep focusing on the familiar.” Damn. We needed her back, and sooner rather than later. I could feel her tugging at the edges of my mind, still unfocused and aimless, but stronger than this morning. “What do you feel?”
“Rage,” she replied blankly, an unflappable smile still on her sweet little face. There came a pause, and then she blinked rapidly. “Oh dear, did I black out again? I must still be getting used to having my magic back.”
“I’ll handle this, Rena,” MJ said with a reassuring nod. “She’s still half asleep, but not for long, I promise.”
I didn’t have time to worry about whether or not I’d have merely a catalyst mage with me or a fully realized warrior queen. I needed to tread carefully, especially considering how many unknowns there were on the vampire front. I suppose I might as well go straight to the HBIC. Oh boy, literally everyone in her band seemed to be packing, even the terrible haircut nerd who kept gawking at my tits. “Are we expecting heavy resistance?”
“I find it best to be prepared,” Gansetseg replied noncommittally. “Speaking of which, can I assume the three of you are sufficiently prepped to deal with any impediments to our progress?”
“I won’t make any promises until I see what your definition of impediment is, but I think you’ll find my team more than up to the task.”
“Exactly as I expected to hear.” Her tone didn’t leave much room for further conversation as she motioned toward the stairs leading down.
“What do you think they can actually do?” I heard a whispered voice ask from behind us.
It was followed by a response of, “Whatever it is, I hope it involves a lot of bending over.”
Oh man, Lily and MJ both rolling around in my head had all my senses ratcheted up. Even though they were in human form, something about connecting with dryads had weird side effects. Still, I guess sharpened senses were better than the terrible itching I got last week. Oh great, Sir Leers-a-lot was approaching. I supposed I should take one for the team. “Nice to see you again. Dave, was it?”
He paused, clearly confuddled that I’d spoken to him, so I reached my hand over to the person at his side. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name. I’m Serena, Serena Taylor.”
“Ed,” he replied halfheartedly. Either he didn’t want to be here or had what was known as classic vampire boredom syndrome. MJ had made it a point to debrief me with her extensive research into the undead during our last bulgogi and chick-flick Thursday.
Speaking of MJ...
“You’re ... different from the others,” she said as she caught up and peered at this Ed guy.
“So are pubic lice, but nobody cares about them either,” Dave blurted out nonsensically, no doubt trying to angle for attention. “So, what’s your deal?”
“Me?” MJ replied, cheerful as always. “I’m just as human as you, sir.”
“Not really what I asked...”
“At least for the time being,” she added with a wink.
“For the time being?” Ed replied.
I gave MJ a little nod. Not that a gal like me really needed to give a god-knows-how-old plant lady permission to discuss anything, but MJ, unlike some of the others, had a respect for the corporate chain of command.
“I can be many things, including a certain plant.”
“Hold on,” he said. “So you’re a dryad?”
“In the flesh!”
“You’re ... not really what I expected.”
“What did you expect?”
“Well, no offense, but you kind of smell like the world’s biggest dime bag.”
“As well I should, being that I am the patron of all the Cannabaceae family.”
“So, you’re like the goddess of weed?” Ed asked incredulously, prompting laughter from us. “Seriously, is that really a thing? I’m genuinely curious.”
“Such charming curiosity! And cute, too,” MJ added, giving me a cheeky little wink. “Right, my friend?”
“Thanks, but I’m taken.”
“I’m not,” Dave was quick to add, throwing his own wink my way. Ugh! “So, like, when do you guys turn into trees and shit?”
Lily let out a deep sigh. “You should read up on your mythology. Dryads do not turn into trees. You’re thinking of lesser forest spirits, ents for example. A dryad can possess multiple forms ranging from purely human to entirely botanical. If you’d like to know more, I’d suggest reading Sappho’s lost works, that is if you can stomach ancient Greek. Do you know if they ever translated it, Miss Taylor?”
The guys looked rather confused while Lily continued to stand there all prim and proper and MJ stifled a laugh. I could feel her rattling around again, then her voice echoed in my mind. It is so hard for me to keep a straight face while this snake of the light flounders in her ignorance, Re. Do we have to tell her what she really is?
I smirked. As tempting as it would be to tune out the others and mentally gossip with my favorite dryad, we needed to focus. Just let Lily do her thing for now. The boss man is certain that when the time is right, Sayuri will come out and she won’t let us down.
“So which of you are witches and which are plants?” Dave asked, a little more insistently.
“Right now, we are all people,” MJ said, her smile never wavering. “That should be good enough. Or should we perhaps start questioning the companions you’ve chosen to travel with instead?” She narrowed her eyes at Dave. “Here is a hint for the opposite sex. Try getting to know a pretty girl first before worrying whether you can dissect her under a microscope.”
“Actually, I wouldn’t say no to some tissue samples either,” Dave replied cluelessly before turning my way. “So how about it? Are you a plant, too?”
Goddess give me strength. Something told me this was going to be quite a long night.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
So that’s how I ended up thirty meters under our own condo project with the patron dryad of weed, some nerds, a pack of bloodsuckers, and a “coven sister” who happened to be on the bestseller list.
Gansetseg sniffed the air disdainfully, then looked at the wall of solid earth in front of us. Her idea of a small impediment looked more like a collapse of several city blocks. Even stretching my senses to the limit with all the magic available to me only yielded a feeling of immovable rock. I guess it was finally time to bring out the big guns. My vampire companions hadn’t been BSing. They definitely needed our help to get into their base.
I waved for MJ to come over. Right now, she looked like a Lolita goth, albeit one with far darker skin than your traditional doom and gloom child. Her crepe minidress probably didn’t scream professionalism, not to mention the intense stink of weed filling the tunnel. The nerds snickered and made toke gestures until a single glare from Gansetseg shut them up.
“We are waiting,” she said, sounding more than slightly perturbed.
Time for the big reveal, since as nice as it was to have MJ and her magic, this situation called for a more forest spirit set of skills.
I heard the faintest rustle of leaves before the weed smell shifted from mild to three-day outdoor festival levels of funk. For a moment, my companion shimmered until she blinked out of existence and the true glory of MJ emerged for all to see.
“Holy shit,” Dave cried.
Her human body might have been stunning, but her battle form transcended into downright spectacular with a cascading gown of broad green leaves growing out of an intricate hemp bodice. Her inky violet eyes might have seemed demonic if not for her easy smile and the crinkle of furrowed leaf eyebrows. The braids in her human form transformed into a crown of vines in every shade of bronze, rust, and green, trailing to the floor with flowers interlaced every few inches. She raised her arms wide to reveal a second pair folded neatly underneath.
“Okay, that’s new,” I blurted out.
She winked. “Oh, I think you will find me quite full of surprises, Miss Rena, and as for my new friends, why don’t you take a step back and let me talk to my old companions?” She then winked at the nerd crew. “Unless you want to stay close and find out just how stimulating my magic can be.”
As much as a bit of the devil’s lettuce might take the edge off a stressful day, I took a few steps back to join the stoic wall of vampire bodyguards, tapping into Lily’s power to generate the same gas filtration barrier I used to survive the boss’s tantrums. The dryad began to sway and hum as she pressed her fingers into the earthen wall. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dave open his mouth, probably to make some disrespectful crack; however, Gansetseg raised a hand, silencing him before he could even start.
Wise of her, as an angry Earth spirit could collapse the tunnel around us as easily as it could open the way forward.
“Hear me, spirits of the Earth. Know me as my mother’s daughter,” MJ prayed. According to dryad legends, their mother was the anthropomorphic embodiment of the planet itself, but I had to admit that seemed more than a little far-fetched. Still, I had the good sense not to voice my concerns in the boardroom, especially whenever Donna was in one of her moods. I had enough on my plate without contemplating the fact that I might be working for a demigod.
As MJ continued to chant, I turned to do a quick check on Lily for any spark of recognition.
“I hope this works,” she whispered. “It’s been a dream of mine to see nature magic in action ever since the power returned. Well, that and to finally get a streaming deal.”
You have nature magic, dim bulb, I wanted to scream, but I had more poise than that even on my worst days.
Now was the time to wait. One thing I’d learned about nature magic is that it operated on its own unfathomable timeframe. I could tap into an energy source and weave it in my head real-time to manufacture anything from a fireball to a dust devil, and while it might look like an insane natural phenomenon, in actuality, its artificial matrix only lasted as long as I could devote my full concentration. Nature magic, on the other hand, seemed to involve a great deal of entreating and cajoling, as well as the sorts of rituals the normies depicted in the movies. It could also take on a life of its own when summoned, and more than one angry spirit had wrecked our construction sites rather than simply excavating a foundation. Thank goodness for terrocks.
“I have heard of music being used in summoning rituals, but I’m not familiar with this hymn,” Gansetseg noted once MJ took to singing as she swayed. I cocked my head to pick up the mix of Korean interspersed with snippets of English.
“For some reason almost every spirit we’ve communed with recently is in the A.R.M.Y.” Gansetseg stared at me. I guess despite her social media presence she was a tad off trend. “K-pop really excites them, especially BTS.”
She simply nodded her head. “Interesting to know.”
Maybe she could use that to branch into TikTok.
A few catchy choruses later and the dirt wall shuddered and shifted until a face appeared. I couldn’t understand exactly what words the creature spoke, but his curiosity and geniality reverberated through all the magical energy at the edge of my senses. MJ smiled broadly, and I finally let out the breath I’d been holding.
The other fun fact about nature magic: the energy itself could have a personality.
“Gentle spirit, would you kindly let my friends and I pass?” MJ asked.
Here we go. Please don’t let it be a dickish elemental hiding behind a pleasant veneer.
The face on the wall looked lost in thought for a moment. “Beware,” it bellowed. “Beware.”
“Is the earth behind you all shifty, my old friend? Are you worried we might be sleeping down here forever?” MJ asked, still sounding unconcerned.
“Forever sleep in your mother’s arms,” it said. “Yes, beware. Not the earth you must fear, but what flows from below. Sealed this cavern is.”
“Of course, the cavern is sealed,” Gansetseg said. “Standard security protocols dictated...”
The face looked at all of us confusedly, then turned back to MJ. “You sealed this cavern, Great Mother’s Daughter.”
Now it was MJ’s turn to raise a brow. “I sealed this cavern? I don’t remember that, old friend.”
The face faded, and a new set of symbols appeared on the earthen wall. I could make out an alpha and omega quite clearly. It had to be Greek, but that would mean...
MJ gasped. “It cannot be.”
Why did I have a bad feeling about this?
“I’ve seen sigils such as these,” Gansetseg noted, although she didn’t seem inclined to share any more details. Nevertheless, I sensed her tensing up, not that I could blame her.
The runes began to glow pure white, the edges twinkling. Divine magic. I was only aware of two dryads who could manifest something like this – Gary and his mother Ash.
“Spirit, do you mean a dryad sealed this tunnel, or merely a child of Gaia?”
I guess MJ was holding out hope, too. The face emerged from the wall once more. “As you, of Gaia and of the Skyfather. She sang a different song, a song of light. Sealed the darkness inside. Beware!”
“That can’t be good.” Surely this was our signal to leave and return with reinforcements, Gary’s ass first and foremost among them.
I mean, a logical catalyst witch and a passel of pissy bloodsuckers should totally wait for backup, right? That would be the sane choice.
But I also knew sanity might have no place here – that I was faced with the immoveable object of the terror standing right in front of me, while the irresistible force of the debts my family owed waited a few steps back.
I rubbed my escape rune one more time for reassurance, my mind drifting back to Star Trek 2 and the Kobayashi Maru, reminding myself that sometimes there was no escape from a shitty situation.
“It’s your call,” I said, knowing I had no real choice in this matter.
“I see no reason for this to impede us,” Gansetseg replied calmly, confirming what I somehow knew she’d say. “I, for one, am not afraid of the darkness.”




CHAPTER 9

Ed

Oh yeah. We were almost certainly gonna die down here.
Between whatever batshit secrets Gan was after and the druggie plant’s freaky talking rock face spouting dire warnings, the smart thing to do would be to turn around and get the fuck out of Dodge.
But, we weren’t going to do anything like that, were we?
“Unseal it,” Gan ordered.
“I-I am not sure that’s a good idea,” MJ replied, clearly unnerved by the wall’s warning.
“I’m not interested in your opinion.”
“Maybe you should be,” Serena snapped. “The earth here was sealed with divine energy. That means...”
“I require no history lesson on the subject. All I need to know is whether you can get us past it or not.”
Serena narrowed her eyes, but then asked, “MJ?”
“I can try.”
“Then I suggest you do so,” Gan replied. “Otherwise, whatever death and misery that may follow will be upon your head.”
Serena glared at her, seemingly finding her backbone. “Is that a threat?”
“One need not threaten when faced with dire reality. I tell you this in the spirit of cooperation and continued survival. Something is attempting to break through to this world, something ancient and hungry that must be stopped.”
MJ’s eyes glared. “The Skyfather...”
“Is powerless to stop this, assuming he even bothers to try. If you doubt this, then by all means, fail us here today and we shall certainly find out.”
“You probably should’ve led with that,” I offered.
MJ glanced my way and nodded. “What the wise man said.”
Silence descended in the tunnel as the dryad turned and began to once again talk to the freaky rock face, at least until Serena said, “You did this, didn’t you? I don’t mean this wall. I’m talking about...”
Gan nodded, because of course she did. “Yes. And you were a part of it.”
“What does she mean by that?” Lily asked.
Gan, however, ignored her. “The question now is whether you will also be a part of rectifying this situation.”
“You don’t leave me much choice.”
“There’s always a choice, just as there are always consequences for whatever path we choose.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“I cannot break the seal,” Rocky confirmed.
Oh well. So much for our sojourn to the Temple of Doom.
“But bypass it I can.”
Wait, what?
“How so, gentle spirit?” MJ asked.
“Powerful the seal may be, but complete it is not. Too much shifting earth and unstable dirt. I can open it, but whether it will remain open for you to leave I cannot know.”
Dave nudged me in the side. “The way is shut. It was made by those who are dickheads, and the dickheads keep it. The way is shut.”
I was about to chuckle, but then I saw the giant rock face throw him some serious side-eye. You could always count on Dave to make a bad situation worse.
And lucky me, I was stuck with him like a bad rash.
MJ looked uncomfortable, as if she wished her sisters Lorraine Cocaine and Marybeth Meth were there as well, because if shit went sideways we were probably gonna need some better drugs to deal with it. “What’s your call, Miss Rena?”
Serena turned and locked eyes with Gan, no doubt a battle of wills to see who would blink first. I had to give credit where credit was due. The Grove Industries witch was definitely spunky, but she was up against someone who would’ve sawed off her own eyelids if it meant not losing a staring contest.
After a few more moments, she turned back to MJ and nodded. “Do it.”
♦ ♦ ♦ 


 
Mr. Dirt Face wasn’t lying when he told us he could circumvent the barrier. Too bad that meant taking us the long way around. Fifty feet of straightaway somehow turned into what felt like a mile of twists and turns through a narrow corridor of rock, earth, and – unsurprisingly – sewer muck. Simon was quick to ask whether MJ could crank up some smoke, as it sure as hell beat the stench of Bostonian ass. Hell, even Gan didn’t have a rebuke for that one.
Aside from that, it was mostly silent progress. The dirt demon’s warning had unnerved Serena and MJ, which in turn seemed to be having a sobering effect on everyone in our group who wasn’t a three-hundred-year-old nutjob. Shit, anything that could freak out a creature made entirely of magical ganja probably deserved a warning label.
“I have taken you as far as I am able,” a gravelly voice rumbled from around us. “The way beyond is shut for me.”
Serena turned around to face us, giving me a quick view beyond, where I could see the passageway ending at a concrete wall. “The wards you were talking about?”
Gan nodded before likewise turning and gesturing to the two security goons.
For a moment, I found myself wondering whether this was the point where she pulled the villain card and turned on her allies, gunning them down where they stood now that they’d served their purpose. To my relief, though, they simply pushed past the others to the forefront, where they began unloading equipment from their packs.
“I suggest the rest of us stand back,” Gan said as one of them produced a heavy-duty drill. “And it might behoove us to reinforce the tunnel. This next part could prove ... delicate.”
Any further talk was drowned out as the first no-neck began drilling into the concrete, filling the tunnel with a headache inducing whine.
Thankfully, the Magi didn’t need to be asked twice, as purple force domes appeared in front of and above us.
Probably a good thing, too. Several minutes later, the goon squad came racing back under the protection of the magic force field, a moment before the charges they’d set went off.
The tunnel rumbled around us as thick smoke rolled in, giving me a few seconds to ponder whether being crushed under several hundred tons of rubble would be enough to kill me or just make me wish I was dead.
Fortunately, whether through the Earth spirit, magic, dumb luck, or some combination of the above, the rumbling eventually ceased and the dust began to clear, showing a hole had been blown through the reinforced concrete foundation.
Gan stepped to the forefront, examining things before declaring, “The easy part is done. Now we proceed with caution.”
Now? What the fuck did she think we’d been doing up until this point, playing hopscotch through a fucking minefield?
I glanced at Dave. Though it was hard to still consider him a friend, at least I knew the guy. The look on his face told me he was thinking the same thing.
“She definitely knows something we don’t,” I whispered.
“I can assure you, Progenitor,” she replied from up ahead, “that is always the case.”
Fuck me! And fuck her stupid vamp hearing. I swear, next time I was alone with her I was gonna crop dust the shit out of the place and enjoy the fact that she could hear and smell it all in its silent deadliness.
Dave, ever the asshole, grinned in response. “As a former licensed medical professional, I can write you a prescription for that sick burn if you want.”
“Eat a garbage bag full of dicks.”
“Former medical professional?” Serena asked.
“Yeah. Dave here had a promising career as a doctor ... until a couple of those pesky little things called ethical violations.”
“They never proved it in court. And it’s not my fault most of my patients were assholes.”
“Oh really? What about that time you sawed Bill’s little toe off?”
“I needed a tissue sample. And it grew back.”
“Bill?” Serena asked.
“The Freewill,” Gan replied, turning back toward us. “Dr. Cheng here was involved in experimentation with my beloved, experimentation that once carried an instant death sentence among the First Coven.”
I glanced her way. “You know about that?”
“Of course. Why do you think I hired him?”
Her tone implied that was likely the only reason he was still alive.
“What kind of experiments?” Lily asked.
I opened my mouth to reply, but Gan was quicker on the draw. “The kind that it is best to not worry about now, at least while we still have our mission ahead of us.”
The glare she gave me before turning back toward the opening definitely carried a loose lips sink ships vibe to it.
I wasn’t stupid enough to think my unique position as progenitor made me untouchable, especially after meeting a neo-vamp I definitely hadn’t bitten. Dave was milking my venom for the obvious purpose of using it without me. The big question was, at what point would they be confident they had enough where they wouldn’t need me anymore?
It was hard to say. After all, even on a good day, they got at best a few drops. They could harvest me for the next ten years and be lucky to fill up a gallon jug. Still, it was safest to consider that I was probably living on borrowed time when it came to Gan’s not-so-good graces.
Serena threw me a not entirely unsympathetic look as she and the rest of our contingent followed Gan forward into the remains of the Boston complex.
I elbowed Dave, just hard enough for the fucker to feel it, before pressing onward as well, the air still thick with smoke and dust – obscuring even my enhanced vampire vision.
Nevertheless, I felt my skin crawl with anticipation for what might be waiting for us just beyond that wall. I had a bad feeling this place might give Gan the perfect opportunity to dispose of me without having to dirty her fingers and risk angering her precious beloved.
It wouldn’t work, of course. I mean, Bill could be clueless, but he wasn’t a complete fucking idiot. Besides which, he’d certainly know that...
“Oh my goodness!” Lily cried from up ahead. “Are the rest of you seeing this?”
A part of me was tempted to turn tail and make a run for it, but it was the space of a second to know that wouldn’t work. The tunnel was already collapsing in on itself about fifty feet behind us, the dirt spirit having warned he could get us in but maybe not out again.
There were only two choices: forward or an early dirt nap.
Time enough for the Earth in the grave, I told myself, hearing it in Mako’s awesome voice. Not the most comforting thought, but enough to get me moving.
I stepped in through the hole in the foundation, coughing as the smoke continued to clear – finally giving me a good look at the horrors of...
A storage room filled with old office furniture.
“There’s no doubt about it,” Lily said with a huff. “This place could definitely use my help.”
Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.




CHAPTER 10

Serena

“The main tunnel has collapsed, but there should be an alternate means out of this section of the facility,” Gansetseg explained as we surveyed the wreck of the filing room we’d emerged into.
Who would have thought we would have needed Lily even more than her mythical counterpart? As much as I could be a whiz with organizing computer systems and cataloguing data, nothing in my arsenal could compare to the sheer variety of cantrips my companion could conjure in the blink of an eye.
MJ watched from one of the few bare spots in the storeroom, conjuring a ball of artificial sunlight with one hand, and puffing a few of her freshly rolled leaves with the other. Anything to take the edge off the sewer stench was sorely welcome, and I could feel the tension in my shoulders relax as I perched on some boxes next to her.
“She is remarkable,” MJ said with a sigh before handing me the joint. “Never fear, it’s as mild as I can make it.”
Who was I to argue with herbal remedies? I sucked in the remarkably smooth smoke and let it roll around a bit while file folders danced through the air.
“Do you always use magic when you clean?” the tech guy, Simon, asked, looking awestruck. “Isn’t that ... cheating?”
“Merely being expedient,” Lily replied. “I still believe that true joy comes from putting everything in its place.”
Time to take stock of our situation, as my gut warned me that this might be our only breather for quite some time. Gansetseg’s goons checked their weapons and listened intently to whatever she was telling them. With MJ in her battle form, most of my connection with her was severed, including whatever temporary sensory boost I’d enjoyed earlier. Now I was just left with half a battery in the form of our sleeping Lily.
“Sharing is caring,” Ed said, sliding up next to us. His usual shadow, Dr. Creep, remained near Gansetseg, thank goodness, occasionally relaying info to the tech support who were working with Lily on breaking down this room.
MJ turned his way. “It won’t do much for you, but I think you’ll find my stock to be more pleasurable than human strains. If I didn’t have to worry about the others here, I could conjure up something ... a bit more vampire strength.”
“I’ll take what I can get.” He paused to stare at MJ’s second set of arms, raising an eyebrow. She threw him a wink as I passed the joint. After a quick puff, he gave an appreciative nod. “Good shit.”
“The best,” I said. “I’m glad we have a moment to gather our strength. I’m sure once Ms. Khan figures out exactly where we need to go, that’ll be it for breaktime.” Sure enough, Gansetseg looked up from her conversation and gave me the tiniest of nods.
Can you do anything about bloodsucker eavesdropping, or are we limited to the old standby? My head instantly stabbed as I reached into MJ’s mind. When would I learn to not poke so much when she’d shifted? Oh well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.
MJ’s lower hands flexed a few times. I knew she’d been practicing weaving the arcane while out of her human form, but pulling off a regular spell remained hit or miss. After a few more twitches, she shook her head slightly, saving me from the pain of a telepathic reply.
“Should I switch back?” MJ asked. “My aroma would be less distracting, and I could cast a greater variety of spells.”
Ed leaned over. “So it works differently depending on your form?” He might have been asking innocently enough, but I doubted Gansetseg would surround herself with anyone that naïve. Time to give him a few distracting snippets while Lily and the others gleaned whatever they could from this storeroom.
“Tell me, Mr. Vesser, do you study the arcane?”
“Not even remotely.”
“Then I won’t overwhelm you. Let’s just say, magic comes in different flavors, not all of which are compatible. We witches have our tricks, and dryads have theirs.”
“So ... don’t cross the streams?”
Either he was genuinely clueless or excellent at phishing. I shook my head. “Not usually, but we don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with down here. Barriers like the one we saw can react to magic, cause unexpected side effects. It’s not like other spells. So we need to be cautious until we know more.”
He seemed satisfied enough with my answer as a new aisle opened through the clutter. I motioned over toward Dr. Creep. “I’m surprised your shadow isn’t here with us.”
He passed me back the joint. Points for him being a gentleman and leaving the last toke for a lady. “He’s busy with whatever the fuck he’s doing, and I’m happy for the break.”
“Is he a friend of yours?”
He took a moment to answer, as if thinking it over. “Friend is a strong word, but yeah we’ve known each other for a while.”
“That sounds like a very vampire thing to say.” That got a quizzical look out of him. Either he hadn’t been a bloodsucker for very long, or he truly was a master at playing innocent. “I’ve heard vamps like to make time jokes.” Okay, that kind of fell flat. “Anyway, what happened to Amelia and Diego? I’m missing my companions in alternative hair color.”
“Oh, apparently they had shit to do, not sure what. Lucky us, we drew the Gan card for this expedition.” He lowered his voice, muttering, “Never thought I’d actually miss that jackass Paladin.”
“Why, does he have plus two charisma?” Wow, of all things, that got a reaction out of my new friend. He sized me up as he leaned against the shelf.
“A witch who actually knows D&D?” he asked appreciatively. “That’s a first.”
“I love numbers, and the boy next door wanted someone in his party, so I’ve grown up with it. I was even club secretary for the Amherst Role-Playing Society before the world blew up. You?”
“Sat in a few games.” He pointed across the room. “Dave over there was my roommate’s DM before everything turned to shit. Word of advice. Don’t let him find out you play.”
I glanced that way just in time to see Dr. Dave look in our direction, his eyes quickly dropping to a spot somewhere south of my chin. Either he was once a cardiologist, or I’d picked way too lowcut of a blouse for this mission. For once, I wished for my sister’s supernatural sex appeal and lack of compunction for using it to get her way. If Steph were here, these two would be putty in her hands, happily blabbing their boss’s plans and more.
Another pile of boxes floated past us to reveal a section of wall that made Lily exclaim, “Ah-hah, I knew it.”
“She has an amazing sense of space,” I explained to the confused vampire next to me. “As well as the ability to sense when something doesn’t belong.”
Lily hurried to the new space and ran her fingers around the outline of the cinderblocks. She looked over her shoulder at us, and I nodded. Whatever she’d found, we still needed to play nice with the bloodsucker brigade. A moment later, she popped open a section of the wall to reveal a hidden mechanism, including what looked like a touchpad. “Do you mind?”
I passed her the severed hand. “Go nuts.”
She barely batted an eye as she took it and placed it on the reader. In the next instant, the wall next to her slid open an inch or two before getting stuck. There was something jamming it shut, probably more debris, but it looked to be a way out.
“Excellent work,” Gansetseg said, heading our way. She glanced sidelong at Ed, then proceeded to ignore him as she addressed MJ and me. “Are your people ready to continue?”
MJ tossed the ball of light, so it hovered over her shoulder. “I think I’ve recovered from the summoning, but I can still feel the unease of my old friends. There is a great deal of darkness ahead, and I am not sure if any more spirits will heed my call.” She flinched slightly. “I sense something waiting for us ... as if from a nightmare.”
“So, what exactly do dryads have nightmares about?” Ed asked.
MJ rested one of her many hands on his shoulder. “Believe me, you do not want to know, young t’lunta.”
“Now there’s a word I haven’t missed,” Ed replied as we all gathered near the door.
I glanced around to see if there was any further business here. Wow, Lily really had organized an entire storeroom in minutes, sorting both furniture and files – including leaving one on top clearly labeled “Dryads.” Huh.
“Is there anything we need in here before we head out?” I asked innocently enough, glancing toward the stack of papers.
Gansetseg followed my gaze, then merely shrugged. “A room such as this wouldn’t contain anything of real value. Feel free to entertain yourself, but I am certain you’ll find any information contained within to be inconsequential.”
“Inconsequential,” MJ grumbled as she swiped the file with a harumph and handed it to me. I scanned some of it idly and saw that indeed the vampire nation had categorized my friends along the lines of lesser sprites and a species of semi-intelligent puffins from Greenland. Still, my smile stayed on as I approached the door. Always better to be underestimated.
Unfortunately, as soon as I rejoined the group, my stalker friend immediately started in again. “You know, I couldn’t help but notice you talking to Ed.”
I smiled at him, waiting for the inevitable skeevy follow up, but he clearly got distracted by my boobs again. “Yes?” I prodded, as gently as I could.
“Have I mentioned that I’m his personal physician?” he finally choked out, earning a few points for adorable awkwardness. “Maybe I could sit down and tell you about it sometime ... over coffee?”
“Well...” I was stuck between a desire to learn everything I could about our new allies and making up a lie about being allergic to caffeine.
Fortunately, Gansetseg was there to put an end to the uncomfortable small talk.
“The corridor beyond this door should lead to a series of interconnecting tunnels between the ancillary records room and the secondary barracks. Once we navigate through this section, we should reach the gate to the Prefecture’s western wing.” Gansetseg nodded to her security goons, who took flanking position beside her, while MJ took up a defensive position to my right. That done, she grabbed hold of the door and physically forced it the rest of the way open, the grind of metal grating against metal filling the air.
“So ... where’s the corridor?” Ed deadpanned.
“Something is not right.”
I had to agree with Gansetseg as I found myself peering past the wall of vampire muscle in front of me. Lights danced around what appeared to be a cavernous space ahead, filled with the sound of dripping water. “Did you summon more sun sprites?” I asked the equally confused MJ. She shook her head as one of the golden lights shifted to green and then to pink.
“Wisps,” she said in a hushed tone.
“Houston, we have a problem,” I whispered as I felt the unease settle into my stomach. If there was one thing the boss man had drummed into my head since the magic came back, it was to watch out for rogue light shows. Will-o-wisps had a nasty habit of turning up when something shady was about to go down. To make matters worse, this didn’t appear to be a natural cavern. Even without vampire senses, I could see a distinctive pattern of white tiles along the wall just past an initial torn section of office hallway.
“I am inclined to agree,” Gansetseg said as she pointed farther out, where the rusted wreck of a green and white subway car could just barely be seen, complete with the skeletal remains of the driver halfway through the front window.
MJ blew gently on her orb of light, sending it out ahead of us, giving the human and dryad contingent a better view of what should have been a simple service tunnel. Instead, we saw twisted tracks, broken copper plumbing, and more tiles running in random directions. Beyond the wreckage of the subway car lay hunks of a truck and an older looking trolley.
I gasped as I saw a set of lifeless eyes staring back at us, before realizing their owner was made of bronze and holding a bat. “Looks like we found out what happened to Ted Williams after the old Fenway was destroyed,” I said, as the light outlined the missing landmark from old Boston. While I gawked over that, however, MJ pointed to something decidedly more natural snaking its way through the rubble.
Even in this underground cave, patches of lush bluegrass somehow mixed with ancient-looking roots. I closed my eyes and reached out with my other senses. Sure enough, magic was radiating from it all. Unfortunately, a damn wisp streaked across my aura vision, overloading me with its flash and forcing me back to reality with a monster spike of pain in my temples.
“Focus, Serena,” I whispered as I started my mantra again. I accept the gift of energy. I accept it as part of me. I will let it peacefully join with myself, and I will feel...
Like shit’s about to get real. The cavern began to shake, and a section of wall shuddered and crashed onto the wreck of the Green Line subway car. Behind the new opening lay ... light, but not like what the wisps were generating, this was like staring directly into the sun. Surely we were too far underground for that, yet it was hard to deny the warmth radiating over us.
The sun!
While it would’ve certainly solved a good deal of our problems had our traveling companions up and burst into flames, I wasn’t sure where that would leave the rest of us. However, as I turned toward Gansetseg, she appeared little more than annoyed by the blinding brilliance. I guess our intelligence had been correct. The vamps were somehow evolving.
“By the great mother,” MJ whispered as the leaves in her gown unfurled and her whole body glowed. “Such glorious warmth.”
I could feel my head stab and my stomach turn as the energy I was connected to went sour. Do not vomit in front of these bloodsuckers, Serena! I turned my head and suppressed a gag while I heard Lily exclaim, “Uso!” as her hands also glowed in the light. My Japanese might still be in the learning stage, but I knew my colorful phrases.
“What are we looking at?” Gansetseg asked.
“You don’t know?”
The glare she gave me said it all. Whatever this was, it was a surprise for her as well, one she wasn’t happy about. Unfortunately, there was no way to safely investigate, dazzled as we all were.
“MJ, please. Can you do something about this?”
There came the sound of rustling and then the light became filtered and spotty. Once my eyes finally adjusted, I made out a wall of five pointed leaves standing in the middle of the cavern, shielding the worst of it, while next to me MJ grinned like the cat who’d caught the canary.
“I like win-win situations,” she all but purred as she continued to absorb the nurturing light. “This will allow me to both recharge and shield you.”
“Shield us?” Greg asked. “From what?”
“Something is moving in this place, but I do not feel its intentions. Whatever it is, it has no spirit that I can either stoke or soothe with my magic.”
“Saved by weed, wait till Bill hears this,” Ed said before turning my way. “Hey, are you okay? You don’t look so good.”
“Just a little overwhelmed. I’ll be fine.” I suddenly felt Lily’s power again, but along with it came a wave of confusion.
She stepped to my side while Ed went off to join the other vamps cautiously entering the rubble-strewn cave. “Serena, I felt something strange when that light hit me, like I wasn’t quite myself. And for a moment I saw a vision of a great battle, with our CEO ... in Tokyo.”
Tokyo. I’d heard bits and pieces from the boss man about that, mostly how it was the battle that decided the fate of the Meliae – when Gary and Dionaea finally defeated Sayuri in Ikebukuro.
Lily’s eyes widened. “I remember ... something. Did I ... try to destroy Tokyo or just reorganize it?”
“I...”
All at once, the light from the far end of the cavern winked out, leaving nothing but the glow from the will-o-wisps.
What the...?
“Sorry about the light show,” a voice called out in a thick Bostonian accent. “Only way to get anything to fucking grow down here.”
As much as I really wanted to have this conversation with Lily, I could feel the owner of the voice stirring at the edge of my magical senses – not what I expected to find while deep in vampire territory and at least a hundred feet below Boston.
“Who are you?” one of the security goons cried. “Identify yourself and...”
“Calm your tits, Fang Boy,” that same voice replied as I heard more guns being drawn. “I’m just as surprised as you are that anyone found me down in this shit hole.”
Was another mage somehow down here with us? I reached out to see if I could get a feel for their power and only got nausea and the beginnings of a headache in return. That could only mean one thing...
Impossible!
“Anyone got some fucking clothes I can borrow, or better yet a goddamn beer? I’ve been living off trickle-down shit ever since this place fell apart.”
MJ stepped forward, shaking her head. “That voice. It cannot be.”
She dismissed the wall she’d conjured, revealing a redheaded female standing before us, clad in nothing more than her freckled birthday suit.
She looked at the weapons trained on her as well as those holding them, then burst into a big grin. “About time you vampire fucks came back. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for all the dead bodies you dumped on my roots over the years, but I wish you hadn’t buried me in the first place.”
Had the vampires actually imprisoned a dryad down here? I didn’t need any magic to see just how shaken MJ looked. “I-Ilex, is that really you? But ... you died.”
The redhead grinned even wider. “Speak of the devil’s lettuce and she shall appear. Wow, you actually made it, Canna. Glad to see all my years being a fucking twig in a retaining wall weren’t for nothing. First things first, though.” She turned and surveyed the rest of us. “Who the fuck’s in charge? Because I’d like to invoke the Humbaba Accord so I can get that goddamned drink already.”




CHAPTER 11

Ed

Somehow, I had a feeling that Gan hadn’t dragged us down here to look for a foul-mouthed nudist with a hankering for IPAs.
If so, she could’ve picked any of several bars back in New York, and I guarantee the cover charge would’ve been easier to swallow than the shit we went through to get down here.
I half expected her to order everyone to open fire and be done with it, because that’s kinda how Gan rolled whenever presented with an obstacle she had no patience for – which tended to be most things.
So I was kind of surprised when she instead stepped forward and nodded. “There are few left who can claim knowledge to either the Humbaba Accord or the protection it affords, but I am one of them. State your name.”
The redhead hooked a thumb at MJ. “Exactly as the sapling here said. I’m Ilex, although my friends call me Holly.”
“Very well, Ilex. If you are friend to our allies, I offer you a truce as per the Accords, at least until such time as we reach the surface. So long as no hostilities are offered to my people, we shall respond in kind.”
“That’s what I fucking like to hear.”
“As for the beer, I can’t help you there.”
“That’s okay. You vamps always were fucking teetotalers anyway.”
“Speak for yourself,” I muttered.
“But how?” MJ asked. “You’ve been missing for over a millennium.”
A millennium?! “Um, exactly how old is this complex?”
“Not nearly that old,” Gan replied, narrowing her eyes. Guess we were rapidly coming back around to the option where we opened fire.
“Calm your cooch,” Holly said, sounding unconcerned. “It’s actually not that difficult to explain. After our longboat crashed, we got dogpiled by skinwalkers. I held them off while my sisters escaped. Fuckers tore me down to nothing more than pulp and wood shavings then left me for dead. They weren’t too far off either. I went dormant for a long time as my roots tried to recover.” She nodded toward Gan. “Apparently longer than I expected since the next thing I knew I was waking up covered in lime mortar as they were pouring the foundation for this shit house. Needless to say, I didn’t have much choice but to stick around.”
MJ stepped forward and took Holly’s hands in hers. “It must’ve been terrible for you.”
“Definitely wasn’t all shits and giggles.”
Dave held up his hand. “Not to interrupt this sob story, but am I the only one smelling a load of bullshit here that has nothing to do with fertilizer? For one, your vocabulary is pretty modern for someone who’s been buried since before the fucking Black Death. Second, how are you even speaking English?” He looked around. “Seriously? Am I the only one wondering this?”
Gan glanced back at him, the look on her face suggesting she’d have gladly spared a few dozen bullets to shut him up for good, but then she nodded. “Dr. Cheng does bring up a valid point.”
MJ wasn’t having any of that shit, though. “I will not stand by while a t’lunta accuses my sister of...”
“Chillax, Canna, I’ve got this.” Holly strode forward until she was facing Dave, who’d apparently forgotten she had a face at some point in the last ten seconds. “Dr. Cutie here is asking perfectly valid questions.” She reached a hand beneath his chin and tilted his face up to meet her gaze, which I wouldn’t have doubted was the closest non-paid female interaction he’d had in a while. “Tell me, stud, you ever hear of this thing called osmosis?”
“Huh? Of course. It’s the transference of molecules through a semipermeable...”
“Nobody asked for a science lesson, hon, but correct. For some of us, though, it’s not just about food, but knowledge, too. Call it osmiopathy if you will. Or don’t. Doesn’t fucking matter to me much either way. Bottom line is, stuck in that wall for two centuries, I had a lot of time on my hands to listen. So, you can thank your buddies here for the fact that I’m not speaking Old Norse and demanding a horn of mead, which I also wouldn’t turn down by the way.”
She turned away from him. “So, any other questions or can we finally get the fuck out of here so I can find a pair of pants and a drink?”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
One out of three wasn’t bad, I suppose, at least when you’ve been buried for centuries. Serena and Lily managed to conjure some clothes for Holly, thankfully before Dave finally gave up all pretense of pretending and just started jacking it right there in front of us.
Getting out and grabbing a beer would have to wait, though. Hell, if we made it out of this place alive, I might join her, especially since I had a bad feeling I’d soon be single again.
Speaking of which, as Gan’s security guys pressed onward, clearing the way ahead toward another section of tunnel, I pulled Dave to the side.
“So what did you mean by what you said earlier?”
He glanced around, looking embarrassed. “Shit, you heard that? But anyway, it’s not like I was lying. Nice as that Holly chick’s rack is, I bet Serena’s tits are way...”
“Not that, fuckhead!” I glanced around, then lowered my voice, despite knowing it was probably pointless. “I meant about Kara. You said she was already involved. What did you mean by that?”
He glanced nervously Gan’s way, although apparently she had better things to do than acknowledge him. “I ... was just shit talking.”
“You do realize she’s not the only one capable of fucking up your...”
“So what’s the fucking deal with you guys?” Holly said, walking toward us. She was a lot less distracting now that she was clothed, albeit the jumpsuit they’d conjured for her didn’t do much to hide her curves. She definitely had a future in the Poison Ivy cosplay scene, and not just because she was a plant herself.
“Us?” I replied. “Not much, unless you count Dave acting as my glorified babysitter.”
“I don’t mean you two as a couple. I meant you guys as in vamps. No offense, but something’s off. I’ll be blunt. You guys stink.”
Dave smirked. “Aren’t you glad you use Dial? Don’t you wish everyone did?”
She raised an eyebrow for a moment, but then shook her head. “Not like that ... well, okay kinda like that. But what I meant is your friends here smell like vampires, but at the same time...”
“We don’t?” I offered. “Yeah, I’ve been getting that a lot lately.”
“And for good reason,” Dave said. “Ed here is the progenitor of a new breed.”
Holly glanced my way, taking me in with a somewhat underwhelmed grin on her face. “Look at you, Mr. Fancy Pants.”
Up near where the goon squad was clearing another tunnel they’d found, Gan called out, summoning Simon and Greg to the forefront, probably to figure out where we were compared to where she was hoping to get. Go figure, all the “you are here” map kiosks for this place hadn’t survived the destruction of five years back.
“What exactly is she looking for anyway,” I idly asked.
“Fuck if I know.” I turned and gave Dave some side-eye. “I’m serious this time. She really doesn’t tell me all that much.” He lowered his voice to the barest of whispers. “I sometimes get the impression she doesn’t really like me.”
“You don’t say? Can’t imagine why,” Holly replied before focusing on me again. “Back to you, Fangboy. You were saying...?”
“Oh. It’s not as big of a deal as it sounds. I got bit by a vamp and a friend tried to save me, being that she was the Icon at the time.” I pulled the collar of my shirt down to show her the handprint scar still on the side of my neck. “Didn’t quite work out like either of us expected.”
“Eww,” Holly said before changing her tone. “Wait. The Icon? Those are still a thing?”
“Yep, and Freewills, too. Or at least they were until Bill turned human again.”
“Yeah,” Dave muttered. “Human. Funny you should mention that...”
“Don’t forget about false Icons,” MJ said from nearby, turning away from where she was conversing with Serena and Lily.
I cocked my head at her. “What the fuck is a false Icon?”
Serena moved to put a hand on her shoulder, but MJ was already heading our way – bringing with her the sweet smell of a good toke and with a slightly crazier look in her eye.
“I think you mean what isn’t a false Icon?” she continued. “Jessie is the chosen of the Skyfather, the conqueror of Burp, and the reuniter of our two houses. Oh, and she’s totally Nerium’s one true love.” She leaned in and winked at Holly. “Just don’t tell Dio I said that.”
I blinked a few times, trying to take in the word vomit salad she’d just puked all over the place. “Um ... what was that second one again?”
MJ shook her head, her face drooping. “Unfortunately, she was lost five years ago. Vampires. That’s why Gare-bear tends to kill your kind on sight.”
Gare-bear? I got the distinct impression this was one dryad who’d been smoking her own leaves a bit too much.
Behind her, I saw Serena stalking our way, a concerned look on her face for some reason. Maybe she was jonesing for another hit. Or maybe she was afraid of lips being too loose around us scary vampires. If she was worried that MJ was spilling the beans on something important, though, she needn’t have bothered. I neither understood nor gave a shit about most of what she’d just said.
“That’s personal, MJ,” Serena scolded, an apologetic look on her face, before turning to the rest of us. “Sorry. It’s something Mr. Bates doesn’t like talking about. Ms. Flores’s death affected him greatly. It was a ... trying time in his life.”
“Jessie Flores?” Holly asked, before letting out a laugh. “Pretty pedestrian name for someone with so many stupid titles.”
Serena shrugged. “What’s that old saying? It’s not the name of the hero that matters, so much as their deeds.”
“And her deeds were truly something to behold,” MJ replied, obviously getting into it. “Such as when Ash totally lost her bark and tried to kill Gary. Jessie was there to kick her...”
“Serena,” Gan called to us from where she was supervising her minions. “I believe we require your cohort’s assistance with this. We’re detecting some instability in the tunnel ahead.”
Serena shrugged, looking oddly relieved to be summoned. “No rest for the wicked ... witches or otherwise. Ladies, if you will?”
MJ put a hand on Holly’s arm. “Duty calls. This should take only a moment. There’s probably an errant root in the way or something silly like that.”
Gan obviously heard that one as she threw a sour look our way. Heh. It probably torqued her off to no end having to rely on people who didn’t instantly drop to their knees at her whim.
“I can help,” Holly said. “I kinda want to hear more about this Flores person anyway.”
“It’s all good,” Serena replied, leading her people up ahead to where the rest were gathered, doing whatever the fuck they were doing. “You wait here and rest up. We’ll get you back to the surface faster than you can say rosebud, and then we’ll talk.”
“Rosebud,” Holly mumbled under her breath. “Never did like her.”
“So...,” I said, not really wanting to be stuck with Dave again. “You were asking about neo-vamps?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah. I guess I was.” She turned back to us, looking about as enthused as I was to be there. “So what’s the scoop?”
“Same old same old mostly. Except sunlight isn’t a problem anymore.”
“Is that so?”
“Oh, and Ed’s the only one who can make new vamps,” Dave added, no doubt trying to horn in on the action. “That’s why I’ve been milking him.”
“Milking him, eh? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“I mean for his venom.”
“Fascinating.” Holly’s interest in our discussion seemed to be waning faster than Dave’s medical career. Guess one of us should have thought ahead and brought a six pack. “Now, if you boys will excuse me, I should go see if my sisters need any...”
She was interrupted by a loud warbling beep noise from up ahead.
“That can’t be good,” Dave said.
“Why’s that?”
“You ever hear a sound like that go off for something positive?”
A moment later, Gan barked out, “Disarm it, now!”
Oh boy.
Holly started to turn that way, but I grabbed her arm. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
She spun back toward me, quick as lightning, a move I would have expected more from Gan than from someone with chlorophyll for blood. Far freakier was that her eyes flashed deep red for a moment. “Take your hand off me now, vampire, or so help me...”
“Run!” Serena cried. “Everyone get out of there!”
Goddamn I hated when Dave was right.
Mere moments later there came a deep rumble, an explosion of sorts, drowning out all other sound. It was followed almost immediately by the roof of the cavern above us starting to collapse, instantly cutting off our sightline to whatever was happening up ahead.
“Son of a bitch,” Holly growled, sounding far more annoyed than terrified.
But that was okay. I had more than enough pants-shitting terror to go around.
Knowing we had seconds at most, I tightened my grip on her with one hand then grabbed Dave with the other – dragging them toward an alcove in the sidewall, and shoving them in just as a deluge of dirt and debris rained down, leaving the three of us buried in a tomb of unyielding darkness.




CHAPTER 12

Serena

No amount of training could fully prepare you for an explosion. All I could do was thank my ancestors for passing on a strong survival instinct and a better than average reaction time as I kept my hands in front of me even as the violet energy flickered and wavered out of existence. So much ringing in my ears, so much pounding in my head.
“How?” I could recognize the words MJ mouthed even if I couldn’t hear a thing as the dust settled. My mind tried to replay the last thirty seconds, but my greatest gift, my flawless memory, chose that exact moment to fail. Thank goodness my magic had somehow kicked in on instinct as more of the tunnel collapsed. I coughed a few times before dropping to the ground to help Greg’s motionless form. I couldn’t even summon enough air to scream as, when I pulled him from the rubble, only half a body came away. I suppose it was small comfort that a shard of glass had lodged in his neck, hopefully sparing him the agony of being sawed in half before he died.
Serena, echoed in my mind. Oh god, Lily was somewhere in this mess of rubble. Fortunately, my barrier had made it mostly around her in time it seemed as she staggered through a cloud of dust, propping up the other human while one of the vamps shored up his other side. While he’d been banged up a bit, he still looked pretty good in comparison to everything else around us ... including a mass of dark hair I spotted lying in a nearby pool of blood. “Gansetseg!”
Against my better judgement, I made my way to an injured vampire. She and Greg had been closest to the booby trap when it went off, another fun surprise to add to the pile. The closer I got, though, the weirder I felt. And then, for the briefest of moments, I saw a golden shimmer at the edges of my vision. Then, immediately after, fresh knives of pain stabbed into my temples. I saw another flash of gold, then felt the fresh agony of fangs tearing into my throat as Gansetseg lashed out at me. Everything went dark as my windpipe was ravaged by teeth sharp as steak knives.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
No!
Holy shit on a biscuit! I pulled back, grabbing my uninjured throat as that strange shimmer passed through my sight again.
Wait. I’m alive? What the duck just happened?
My breathing sped up as I felt something hot and sticky dribble from my nose and the ringing in my ears swelled into thunder. Ahead of me, Gansetseg still lay where she’d been, almost as if what I’d seen had been some sort of ... premonition of what was to come.
The hell?
Not one to look a gift hunch in the mouth, however strange it might’ve been, I grabbed Greg’s remains and dragged them between me and the wounded bloodsucker. In a heartbeat she launched her broken body at it, sinking her teeth into the bloody corpse of the unlucky tech support. I watched as the flesh regrew across her exposed bones and sinew as she gulped him down, leaving me time to back away just as my vision grew hazy and my head started to swim.
“Rena!” Four strong arms grabbed onto me before I could fall. I didn’t even need the help of MJ’s soothing aroma to send me off to dreamland as whatever stores of adrenaline I had left finally failed me.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“Tell me, Serena, what is the difference between most Magi and those with the seer’s curse?”
Why could I hear my dad’s voice in my head? I suppose it was slightly less obnoxious than the ungodly ringing, but just hearing him in lecture mode made me want to vomit.
“Those with the seer’s curse can untether their consciousness from a fixed point in time and see both the past and potential futures, usually at great personal cost.” I couldn’t muster up my usual pride as straight-A past me dutifully responded. Instead, the nausea only grew stronger.
“Yes, as powerful as the ability to see the future might be, you should be grateful that no one in our family has been cursed so. After all, the price of knowledge is always one’s sanity.”
“No!” I gasped as I lurched awake. Mercifully, the ringing had faded to a low roar. I could see the concerned face of MJ staring down at me in the dim glow of one of her small solar orbs. “No, I saw ... I saw...”
“What did you see, Miss Rena?”
That’s a good question. My head pounded as I tried to think back to the moment when I should have become bloodsucker chow. It made no sense for me to have had a premonition. Seers were a rare and highly sought-after subclass of wizard, but as old as the Taylor line might be, we’d never had the gift. It was the main reason Dad wanted to pawn Steph or I off on Gary, just to get the potential into the family, as awful and painful as it might be for future generations. Could the power have somehow spontaneously generated due to extreme stress?
“I see you’re awake.” Gansetseg’s voice made my blood run cold, and for a moment I had a flashback to her teeth in my throat. That never happened, Rena. Get your head on straight. “How badly are you injured?”
“I’m okay,” I choked out, even if it felt like a bus had landed on me. Considering the number of wrecks buried around here, I supposed that wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility. As I wrapped my arms around my knees and buried my face, I could feel the crushing exhaustion of mana drain. Not good when I needed my a-game now more than ever.
“Your reflexes are impressive,” Gansetseg said from next to me. “Thanks to your barrier spell, we only lost one of our number.”
“It took a lot out of me,” I confessed. She might as well know the truth. I’d burned myself out in seconds and, as far as I could see, we were further than ever from getting out of here.
I looked up and saw the two bodyguards fussing over Lily, while Simon stared blankly down the hall we’d found ourselves in. I craned my neck but couldn’t see any of the others. “Wait, where are...?” My head pounded as I turned back the other way to see a dead end filled with rubble and debris.
“If they survived, it will be on the other side of the cave in,” Gansetseg replied flatly. “I was hoping your powers might be able to locate them.”
“I couldn’t light a match right now even if I wanted to.” Maybe honesty wasn’t the best policy, but I’d rather disappoint her now rather than in the midst of another life-or-death scenario. My throat seized up again as she stared at me. “Um, Lily, how about you? Anything?”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand it – there’s some sort of interference when I try to scry through the debris.”
“I cannot feel my sister through it either,” MJ added.
“Then they either survived or they did not,” Gansetseg said. “We’ll find no answers waiting here, though. Tell me, Serena, are you able to move?”
I let MJ help me to my feet and immediately everything began to spin. After a few deep breaths, I managed to steady myself and take a few tentative steps down the ruins of the passageway. “I can’t move fast, but I can do it.” As I steadied my other hand against the smooth stone of this hall, I felt a tiny jolt. “I think this area is warded, so that might be why we can’t sense them. Any chance of you clearing that debris, MJ?”
She shook her head. “I cannot hear any spirits nearby. I will keep singing to the walls and the floor and hope the vibrations reach someone friendly, but until then, they are on their own.”
“Then we press on,” Gansetseg said, taking point. “I believe this is the access corridor we were looking for. Hopefully, the way ahead will be more useful to us.”
“And not booby-trapped with an IED,” one of the guards added. “I can’t believe we didn’t smell the explosives.”
Gansetseg stopped and turned to face the rest of us. “Of course we didn’t. The defenses of this complex were designed to stop both mundane and supernatural threats. Unfortunately, the shifting earth has obviously displaced much from where I would expect it to be. We should all be more cautious.”
“What exactly should we be looking for?” I asked, taking a stand. “We need to know more if we’re going to have any chance of defending ourselves.”
“I believe you yourself just claimed to be in no condition to do anything of the sort.” She stared hard at me with her green eyes, making me wonder if her next words would be to declare I’d outlived my usefulness. But instead she continued, “Focus for now on regaining your strength. When you have your powers back, then we can discuss this further. My men and I will take point in the meantime, while your companion continues singing to the Earth.”
I narrowed my eyes trying to detect if she was being sarcastic with that last remark, but if she was, it was dryer sarcasm than my BS meter could detect.
Finally, I nodded, falling back to the relative safety provided by my companions. Lily and MJ both squeezed my hands, but I could only feel renewed dread in the pit of my stomach as I spied a door up ahead. Simon seemed to share my reservations, visibly sweating as the vampire beckoned him to her side.
“Be prepared to bypass the system,” she explained before laying her hand on the sensor pad.
This time there was no explosion or premonition of impending doom. No klaxons sounded, and the lights didn’t flash red. Instead, the door slid open with a rather unimpressive fwoosh.
I actually let out a sigh of relief ... right up until I heard the pitter patter of little feet from behind us.
Wait ... behind us?
“Run!” MJ cried a moment later.
Thank goodness one of the goons had the good sense to grab Lily and me, before using his vampiric speed to usher us into the next room while his buddy covered the doorway.
How did something get behind us? From what I could tell the explosion had left us only one exit, unless I’d been wrong about that dead end. I didn’t see how that was possible, though. And with this place warded against sending, it didn’t seem likely that something had bamfed in.
No time to worry about that, however. I positioned myself with Lily behind MJ. Whatever was coming, we needed to support the front line.
Then came the peel of laughter from the guy standing guard. “Really? All that panic for a big weasel?” he said as the scuttling abruptly stopped.
A big weasel?
“That’s no weasel, Carl,” the other guard replied. “Looks more like ... an otter.”
Oh crap.
“Close the damned door!” MJ cried, waving her hands and summoning more vines from the floor. Beyond, I could just see a streak of red and black scrabbling forward as I backpedaled into some industrial shelving.
“It’s just a...”
“That is not just an otter!” MJ warned before filling the entire hall with a wall of thorns. “Now get inside! This won’t hold one of their kind for long.”
“Do as she says,” Gansetseg snapped, working the door’s interior controls.
“One of their kind,” I whispered as a fresh wave of anxiety washed over me, remembering what Gary had said about the things he’d dubbed death otters.
My hands trembled even though I couldn’t see the beast anymore, and Lily moaned something in her native tongue.
“Kowaii.”
The door finally slammed shut with another fwoosh, then Gansetseg turned to face MJ. “I have heeded your warning. Now you will tell me why.”
“We are in grave danger,” the dryad explained. “That thing ... it is a creature of pure chaos. And it will not stop until it has killed each and every last one of us.”




CHAPTER 13

Ed

“Can you maybe get your elbow out of my fucking face?”
“You’re lucky you still have a face,” I half snapped, half coughed. “We all are.”
“Speaking of elbows and the parts attached to them,” Holly said, “I highly recommend you take your hand off my tits!”
“Sorry,” Dave replied, sounding not sorry in the least. “Was just making sure you were okay. I am a doctor after all.”
“Former doctor,” I corrected, pushing myself to my hands and knees and taking in our surroundings.
We’d gotten luckier than we had any reason to hope for. Though the cave we’d been in seemed to be all but collapsed, somehow the bit of shelter we’d found had managed to weather the storm with not much more than some minor debris dropping on us.
Better yet, what I’d thought to be a dead-end alcove was apparently nothing of the sort. The cave in had dislodged a section of wall behind us, beyond which seemed to be another tunnel ... or make that a hallway, as the dust cleared and I was able to see more.
Fuck it. Anything was better than where we were.
“Do you think the others made it?” Dave asked. His voice was calm, but his vitals spoke otherwise. I could hear his heart speeding up, the blood rushing through his veins.
Oh shit. That wasn’t good. Maybe I should’ve grabbed another blood pack or two back at the hotel.
“I said...”
“I fucking heard you,” I replied, trying to push thoughts of his blood away. “I have no clue, nor do I...” Hold on! Maybe I was thinking about this the wrong way.
“Yo, Berry Girl,” Dave called out, switching tactics. “How about you? Maybe you can talk with the dirt like your friend did and find out if...”
“Call me Berry Girl again and you’re going to learn how quickly I can tear yours off.” Holly paused, then cocked her head in the darkness. “But no. I can’t sense my sisters. There’s too much shifting debris. They’ve either been crushed to death, or are too far...”
I ignored the rest, considering what this meant for us, for me. I knew my luck. The chances that Gan had been flattened into a pancake, thus saving all of us from her particular brand of crazy, seemed too good to be true.
That said, she was likely trapped, which wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Hell, even if Serena and her friends were there, too, it’s not like they could easily teleport out of this prison. Gan had said so herself. That meant there was a chance.
If I could find my way back to the surface before she did...
But what about Dave?
A part of me wished I was as heartless as most of the vampires I’d met in the past. If so, it would have been easy as pie to kill the shit out of him and leave it at that. And it’s not like the dipshit didn’t deserve it in some small way.
But I wasn’t some wanton killer, nor did I care to become one. I knew how these things worked. Today it would be killing a self-absorbed asshole in order to escape captivity. Tomorrow it could be murdering the pizza boy because he was two minutes late delivering my deep dish. I’d seen how these things had affected my friends. It was a slippery slope. And I also knew myself well enough to know it was one I could easily go down.
Besides, it’s not like I was hungry enough where it was either eat him or go mad ... yet anyway.
Fuck it. I could always deck the shithead later, once we made it back to street level, and then make a run for it. It’s not like he actually had a chance of catching me.
What about Holly, though? I didn’t know shit about her, but it seemed likely she’d want to at least look for her friends. If so, I’d need some excuse to ditch her before...
“What are you scheming?” she asked me, a smirk on her face.
“Huh, what do you mean?”
“I know that look. You’re plotting something, aren’t you?”
Sure enough, she seemed to meet my gaze head on in the darkness. “You can see me?”
“Yep. Little known fact about hollies. We can thrive in both sunlight and shade.”
Good to know. “It’s nothing. I was ... just figuring out our next steps.”
“Sure you were, and my curtains don’t match my drapes.”
“What was that?” Dave asked. “Say that again, because I didn’t quite hear...”
“Just for the record,” she said, cutting him off, “if you want to eat that one, I’ll be more than happy to look the other way.”
“Let’s table that until maybe later.” I grabbed hold of Dave and started dragging him with me toward the opening. “For now, let’s focus on figuring out where we are and how to get the fuck out of here.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
We got lucky in that the corridor beyond seemed mostly passable. There was only one question now. “Which way?”
“Which way, what?” Dave asked, blind as a bat in the dark hallway.
That was going to get annoying quickly, so I turned to Holly. “Can you do that magical sunlight thing again?”
“Sure, if you’re looking to melt the retinas out of his head.”
Ugh. I guess it was a choice between leaving his ass behind and playing seeing eye dog to the...
“Unholster your piece, genius,” Holly ordered him.
That caught my attention. “Why? Is there something in here with us?” Oh crap. I reached behind me for the shotgun still strapped to my back, hoping it hadn’t been damaged in the cave in.
“Oh, just get out of the fucking way!” She pushed past me to where Dave stood, pulled out the gun he’d been given, then shoved it into his hand. She clicked something, and a moment later, a flashlight beam appeared from under the barrel. “There. Happy now?”
“Shit. I didn’t know it could do that,” Dave replied, glancing my way. “Did you?”
“Um ... sure I did.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Holly growled. “Where the hell did they find you two? Vampire remedial school?”
I glared at her. “Just for the record, I’m a graphic designer, not a soldier of fortune.”
“Great. Then maybe you can draw us a fucking way out of here.”
Dave, meanwhile, was checking things out now that he could see again.
“Do you mind not pointing that in my face?” I snapped.
“Sorry. Just getting a lay of the land. We should go left by the way.”
“What?”
“You asked which way. I’m telling you left.”
“Why?”
He looked at me like he considered me little more than a moron. “Simple, stupid. Because players always go with right hand rule, which means I, as the DM, always put the worst shit that way. If you want the real treasure, you turn left.”
After a beat of incredulous silence, Holly turned and started heading that way. “Works for me. But if we die, it’s your fucking fault.”
Couldn’t really disagree. Besides, now that we’d picked a direction in the most scientific method possible, it gave me a moment to refocus on other matters. “So, back to Kara...”
“Seriously, dude?” Dave replied. “You’re like a broken record.”
Holly glanced back at us. “Who the fuck is Kara?”
“My fiancée.”
“Aw, that’s cute. Let me guess. She’s a high school student who looks like your long-dead girlfriend, and she really digs it when you sparkle in the sunlight.”
I tuned her out, turning back toward Dave. “Let me put it this way. Gan’s not close enough to do anything about it. But my fist sure as fuck is.”
“You wouldn’t.”
I extended the claw on my index finger and pointed it at him. “As the guy who fucked me over, is the only snack food in sight, and whose job it is to milk me against my will, do you really want to play this fucking game with me?”
His eyes opened wide at the implication. “You do put forth a compelling argument.”
“Good. Then pretend you’re the canary in this mineshaft and start singing.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
It was the space of a few minutes for me to wish MJ had been with us when the cave collapsed, because what came spilling out of Dave’s mouth was probably best digested in a state other than sober.
He’d done it. The fucking nutcase had done it. That hand cream of his, the one full of patent pending proteins, had been infused with inert vampire venom – venom he’d learned how to cultivate during the five years in which the Earth was magic free.
Problem was, it was a lot less inert now that the power was back on. As a result, not only was Bill a vampire again, one of the original kind, but so were God-knows how many other poor saps.
Just as bad was what it implicated for me. It told me why Dave – someone Gan couldn’t stand – had been hired to collect my personal variant of that venom. It spoke loads to the fact that it was now more imperative than ever for me to escape, since my usefulness to them was likely rapidly coming to an end.
Mind you, it also reinforced the idea that if there was truly a motherfucker who deserved the worst ass beating in history, it was Dave.
And yet, at the same time, I found it hard to focus on anything beyond my own predicament because that wasn’t the only news he had to share.
Kara had finally come looking for me. Dave had heard secondhand that she’d flown to New York hoping to find me. Apparently, she’d confronted Bill about it, then had gone to see my stepdad, where some sort of incident had taken place – one which had caused them to flee the scene post haste.
Dave didn’t have many other details beyond that, other than she was probably now in the know regarding my regression to neo-vamp.
Fuck!
So now I had a choice – die down here and be spared whatever shit was coming my way, or escape and hope we could find a couples counselor who specialized in issues of the undead variety.
“And that’s all I know,” Dave finally finished. “I swear it.”
He was full of shit. I could tell, between his heartrate going up and the fact that he was starting to sweat. Ugh. Trust me, vampire senses weren’t always a godsend. “You do realize I should put you through a fucking wall, right?”
“Save your strength, stud,” Holly called back to us, her hearing seemingly as keen as mine. “I think we’re gonna need it. Dead end up ahead.”
I forced my attention away from Dave and saw that she was right. Just fucking great. I was about to voice as much, but then I noticed her attention focused on something off to the side.
“Come check this out.” She waved us over.
“What have you got?”
“Looks like a service elevator.”
“See?” Dave replied. “I told you right hand rule was bullshit.”
Tempting as it was to clock him, I headed toward where Holly waited instead.
She pushed the button to the side of the door, but unsurprisingly, nothing happened. “Figured as much. Care to do the honors?” She held up her hand. “I wouldn’t want to break a nail.”
Fortunately, having vampire strength made up for having to smell Dave’s body odor. I made short work of the door, prying it open with a screech of metal.
I stuck my head in and took a look. “The way up looks blocked. Down, however, seems to be...”
“Down it is, then.” Holly slipped past me, grabbed hold of one of the girders on the side of the shaft, and then easily shimmied down it – proving she wasn’t nearly as human as she looked.
“Are you sure about this?”
“I have a good feeling about it.” She inclined her head and grinned up at us both. “Besides, I like going down. Don’t you?”
And with that, she disappeared from sight, leaving me and Dave standing there with our mouths hanging open like a pair of idiots.




CHAPTER 14

Serena

“How long do you think that door will hold the creature?” Leave it to Gansetseg to ask the most pertinent question as we all huddled in yet another filing room.
“I am not certain. Usually we try to avoid them whenever possible,” MJ replied while catching her breath. She then turned to Lily and me. “Don’t waste a barrier on them; it will only make them angry.”
“Good to know.” Yeah, time to take a breath of my own and figure out just how screwed we really were. Think! What were you taught about them? My hands trembled involuntarily as I remembered one of their main powers was to incite terror so they could feed off it. I took the slowest, steadiest breaths I could, clutching and unclutching my fingers. Next to me, I could sense Lily trying to relax as well. After all, this was a gal who could speak in front of thousands. She knew how to turn on her game face when needed.
“What the hell was that thing?” Simon asked, his voice cracking.
“A chaos spirit of the wild,” MJ explained, her tone measured. “It feeds off the panic it can create in others. Center yourself and you can overcome the feeling. I can help if you need it.”
“Help us how?” the tech wailed. “So we can get stoned while we wait for that thing to eat us?” I didn’t need heightened senses to pick up the ammonia smell wafting from his direction.
“That will be enough.” Gansetseg seemed to have hit her limit. She stepped toward the poor tech, but Lily popped a barrier around him.
“No! The smell of death will only make the creature more ravenous,” she explained, as the sound of scratching became audible from the other side of the door.
“Yes,” MJ added. “We will need to work together to fend off the creature. Unless...”
“Unless what?” Gansetseg asked.
MJ shrugged sheepishly. “Unless we have the good fortune to have someone with us who is unsullied by a woman.”
We all turned to look at Simon. Apparently massive embarrassment could cure even near catatonic fear. “What the fuck does that have to do with anything?” he asked, now bright red.
“Virgin urine,” I blurted out as I ran through death otter 101 in my mind. “It repels them.”
Once more we all stared at the pasty-faced stereotype of an IT guy. “I have a girlfriend,” he cried out. As we all stared even more incredulously, he turned brighter red. “Okay, it was more of a friends-with-benefits thing, but I’m still not a virgin.”
One by one our group turned our attention toward Gansetseg, being she at least looked like a teenager. Much to my surprise, though, one of the security guys, the one named Carl, reached for his belt buckle instead.
“What?” he asked, unzipping his pants. “I’ve been saving myself for the right woman.”
Of all the things I thought would happen in my sojourn into a vampire stronghold, I never thought standing by while a bloodsucker gave the doorway a golden shower would be one of them. Yet, here I was, finding my inner peace and helping keep Simon and Lily on an even keel, while MJ flooded the room with more of her happy gas to fend off the smell of piss. All the while, Gansetseg and her other security guy, Manny, I think, scouted the area farther in.
“I know where we are,” she declared a few moments later, returning to where we waited. “This way.”
“Be in the now, be in the present,” I said to Simon, trying to keep him focused as we followed Gansetseg. We needed to do everything in our power to not make that thing outside hungrier. Come to think of it, though...
“What is a forest creature doing down here in the middle of a city?” MJ asked aloud, mirroring my thoughts. “This is much farther east than their kind likes to travel. It makes no sense.”
“It would help if the rest of us knew exactly what we were dealing with,” Gan said, as unflappable as always.
“We ... do not say their real names aloud lest it attract their attention.”
“I believe we have already attracted its attention.” That was a good point; however, as I glanced at MJ, I realized neither of us cared to press our luck. “Very well,” Gansetseg continued, sounding less than pleased. “Names are less important than results. What other weaknesses do they have other than urine? You can at least say that much.”
“The excretions of a virgin will repel them for a while,” MJ explained, continuing to exhale her vapors into the room. “Copper weapons can wound their kind in the same way that silver affects other creatures of the night, but the only way to truly defeat them is to destroy their heart.”
“Will a regular weapon suffice for that?” she asked flatly.
MJ shook her head. “You can discorporate them with enough damage, but only destroying the heart with copper or an enchanted weapon will permanently kill them.”
“What else?”
“They are known to bore easily, which may help us. Likewise, it is said they are not overly fond of excesses of positive emotions, something I am more than happy to encourage.”
Gansetseg raised an eyebrow. “So we need to be ... cheerful, to dissuade these...”
“Our boss calls them death otters,” MJ said, flashing me some quick side-eye.
“Death otters.” She rolled the word around in her mouth for a moment, as if tasting it. “How ... quaint.”
“To be frank, they normally find your kind ... boring, so they tend to stay on the furthest outskirts of civilization. Their powers also heavily favor stealth. Usually by the time they are noticed, it is too late for those observing them.”
“Is it possible one was captured?” I asked Gansetseg.
“Possible. This facility was under the Wanderer’s charge, and he was known for his love of the esoteric. Nevertheless, I do not recall seeing a listing for death otter on any of the manifests.”
MJ shook her head. “They cannot be contained without special wards and copper cages. To even try would be foolhardy.” A pensive look then crossed her face.
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s possible that one could have been trapped with Ilex. She and they had a unique hatred for one another, as she was responsible for creating the few known rituals used to bind them. But if that were so, it means we are dealing with a spirit that has been driven mad with starvation for over a millennium.”
“Happy thoughts, remember,” I told her, struggling to keep that in mind myself. “Come on, everyone, find your happy place and focus on the mission.”
More deep breaths. Off to my side, Lily mumbled about sorting laundry while MJ continued to exude a layer of sweet vapor, growing thicker around her until I felt a happy dizziness settle into my head. Sure enough, the sound of scratching behind us faded into silence, allowing Carl to finally zip back up. Crisis averted for now.
I left Lily talking with Simon while the guards took up the rear. My personal happy place had always involved getting answers, so it was time for a little strategy session with our fearless leader.
“We should probably keep our unsullied friend back there hydrated, in case the death otter isn’t completely bored of us yet,” I said as I approached, stifling a giggle at the thought of being saved by a golden shower.
She nodded, then pulled up schematics on her phone, giving me just the tiniest peek at the warren of tunnels we faced. “You pushed away your fear quickly. It’s an admirable trait.”
“Thank you.”
“I merely state the truth,” she said, the ghost of what appeared to be an actual smile appearing on her face.
I grinned back, taking a deep breath and realizing the place practically reeked with MJ’s scent now, not that it bothered me in the least. It kind of reminded me of that weekend I once spent in a hash bar in Amsterdam, except about a million times freakier. “You know, you’re not so creepy after all,” I replied, the words just slipping out.
“It is never my intention to be. I’m merely pragmatic.”
“And your hair is just so ... sleek. I mean, how do you keep it so shiny after all the crap we’ve been through?”
Her smile grew ever so slightly wider. “A mix of berries and herbs specially cultivated from my homeland, prepared the ancient way.”
“Really?”
“No.” She blew out a snort that almost sounded like a chuckle. “But there is a salon in Paris I try to visit at least twice a month.”
Holy crap. Had she actually just cracked a joke? I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped my lips. “So is that the happy place you’re using to drive away the little murder weasels, sitting under a dryer in France?”
“Not at all.” I braced myself for whatever horrific thing she was about to say, but she surprised me. “My thoughts are with my beloved and the wedding we shall soon share. I have a team of craftswomen working nonstop, weaving the ceremonial yurt panels as we speak.”
“That’s so sweet! How did he propose?”
She smiled full on, looking for the moment like a happy young woman. “He did not ... not yet anyway. But he will. It is our destiny.”
“Sounds like you have it all planned out.” I let out a cough, the smoke thicker than ever.
“Oh yes. We shall be wed, then he will rule this world by my side as we drown our enemies in a sea of blood.”
And we were back to horrific. “He ... must be someone truly special.”
Did her eyes actually wobble for a moment, or was that just the weed? “Indeed, he is the mightiest of warriors, one whom fate has burdened with greatness ... whether he wishes it or not.”
“Well, the couple that slays together stays together.” Wait, what was I saying?
“You remind me of him in some ways.”
“I do?”
“You have made me laugh, as does he, a rare gift in this world.”
As she got all gooey eyed, I couldn’t help but think of our poor lost companions. I mean, that Ed guy had kind of a tenth doctor vibe to him ... and a pretty cute butt, too. Speaking of which, why didn’t I tell the boss man just how good he looked in his new jeans last week?
Whoa, what was I thinking? Gary was a friend, just ... a ... friend. I mean he happened to be an adorable, super powerful friend who my dad would be over the moon with joy to see me dating ... that, and he happened to be rich. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt if I gave him a bit more attention while we...
The sound of Lily coughing finally made me realize how much my eyes were watering.
“MJ, it’s a little thick, don’t you think?” I wheezed.
Gansetseg stopped in her tracks, all trace of amusement disappearing from her face as she seemed to finally clue into the fact that we were rapidly becoming high as balls. “Enough! Cease this nonsense at once.”
“Just a little more, please,” MJ said as she drifted through the weed cloud toward us. “I still sense that we may be in...”
Simon let out a scream as the sound of rapid skittering could suddenly be heard. It had gotten through the door!
More so, it had caught up to us while we’d been busy toking, I mean talking. There came the scrabble of claws against concrete from seemingly all around us. However, thanks to the thick cloud of smoke now hanging in the air, I couldn’t see where it...
I stopped in my tracks as I made out a pair of glowing red eyes staring up at me from the floor directly in front of where I stood.
My heart skipped a beat as the creature opened its mouth full of razor-sharp teeth ... and then it yawned, before curling up into a little ball on the floor. Within seconds, the critter was snoring happily away, the cutest little snot bubble forming on the end of its snout.
Aww!
As I watched it snooze, there came a collective sigh of relief from most of the group.
At least until Gansetseg pulled out her dagger and drove it straight through the otter’s chest into the floor below.
Yikes!
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“How long will it remain discorporated?” Gansetseg asked as the smoke finally thinned.
“A few hours at least,” MJ said.
As for the death otter, it had dissolved into a nasty puddle of black goo after being run through. Hopefully, that was a good thing. Either way, I needed to follow up with the boss man once we were out of mortal peril.
“I have always wondered why I survived in the New World when so many of my sisters perished,” MJ mused as she looked down at the last traces of the death otter. “I thought it might be my positive nature, but perhaps these creatures are simply lightweights.”
“You never thought to gas them before?” I asked, raising a brow.
“Why would I? The last time we were at odds, I was a sapling and too terrified to react. Ilex saved me back then; I can only hope we can save her now. Be warned, this creature may be fixated on us once it comes back, so we should make ourselves scarce until we are ready to face it again.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Simon said, hurrying ahead to the next door with the vamps, while I hung back to get a little more intel from my friend.
“The last time you were at odds?” I asked softly.
“Chaos spirits exist in an uneasy truce with our kind, and have for a thousand years ever since Ilex and her sisters drove them back to the deepest woods. It was Ilex’s sacrifice that finally brought Ash and the sisters of light into the conflict. When the Meliae finally defeated the darkness, Ash bound many of their kind into service. Since then, they have been mindful to never attack our kind outright. Indeed, they are reluctant to even approach when a dryad is present.”
“What changed?”
“I do not know.” MJ seemed lost in thought for a moment. “Perhaps it is merely mad with hunger. I hope so for all our sakes.” She turned to join the others, but I grabbed her hand.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“Chaos spirits are driven only by hunger or fascination. If they are hungry, feeding them will sate their wrath, but once they become fascinated by something, they will hunt it to the ends of the earth – until they devour it completely.”
“Well, let’s hope it was hangry then,” I said as my own stomach growled. Oh crap, let’s hope we didn’t all have the munchies. I still didn’t have much in the tank, making me a walking juice box surrounded by bloodsuckers. “I mean what could be fascinating about us ... just a bunch of witches and vampires about to break into a cache of ancient knowledge that’s probably best left buried forever.”
Yeah, we were royally fucked.




CHAPTER 15

Ed

“Just for the record, Spider-Man you ain’t.”
A part of me envied all the other vampires I’d met, with their casual disregard for human life. Letting Dave drop down the elevator shaft, tearing his throat out with my teeth, stomping his head to paste – all of these were starting to sound like viable options the more I had to listen to him.
He was, quite literally, the monkey on my back as I used my claws to climb down the shaft, him clinging to me piggyback style like this was some romp in the park between father and son.
“Aw, don’t you two look cute,” Holly remarked once we finally made it to the bottom. “And it gives such great insight into who’s catcher and who’s pitcher in this relationship.”
I shoved Dave off me with an annoyed grunt, then turned to find the elevator door already opened. We both gave her a glance, to which she shrugged.
“I got bored waiting for you and, go figure, guess my fingernails aren’t as brittle as I thought.”
“Good,” I replied, pointing past the opening, “because I have a feeling its gonna take a while to claw our way through that thing.”
We’d scrambled down the elevator shaft to avoid a dead end blocked by rocks and debris, only to come to one that looked even more impenetrable. Beyond was some kind of vault, or maybe a blast door. It was about fifteen feet high by the same amount wide and appeared constructed of solid steel. I’d have been surprised to find it was anything less than three feet thick, which meant I might as well have been a newborn kitten for all the good my strength would do against it.
“Well, that’s a kick in the balls,” Dave groused.
“Why do I have a feeling you know all about those?” Holly said, heading toward the massive door and giving it the once over. I didn’t know what kind of powers she had – other than decorating Christmas trees and poisoning any pets stupid enough to lick her – but I had a feeling we’d need a plant on the level of Godzilla vs. Biollante to make a dent here.
That didn’t stop her from being ridiculously optimistic, though. “We’re in luck, fleshbags.”
“We are?”
She glanced at me and grinned. “Yep, because I know exactly where we are. This is the deep science wing. If we can make it past this section, we have a shot at getting out of here.”
“Really?”
She nodded. “There should be an emergency escape tunnel somewhere inside, one that empties into the Charles.”
“That’s good.”
“For us,” she remarked, hooking a thumb Dave’s way. “Not so great for him since I seem to recall it’s mostly underwater.”
“Then what the fuck do I do?” he cried.
She cocked her head as if thinking. “Be the broken egg in this omelet, I suppose.”
“Relax,” I told him, not believing I was being the voice of reason here. “We’ll figure something out.”
“Says the guy who just threatened to knock my block off if I didn’t tell him what he wanted to hear.”
“Don’t blame me, shithead. You’re the one who chose to work for Gan. That automatically earns you about a hundred asshole points in any sane person’s book.”
“So, what exactly is her story?” Holly asked, wandering over to a panel that seemed to control the door.
I shook my head. “Not much to tell. Adopted granddaughter of Genghis Khan, Spongebob fetish, wants to take over the world, that sort of shit.”
“Sounds fun. Might have to invite her to my next girls’ night out.” Before I could reply to that, she continued. “All right. You boys ready for this?”
“Ready for what?” Dave asked.
“Beyond this door is a place the eggheads used to call the kennel. It’s where they housed all sorts of nasties they were running experiments on ... and maybe one or two things that were simply best left under lock and key.”
“How charming.”
“Tell me about it,” Dave replied. “Too bad we didn’t think to grab one of Gan’s hands. Oh well. Guess we’ll have to climb back up and find another way around.”
Holly glanced at him. “Her hand?”
“Yeah, she brought a bunch of her own severed digits with her, for security access. But since we don’t...”
“Ooh, now I really have to invite her out drinking.” Holly got a twinkle in her eye, quite literally – a red one that I couldn’t pretend didn’t unnerve me – before turning back toward the panel. “No matter, though. I’ve got this.”
She held up her right hand and I watched as it changed, growing blurry for a moment before solidifying again. When it was done, though, it was still just a hand. As far as magic tricks went, this one was kind of lame. I voiced as much.
“Watch and learn, Monkey Boy.”
Holly placed her hand upon the control panel, which immediately lit up. A few sparks leapt from the side, but then it began to scan her. A moment later, a screen on the panel turned bright green, displaying words I didn’t understand.
“Old Latin,” she explained. “Enter ye who are worthy. Pretty much the vamp version of access granted. I swear, the clowns who ran this place could be such fucking drama queens.”
As she spoke, there came the heavy clunk of steel bolts disengaging, followed by the door itself starting to slowly rise.
“See? Easy as hair pie.”
“How the fuck did you do that?” Dave asked, echoing my thoughts.
“You really are dense for a guy with a PhD. Mimicking fingerprints is child’s play. Think osmosis again. I had plenty of time to study the people here, as well as what I might need to do if I ever got out and was in need of a quick escape.”
“Hold on,” I said, “If that’s the case, then why haven’t you left? Why bother sticking around down here if you could have...?”
Damning as my question might’ve been, the words died in my throat as I got my first look at what lay ahead.
Cages, and we’re not talking the kind meant to keep puppies from pissing on the rug at night. No. These were the real deal, the kind you could have kept an angry rhino at bay with. Worse, though, was that the doors to many of them were smashed. Some from the inside, but just as many from the outside.
Oh boy.
Even less inviting were the skeletons littering the floor – a few human-looking, but plenty that weren’t. And more than one of them appeared to have been gnawed on.
“Oh yeah, this is giving me a warm fuzzy.”
“Relax your vag, pussy,” Dave said from next to me. “Remember, this place has been sealed tight for over five years. Any shit that went down here is long since over. We’re looking at nothing but a tomb.”
Holly let out a titter. “Look at you with your big-ass brain, thinking you have a single fucking clue about what’s what. It’s almost cute.”
One almost got the impression she was enjoying this. Truth be told, I was beginning to wonder if maybe she didn’t get enough oxygen, trapped in a wall for as long as she was. Would be just our luck to be stuck down here with a crazy Christmas bush. “What do you mean?”
“What I mean should be fairly obvious to someone who’s a vamp. There’s little doubt something nasty went down in this place, and yeah, a lot of the things here are dead. Some were killed, others probably starved, and who knows what happened to the rest when the magic left? But, there’s no telling what might have simply hibernated for all that time. Hell, I did.”
With that ominous warning, she led the way forward.
I glanced once at Dave, sighed, then I pulled out my shotgun and followed. Much as I should have considered this a case of every man for himself, I told him to stay close.
Why? I don’t know. Probably because I’m a fucking idiot.
But it was a good thing, as we’d made it maybe fifteen feet before Dave cried out. The beam of his light fell upon something short and squat. It took maybe a second for me to recognize the wide rocky head, clublike arms, and the jagged tooth jack-o-lantern grin of a Jahabich.
Fuck!
Dave and I both opened fire, him mostly hitting nothing, me at least taking a chunk out of its head ... until I realized something was wrong. It was a Jahabich all right, but there was no soulless orange glow coming from its eyes. In fact, there was nothing at all. It might as well have been a statue.
Dave had emptied probably half his magazine in a panic before I grabbed his arm and forced the barrel down. “That’s enough! Look at it. It’s dead.”
“No shit, fucktards,” Holly snapped, glancing back at us as if we were a bunch of halfwits. “But, hey, at least you managed to shoot its corpse. Oh, and as a bonus, if there’s anything down here that wasn’t aware of our presence before, it sure as fuck is now.”
“Sorry.”
Dave grinned sheepishly. “I’m guessing this is the part of our fellowship where you call me a fool of a Took and tell me to throw myself in next time.”
Holly shook her head. “I have no idea what that means, but if it translates to you being a dumb fuck, then yeah. Go with it.”
While she was busy berating Dave, I took a deep breath and tried to focus my senses – listening and smelling the air.
There were sounds and smells all right. Problem was, I couldn’t tell what they meant. There could have been something out there moving around, or it could have just been debris settling. As for the odors, they were all over the place – dust, decay, rot, fungus, holly berries, and more. My nose was great for picking up scents and peeling back their layers, but it’s not like I had a fucking encyclopedia of monster smells to fall back on.
Still, there didn’t seem to be anything that was an immediate threat in the area, or so I hoped.
We continued onward, stepping past skeletons and mummified corpses, at least until Dave pointed out one cage – smaller than the rest. It didn’t appear to be any less reinforced than the others, but it did stand out due to the hamster bottle attached to the side.
“Okay then,” I remarked. “That’s different.”
Dave stepped up and looked at what appeared to be an ID tag attached to the mangled door. “Kushtaka.” He glanced back at me. “What the fuck’s a kushtaka?”
I shrugged, glancing at the cage. “I dunno. Maybe an evil gerbil?”
Dave chuckled, at least until Holly called back, “I wouldn’t laugh if I were you. Very bad things can come in adorable packages.”
Huh. I seemed to recall thinking the same thing about Gan once upon a time. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but smirk. “Okay, so let’s keep our eyes peeled for any demon guinea pigs.”
Dave grinned. “Why the fuck not at this point? Hell, I tried to raise vampire mice once.”
What a surprise. “Bet that turned out great.”
“Could have gone a bit better.”
We started walking again. So far, thank goodness, everything down here aside from us appeared to be dead – as in the good kind of dead, the kind where things didn’t keep walking around.
Nevertheless, I was still unnerved. Strange noises continued to reach my ears. Again, probably nothing more than shifting rubble. But when you were in a place like this, filled with all sorts of...
I stopped in my tracks as my ears picked up what sounded like a heavy exhalation of breath.
Thud.
“Everyone stop moving,” I hissed, feeling a slight vibration from beneath my feet.
Thud.
Another breath, this one more of a snort.
“What is it?” Holly replied.
Thud.
“Um, did anyone else feel that?” Dave asked. “Please tell me that’s a nearby subway line.”
Thud.
Holly’s eyes opened wide, noticing it, too. “Subways don’t have footsteps.”
Oh shit.
A new smell hit my nostrils, this one hard to describe other than it was animalistic, triggering a memory inside my head, one from a bad time in my life.
And then, all pretense of this being a case of nothing more than my nerves was shot to shit as something let out a god-awful roar from the darkness to our right.
I turned that way, my eyes cutting through the gloom enough to see a shape advancing on us from a side passage, a big shape.
As it drew ever closer, I began to make out details. At least ten feet tall, with a massive tooth-filled head. It had heavy thick legs and small forearms. Fuck me, if I didn’t get a tyrannosaurus vibe from this thing.
Or at least I did until two sets of batlike wings unfolded from its back, as it lowered its head and let out another roar, the sound echoing in the massive chamber.
There was no doubt about it. It had seen us.
“Son of a bitch,” Holly said, stepping up next to us. “The crazy bastards had a goddamned swamp dragon down here.”
A dragon? Just great.
But at least now I had a possible clue as to what Gan was maybe looking for.




CHAPTER 16

Serena

“It looks like we have stairs,” I said as we clambered through the crumbled remains of an emergency exit. The way up seemed sealed shut by rubble, but the way down looked open ... with maybe a bit of help from magic and some vampiric agility.
Lily gave me a concerned glance. “We’re still blocked from sending.”
“What else is new?” No sense on counting on any good luck for the rest of the trip, but I couldn’t help but rub the runes on the edge of my phone. The boss had magic that supposedly worked even when traditional means failed. Maybe, just maybe, he could still be my hail Mary.
Speaking of Marys, MJ kept singing under her breath. Surely the deeper we went, the more likely we would be to run into an Earth spirit. She ran her fingers along the sterile concrete walls and let out a pained sigh. Or maybe not.
How could I have been so foolish to drain myself dry? Catalyst mage rule number one was to never be alone in a dangerous situation, but number two was never empty the tank. Yet, here I was feeling weak as a kitten, a kitten surrounded by vampires. This so wouldn’t end well. At this level of exhaustion, even MJ’s considerable stores wouldn’t do squat to get me back in the game. Oh, what I wouldn’t do for a long rest to get all my spells back.
Focus on the positives, Rena. MJ and Lily still seem to be in top notch shape, you have your laptop, a fellow geek, and three vampires who don’t currently want you dead standing between you and whatever is out there, so it’s not all doom and gloom. I even had a can of mace left in my bag just in case a mugger happened to be trapped down here, too, oh and a hand, don’t forget I also had Gansetseg’s dismembered hand at my disposal. Sheesh.
I tried not to get too put-off as Manny lifted me over a boulder and set me down next to Simon. What I wouldn’t have done for a little more MJ, but she’d swung ahead to help Gan and Carl break through the next barricade.
“You’re next, Miss Hotaru,” Manny said, as he helped her over the obstacle.
“Thank you,” she replied. “I...” She froze, staring back at the vampire muscle, a moment before I heard it – more skittering.
“Shit!” Manny cried, spinning around. “Carl, get your ass back here and start pissing! That thing is... URK!”
It had been minutes at most, not hours. Yet, still I saw the reddish glow of eyes in the dark as it advanced upon us. A moment later, it struck, leaping upon the hapless vampire like a rabid badger.
He barely had a chance to scream before his body exploded into dust.
The otter scrambled atop the bolder and hissed at us like something straight out of the Alien franchise. Please God don’t let it spit acid, too. I didn’t think I could handle death by rodent acid after already surviving slug spit this week. Happy thoughts, come on, damn it, let me find a happy thought!
“Save me!” Simon screamed, stepping behind me, hero that he was.
Rather than launch itself at us, though, the otter seemed content to stare at Lily and I for what felt like a small eternity. The creature cocked its head and raised a claw to its lips, as if considering its next move.
“How is it back already?” I remembered Gary clearly explaining that it took hours for even a powerful one to reform. Either he was wrong, or...
“Move, Serena!” Lily cried, grabbing a hold of my arm and dragging me and Simon with her.
At least one of us had the good sense to remember MJ was probably the only one capable of fending off a death otter.
The word kushtaka echoed in my mind, the voice saying it both familiar and completely unknown. I’d been warned never to even think their real name, yet here it was bouncing around in my head as feverishly as the shadowy critter skittered over the rubble behind us.
“Come on, Serena!”
Yes, we needed to get to MJ and her infinite store of wacky-tobacky. I just needed to move, yet my feet refused. All I could do was turn back and watch as the monster undulated toward us. Every sound faded to an eerie silence as I locked eyes with the ... kushtaka.
See, a chattering voice echoed in my beleaguered brain.
See what? The same golden light from before crept around the edges of my vision. No ... not now. I needed to focus. I needed...
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?” My heart sunk to the pit of my stomach as I recognized the voice of the visiting mentor from New York.
“Taylor, Serena Taylor.” No point in putting on a brave voice as I faced a Magi who could single-handedly wreck my career in the arcane before it even started. I’d been asked to check out a college internship opportunity, and this asshole had shown up in response, wearing sweatpants whose sole purpose seemed to be enhancing his magic wand.
“I was hoping your sister would be the one to meet me. Still, waste not, want not as I always say. How about we go and practice some levitation evocations back at my hotel?”
The old shame gurgled in my throat just like it did before. Please don’t make me relive this! It was the most debasing moment of my life, being forced to ... suck up to get ahead, followed by vomiting all over myself once it, he, was done.
I didn’t want to relive the rest. I wanted it to stay buried forever, where it couldn’t hurt me again, where I never had to feel...
♦ ♦ ♦



 
I felt hands around my waist and for a moment panicked, until I realized there were two sets, four hands in all.
“Miss Rena, come back to me,” a gentle voice whispered in my ear. I gasped as I blinked a few times, finding myself in different surroundings, one with lights flickering overhead. I was leaning against MJ as she stroked my forehead. “You are safe, child. The monster has been driven back to the shadows again.”
“What ... what happened?”
“The creature set its sights on you. They have the power to bring forth your most painful memories...”
I held up a hand, not wanting to hear more. “I ... get it.” Focus, Serena! I needed to get back into worker bee mode, to swallow – ugh – those memories back down and focus on the present.
Whatever carnage had ripped apart the upper levels seemed to have spared the section we were currently in, giving us a momentary breather – literally. There came a faint whirring from the walls, and I felt a tiny breeze wafting from the vents near the ceiling.
Wait, if the air was clear, that meant the creature could...
MJ pointed to a shimmering barrier near the doorway, holding back a cloud of smoke that made Coachella seem tame. Heh, an actual purple haze.
As she helped me back to my feet, I realized my head wasn’t spinning anymore. More importantly, as I took a few more deep breaths, I could feel the energy surge back into ... my soul for lack of a better word. I should have still been tapped out, but I once again felt Lily fresh and strong in my mind and, sure enough, as I raised my hand in front of my face, I snapped my fingers and created a ball of light.
How?
Had it been the trauma of reliving that moment, or had that creature done something to me? Either way, now was not the time to worry about it. I was back; that was what mattered. Time enough for senseless rumination in the grave, I could hear in the trusty voice of Mako in my head. Maybe not a perfect quote, but I needed my inner Conan right now.
I winked out the light and turned toward the others, pleased as punch until I saw that Lily was holding her arm, the torn fabric around it bloodied. “Lily!”
I darted to her side, but she lifted her hand to show off a wrapping of leaf bandages. “I’m all right,” she said a little too quickly.
“Are you sure?”
“I...” She lowered her voice and leaned in. “I thought I saw ... something in my mind. It was terrible, so much light ... so many screams. And a mushroom cloud in the distance. I don’t understand how, but I know what I saw...”
“Enough,” Gansetseg said, dragging us back to the present. “We do not know how long we have until that creature strikes again. Fortunately, we have finally reached the western security wing.”
“It seems the extra fortifications were enough to spare this level,” Carl said as he motioned us forward. Unlike the prior areas, this corridor extended unhindered both to the left and right from the barriered doorway directly behind us.
“I wanna go home,” Simon moaned, standing unsteadily on his feet. Although the IT guy seemed physically undamaged, his bloodshot eyes and tear-streaked face told a different story. “I wanna go home!”
Gansetseg turned toward the trembling tech. “Cease your prattling and...”
I stepped between them, letting my hand glow for good measure. “He’ll snap out of it. He just needs a little time.”
She raised an eyebrow as if sizing me up, before finally letting out a huff of breath and turning her attention back to the man. “Very well. You have two minutes to calm yourself. Use them wisely.”
How generous of Her Highness.
“So ... which way do we go?” Lily asked, probably hoping to ease down the tension.
Gansetseg gestured toward the left.
So much for right-hand rule.
As we rounded the corner, I pointed to the pipes running along the ducts. “Any chance those might be copper?” I mean, it was a long shot, but maybe they’d sprung for the expensive plumbing.
Gansetseg nodded and tore off a pipe as easily as a kid ripping open a present on Christmas morning, handing sections to me, Lily, and Carl.
Simon finally paused his sniffling long enough to ask, “Where’s mine?”
“If we cannot stop it, then you are already dead,” our fearless leader said flatly before heading to the next door. Fortunately, this one opened without a hint of drama, the lights inside instantly springing to life revealing a bank of servers and monitors.
Ooh. Maybe we could finally learn what secrets Gansetseg was looking for.
“See if you can get any of the cameras online,” she barked at the trembling tech, before gesturing for me to follow her. “Come. While he works on the security system, I need you to focus on a specialized set of data retrieval.”
“What do you need?”
“For this to be a private conversation preferably.”
She led me to the far corner of the room where I put a barrier up around us. “Okay. What are you looking for?”
“I need you to find out everything you can about an entity called the Nameless One.”
Nameless...? “Oh,” my mouth said, but my brain finished with the obligatory, “shit.”




CHAPTER 17

Ed

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Holly cried.
“Running the fuck away. What else?”
“I thought you were supposed to be some kind of high and mighty ... what did they call you? Oh shit!”
No, it wasn’t that. Although I might’ve appreciated that nickname more.
I glanced over my shoulder to see that Holly had just barely gotten out of the way as the swamp dragon plowed into a group of cages and sent them tumbling in every direction.
Goddamn it all.
This wasn’t supposed to be my life. I should’ve been at home, yessing Kara to death as she convinced me to go with an all-vegan caterer for our wedding, or other banal shit like that.
I mean, yeah, it had been kind of cool years back when Bill first came home as a vampire, dragging me and our other roommate Tom along with him on a wild ride of batshit crazy. But then shit had gotten real and we’d inevitably found ourselves in way over our heads, losing friends along the way. After it had finally all ended, I’d walked away battered and bruised but alive, a bit wiser for the experience as I headed toward what I assumed would be a happily fucking ever after.
But now, well, I’d somehow ended up in some sort of fucked-up sequel where you learned all those warm fuzzies from the first movie were nothing but bullshit, and that things were somehow even worse than they were before.
I’d gotten a bit of an upgrade since those days, meaning I was a lot stronger, faster, yadda yadda. At the same time, I wasn’t stupid enough to think I could tangle with something straight out of Jurassic Park.
I had no idea where Dave had gotten off to. He had screamed like a bitch the second he’d seen that thing, fired off two rounds that came closer to hitting me than anything else, then had run.
I’m sure a better person would have gone after him to make sure he was okay, but since there were none of those in sight, I took an every-man-for-himself approach to this and had, likewise, booked it out of the way.
Not the most sporting thing I could’ve done, but it’s also not like I was with anyone I actually gave a shit about. There was something a bit off about Holly, and as for Dave, well, ending up as a pile of dinosaur shit was probably better than he deserved.
Yeah. This was for the best ... for me anyway.
There came another crash as the creature let out a keening roar and smashed into something else.
“Oh God!” Holly screamed. “It’s got my leg! Please help me! Please!”
Son of a...
Much as I wanted to keep going and put this fucking thing in my rearview mirror, I couldn’t. Damn me and the fact that I apparently couldn’t help being a chivalrous schmuck. I really blamed Bill for this crap. Must have rubbed off on me like ... well, osmosis.
So much for not giving a shit.
I stopped and turned around, shotgun at the ready. Then I took off back toward where the creature continued to rampage, leaping atop a table...
Just as Holly nimbly vaulted over the brute, landed behind it, and kicked out, catching it in the rump and sending it stumbling.
“Ooh, look at you,” she said with a grin. “My knight in shining armor.”
“Wait. You’re not...?”
“Just wanted to see whether you’d man up or not, stud.”
What?!
“Now,” she continued, “are you going to stand there caressing that twelve-gauge dildo in your hands or do something with it?”
“Oh, I can think of a few things,” I grumbled, as the beast turned to face us.
It lowered its head and opened its mouth with a hiss, revealing a maw easily big enough to bite a person’s head off. Go figure, it also made for a good target. I raised my gun and took aim, looking to put a slug down this thing’s throat.
“No, wait!” Holly cried.
She was a second too late, as I pulled the trigger in the same instant the creature exhaled some type of ... mist at us.
Sadly, there wasn’t much time to see if my aim had been true as the world picked that moment to explode in fiery death all around me.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
The resultant fireball blew me back about twenty feet through the air, not that I had much chance to measure it as my upper half was busy being flash fried into a giant pork rind.
I landed hard on a table full of beakers and other science shit, encrusting my back – the only part of my torso not covered in third degree burns – in broken glass.
Ow!
I would have cried out, but I was pretty sure my tongue was among the casualties, feeling like a piece of burnt bacon in my mouth.
Probably the worst part, though, was knowing I’d survive. Hell, my singed nerves were already starting to sing a dirge of agony as my healing kicked in, allowing me to experience it all in glorious pain-o-vision.
Oh yeah, this vampire thing really sucked.
Elsewhere, there came another angry roar, pulling me out of my pity party and reminding me we still had a giant, two-legged, winged crocodile to deal with.
However, then its cadence changed, turning from angry cry to pained squeal. A moment later, there came a sharp crack, like someone breaking a two by four, followed by the heavy thud of something hitting the ground.
What the...?
I tried to push myself up, my charred skin screaming as my healing began to knit me back together – super fast by human standards, but still feeling like it was taking an eternity.
Then there came the sound of two shots being fired, echoing in the enclosed space.
What now?
“Yeah! Take that, bitch,” Dave cried.
“You do realize it was already dead, right?” Holly’s voice responded.
“Just making sure. Nothing wrong with some badass John Woo style shit to finish the job.”
Even in my beaten to hell state, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. What a fucking tool.
A few minutes passed as silence once more descended in the cavernous chamber, allowing me to experience the bizarre sensation of the hair atop my head growing back in.
I finally felt good enough to push myself back up to a sitting position, catching a glimpse at what a mess I was. My shirt had been reduced to burnt threads and the skin beneath it wasn’t much better, but even as I watched, my charred flesh continued to repair itself, going from crispy to simply an angry red.
“Sorry, I should have warned you,” Holly called out, the two of them heading my way. “Those things tend to spit a particularly explosive form of methane.”
“W-would have been nice to know in advance,” I replied, breathing hard. “H-how did you...?”
“Snapped its neck,” she replied. “Good thing for us they have hollow bones.”
“And then I put two in its brain pan to finish it off,” Dave said proudly, as if he were living out some masturbatory Dirty Harry fantasy.
Holly glanced at him sidelong. “Sure you did.”
I let out a grim chuckle. “At least Gan’s gonna be pissed now. That’s a plus.”
“Why?”
“Because we killed it. I’m not a betting man, but I’m going to guess that’s the thing she was hoping to find down here.”
Dave glanced back. “Oh shit. You think so?”
Holly, however, looked confused. “Why the fuck would she want a juvenile swamp dragon?”
What? “Hold on. Juvenile?”
“Fuck yeah. That thing wasn’t much more than a baby. I mean, what the fuck was she gonna do with it? Last I checked, they take about four hundred years to mature. Be a hell of a lot easier to just, I dunno, adopt a puppy instead.”
That wasn’t a pleasant thought, but she had a point, disturbing as it was. Gan didn’t strike me as the kind to get sentimental for a missing pet, unless its name happened to be Bill. Four hundred years seemed a long time to wait for something to develop into a weapon.
I mean, Gan struck me as someone who played the long game, but if so, then why the rush to get down here? And if she wanted Sally dead as badly as she claimed, then why bother siccing a baby dinosaur on her when something like a sniper bullet would be a hell of a lot less convoluted?
It made no fucking sense ... unless Holly was right.
Was there something even nastier waiting down here for us to find, or vice versa?
Talk about ruining my day even further.
Fuck that noise. We needed to find that exit and use it. There was no way I wanted to continue playing Indiana Jones in this hell hole.
I stood up, then immediately had to steady myself to keep from falling.
“Goddamn, you look like hammered shit,” Dave remarked.
“Do I now?” I replied, focusing on the sound of his voice as if noticing him for the first time. With the battle over and silence again reigning in this tomb, I once more became acutely aware of his heartbeat. Hell, it might as well have been the only sound there.
“Do it,” Holly said, a feral grin suddenly appearing on her face.
“Huh, do what?” Dave asked, clueless as usual. I swear, you’d think he’d know better having once been a vamp.
“Do it,” she repeated. “I want to see you do it. Show me the beast that’s in there with you, stud.”
“The fuck are you talking about?”
I barely heard the words coming from Dave’s lips, though. All of it was rapidly being drowned out by the sweet sound of blood rushing through his tasty, tasty veins. Blood that would soon be mine to...
I shook my head. The fuck was I thinking? Dave deserved an ass kicking, sure. And I won’t pretend I’d have cried much had that thing made him into its lunch. But that was a world away from killing him myself. I’d already lost control once since things had started up again, tearing apart a homeless guy like he was the last McRib sandwich on the planet. I promised myself afterward that I’d be better. And though I wasn’t stupid enough to think I could do this vampire thing without getting my hands dirty, at least I could try not to kill the people I knew, even if those people were assholes.
“Sorry, man,” I wheezed. “It’s just...”
“Oh, come on,” Holly replied, sounding disappointed. “Mama wants a bit of entertainment.”
“What are you...?”
“I know,” she interrupted. “How about a little incentive to get things moving?”
She placed her hand on my shoulder. My nerves were still a bit wonky, so I wasn’t surprised when her touch stung a bit.
But it sure as shit caught me off guard when it was like a jolt of electricity passed through my body, causing the awfulness around me to gray out, only to be replaced with something far worse.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“M-my friends will come for me, shithead.”
“Is that so?” Remington replied. “Sadly, for your sake, you are quite wrong.”
“I doubt it, you motherfucking...”
“Because they’re already here.”
The smug Morpheus wannabe stepped aside, gesturing for his vamp goon squad and the witches who’d kidnapped me to do the same.
Panic flared in my gut as they revealed Tom standing there among them. However, that panic quickly turned even worse as I realized something was off.
The first thing Remington had done after I’d woken up in their midst was to have his goons tenderize me a bit with their fists, just enough to drive home the point that they could kill my ass any time they pleased.
Tom appeared to be unmolested, however. But that didn’t mean all was well. There was neither worry nor his typical dumbass attitude showing on his face.
All I saw staring back was anger. And, worst of all, it appeared entirely directed at me.
“This is your fault,” he snarled, his tone so un-Tom-like as to be almost unrecognizable. “You just wouldn’t stop, would you? It wasn’t bad enough to lie to me that you knew she was alive, but you had to side with her, too.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“You chose her over me and Christy. You chose her over our unborn child!”
“We didn’t choose anyone. We’re just trying to stop these fuckheads and stay alive.”
“You’re a fucking liar. That bitch can’t be allowed to live and you know it. Not if I want my baby to survive. And if that’s the side you’re choosing, then you can share her fate.”
Remington chuckled, then he gestured to some of his trenchcoated mafia. A pair of them left the room, returning a few moments later dragging someone with them.
It didn’t take me more than a quick glance to recognize the red cloak and chainmail armor. Either they’d captured a cosplayer or it was one of those Templar pricks.
Except I recognized this one. It was Ben, Sheila’s friend, the one we’d dropped off on a street corner the night before, after he’d refused to drop the holier than thou attitude toward us. Sadly, it appeared too late for him. Judging by the way his head hung as they dragged him, he was already dead.
But then I realized it was far worse than that. Part of his armor had been ripped away at the shoulder, revealing that a bloody chunk had been taken out of his neck. He’d been bitten.
That meant...
Do it.
Remington’s goons deposited him on the floor right in front of me.
“It won’t be long now,” he remarked.
“Until what?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. “You have another asshole to add to your merry bunch?”
Feed.
“No. It won’t be long before we welcome another brother in darkness. Alas, he’ll no doubt wake up hungry, and it would be a shame for him to go without. Wouldn’t you agree, my friend?”
Tom stepped forward and nodded, the look in his eyes cold, practically inhuman.
Do it!
Remington had been wrong after all. Much as I hated to admit it was even possible, the person who stood at his side was no friend to me or anyone else I held dear.
And with that realization, all hope for what came next fled for the hills, leaving me truly alone in this nightmare.




CHAPTER 18

Serena

“Did she really just ask about something called a nameless one?” I muttered incredulously to myself as I set up shop in an honest to goodness office chair. Say what you will about vampires, they picked durable furniture for their secret lairs.
I could feel Gansetseg’s glare boring into the back of my skull as I considered our predicament. Good. She had to know how crazy her request must have sounded. After all, the first rule of Magic Theory 101 was never dealing with anything known only by an epithet.
You know, like death otters. Jesus, I’m sighing in my head now, aren’t I?
“With the way the day’s going, I’ll probably find out Jesus Christ was a vampire, too.” Damn, what was with my head? Oh, yeah, between the stress, the massive doses of MJ all night, and whatever that death otter had done to my brain, I must’ve been cooked. Come on, Serena, focus on the task at hand. Focus on your happy place, like all these lovely servers filling the room.
“Found a way out,” Simon called from the other chair. At least one of us seemed to be on task. “Looks like a few of the emergency access corridors to the Charles River outlet are still intact. I’ve got cameras working in tunnels two and four.”
“Excellent, now check the motion sensors and see what else might be active down here.”
With Gansetseg and Carl focused on Simon, I could focus my breathing, clear my mind, and do the job I was ultimately here to do. With Lily’s calming presence still connected to my mind, I had power at my disposal, and technology all around. Time to dive in and listen to the hum of the machine, feel the circuits pulsing with life. I stroked my fingers over the edges of the keyboard, letting the sensation of the cool plastic soothe my rattled nerves. I closed my eyes. Time for some real magic.
The moment my fingertips touched the keys, a surge of electricity coursed through me. The old patterns flooded through my brain, taking the shape of trails of hieroglyphs dripping down my mind’s eye as the patterns started to emerge. Yeah, I’d probably watched The Matrix too many times, but whatever got the job done. Show me what I want to see, little network. Show me now.
I opened my eyes at the same time the screen started to fill. Golden energy danced along each digit, and file after file popped open. I had to giggle as the surge rippled through me, the fresh rush of data almost too much to handle. Show me, little machine. Show me everything I need to know.
Credit where credit was due, the bloodsuckers used both passwords and two-factor authentication within their network. I motioned to Gansetseg. “I need your help here.”
She did a quick glance to make sure everyone else was engaged before slipping to my side. “What do you need me to do?”
“Touch the mouse and focus on what you want to see.”
The moment she did, I could feel her aura connect with mine, and the screen popped to life with a dossier on one William Ryder. Somehow, I doubted this was the Nameless One she was searching for.
“This is ... not what I requested.” She didn’t sound amused, but all I could do was glance at her sidelong as the spider continued pulling up files on this Ryder guy.
Jeez! How much did the bloodsuckers have on one dude from Brooklyn? An account of a peace accord up in Canada flashed front and center.
Gansetseg tapped her chin and stared thoughtfully at the screen. “Ahh, I see. An overseer appeared at these negotiations, a being similar to the one I am searching for.”
Though her words were measured, I couldn’t help but notice her eyes were fixed on the image of this Ryder guy – not exactly the Prince Charming type. Nevertheless, she continued to stare with an intensity that bordered on obsessed.
A fresh jolt of energy crackled over the screen, and more files began to open of their own accord. A stream of what looked like Greek appeared on the screen, and ... damn if I couldn’t have used the boss man’s help right then.
There was no time to worry about that, though, as a flurry of feedback from the spell hit my brain like a sledgehammer, including ... an Instagram password?
Jiminy Crickets, she has half a million followers?!
I made a note to file all that away for later as the deluge of data became almost overwhelming. Freewill, freewill, freewill, freewill... The word pounded incessantly in my mind, drumming over and over to a rhythm like soldiers marching. Freewill, freewill, there is no free will, my master said.
“Whoa.” The spell finally stopped swirling in my head, leaving me only with that phrase. Somehow the residual energies in this network needed me to remember that moment, but until I could find the proper place to use it, all I had was gibberish and an impatient vamp standing next to me. “Bear with me, there’s a lot of data here.” I opened up the database and keyed in a few search terms, including “Nameless” and “Observer.” It never hurt to have as many possible hits to start, especially looking for something called a Nameless One.
“How are you opening those files?” Gansetseg asked, her voice dangerously low. “They’re password protected at the Prefect level.”
“The truth?” I replied, rhetorical as it might be. I needed to tread carefully here. While I wasn’t entirely sure that vampires could smell lies, I’d been warned that they were exceptional bullshit detectors. “I have the ability to feel the residual energy on certain objects.”
“I thought psychometry was mostly considered fringe magic by the Magi.”
“It is, and it’s widely out of favor in modern study, but I took it as an elective. I’ve found that electronics, particularly computers, can absorb a great deal of residue from the people who use them. Every time you work on a file, touch the keys, or enter a password, it leaves an impression. If I focus a very localized scrying spell on a device, I can often pick-up images, feelings, and words. Once I have that, my magic helps my subconscious fill in the rest. Let’s face it, almost everyone uses familiar phrases to create their passwords, or they think it right as they access their file. Whoever entered these is no different. I keep getting one name more frequently than the rest, someone named Colin who apparently did a ton of filing.”
“And you know his password now?”
I had to shake my head a few times, as his residual thoughts were starting to make it hard to focus – stuff about serving the First Coven as well as an unhealthy amount of pride in his procedures. “Um, yeah, assuming he uses the same one throughout, I can get into whatever he touched. I will give him credit, absolutely everything is properly indexed.” I pulled up the directory. Maybe I didn’t even need to bother using arcane spiders to crawl through this system. Hell, his use of folders made me feel like an absolute slob. He even had one conveniently named Deep Science Menagerie. “Might be in here.”
“Keep looking then.”
Like I really needed her encouragement. “There’s a folder named Dragons. Definitely plural. And another one for something called the Jahabich...”
“And?”
I kept scrolling, seeing no convenient Nameless One entry. However, there was a miscellaneous creature folder that shimmered as I moused over it. Something of interest must be hiding in there. Sure enough, halfway down I saw a file labeled kushtaka. Guess the vamps knew more about them than Gansetseg had let on.
“That is not what I...”
“I know,” I replied, opening it anyway. “Just give me a second. This could be helpful.”
Hopefully there was something in it we could use and... Ugh, Carl was tapping his pipe against the doorway, and MJ had some low-grade vapors going, all of it distracting from the focus I needed. I skimmed as fast as I could, trying not to lose my concentration. Thank goodness for Mrs. Phelps and her speed-reading class at Amherst.
“It looks like someone named Sub-Prefect Calibra transferred three of the you know whats here a little over five years ago for some sort of experiment, but there’s no other data. Hmm.” The words Western Section, floor B-3, ancillary research lab, rammed into my consciousness.
“There are three of those things?” Simon said. “Thank fucking god there’s a way out.”
“So we’ve discorporated one and contained another,” MJ said, looking pensive. “That means there is...”
“One more to go,” I finished as my spider spell also kicked back a result. “Looks like the files we need can’t be accessed from here. Local access only, as per a note by that Colin guy.”
Western Section, floor B-3, ancillary research lab. Okay, I get it, spell, something I need is in there. I quickly cross referenced that lab and sure enough the only person to have accessed that room regularly was Sub-Prefect Calibra. She’d also signed off on almost every rare critter that went in and out of this facility except for one – a lesser sprite that had been filed incorrectly.
Wait a second. Why would a lesser house sprite be logged under miscellaneous creatures and not authorized by one of the Prefects? I scrolled back up and, sure enough, saw a lesser servitor folder. Such an error made no sense in this glorious oasis of organization, a devotion to order that seemed almost psychotic. No way would the caretaker of such a system let something so egregious stand.
Western Section, floor B-3, ancillary research lab.
I get it, subconscious, but just give me a moment! I went back to the house sprite’s file and tried to open it with the usual password – denied.
“Simon, what level are we on?”
“B-3.”
What we needed was close, but I could also feel a nagging desire to go back to that out of place file. As I clicked on it again, that Freewill chant started in my mind all over. There is no free will! Ugh, why was this such a jumble? It was almost like I had two competing voices in my head now. Could it be that I’d bitten off too much for my magic to chew? After all, this was a massively complex bloodsucker database – not something easy, like, say, the Pentagon.
I took another deep breath and reached my spell out to Gansetseg’s aura again. Thankfully she hadn’t severed the connection yet, allowing me to read the energy she was putting out as if it were simply another stream of data.
Damn it to hell! Nothing but more files on William Ryder popped up again, including an image of him naked and oiled up in some dungeon somewhere. Eww! Why the hell would the vampires even have this shit on file?
Focus. The directory with the house sprite popped up again. Okay, that had to be it. I had a feeling this so-called sprite wasn’t really a sprite at all. I just needed the right password to know for certain. Oh god, the naked image took over my mind’s eye, blotting out all other data. There was no way I needed to see some pervert’s Greek wrestling fantasy...
Wait, Greek! Just like the characters I’d seen earlier. I focused on that, letting the spell guide my thoughts. Greek, Ancient Greek, Aristotle, freewill, conqueror... I could feel it all rattling at the edges of my consciousness like an unfinished puzzle.
The password I really needed had something to do with this horrifying image. Please, all that is on high, do not let an unsolicited dick pic be the answer to my problems even once in my life.
Finally, I bit the bullet and took a ridiculously long look at his image. Thank goodness the spell guided my gaze past the wonder wiener, allowing me to read the energy of whoever had touched this file... Focus, Serena! I got the sense of someone old, someone who made Gansetseg look like a child in comparison. Come on, a little more... An image began to form in my mind. A well-built man, dirty blond hair, and his eyes ... his eyes were two different colors, like Thor’s in Infinity War.
No, not Norse. Once again something about it being Greek stood out.
Ancient Greek, heterochromia of the eyes, Aristotle... I got it! Thank goodness I’d paid attention in history class. “Alexander the Great!”
I turned toward Gansetseg and caught a flicker of recognition in her gaze. Bingo! The tumblers started falling into place. Alexander the Great, student of Aristotle, a philosopher that didn’t believe in free will. The way into the file had to be something connected to that, right?
But why? Was Alexander the Great a vampire, too? And if so, why did he summon something called a Nameless One and then cover it up? It was both ridiculous yet somehow plausible at the same time. One more thing to add to the growing list of questions I had for Gary when I got back.
Or maybe not.
Gansetseg nodded. “Correct. My sources tell me Lord Alexander summoned the creature in the final days of the war to use against his enemies, whoever they might have turned out to be.”
Lord Alexander?
“However, despite his love of secrecy, those days were filled with chaos. I am certain such a complex summoning...”
“Would have left a paper trail? So, if the normal file guy didn’t sign off on it, is it possible that this Sub-Prefect might have?”
She nodded. “And would also explain why he never used it. If Calibra was aware of such a thing, surely she would have had a defense prepared.”
I wasn’t exactly sure why that might be, but the details of vampire politics weren’t important. Besides, the pieces all seemed to be there. “I think if I can get to the Sub-Prefect’s lab, there may be information there we can use.”
“Are you certain?” She looked over my shoulder and smiled at the picture still on the screen.
Maybe I can win a few brownie points by emailing it to her later. “Sort of. Listen, I can’t get this file open. Alexander didn’t connect to this network as intimately as that Colin guy, so I can’t read his password. But my gut’s telling me that there are answers in that lab.”
“Then I will search it while you continue here.”
“No!” I said, a little too quickly. “I may need to interface with the local system. I’ll keep my spider running in the meantime. I can link up with it via my phone.”
“Wait, you’re actually getting a signal down here?” Simon asked. “Is that some kind of weird witch thing?”
“Yes, it’s a weird witch thing. Wi-Fi without actually using Wi-Fi. It only has about a hundred-meter range, but that should be enough.”
Carl turned toward me. “Wait, isn’t that just Bluetooth?”
Great. Now I was getting shade from one of the brute squad.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“We shall go with you, too,” MJ said. “I will leave a bundle of myself outside the door to ward off any intruders.”
Gansetseg ordered Carl to stay behind with Simon, leaving us girls to make our way down the hall until we found ourselves at another intact array of doors, all of them marked “research.” Three of them only had simple key locks, but the fourth was reinforced with biometrics. That had to be the one.
Gan put in her palm print, granting us access, as the door unlocked with a hiss of air.
“By the Great Mother!” MJ gasped, as an overpowering vegetal aroma filled the air, one best described as the stench of rotten salad.
Gan pulled the door all the way open and made to step in.
“Stop!” I wasn’t a moment too soon, either, as the walls of the room lit up with sigils – old magic, glowing white hot. Stepping in there uninvited would have been certain death for Magi, vampire, and dryad alike.
The magic itself wasn’t the worst, though, nor was the stench. It was what the room contained – twisted vines, shredded bark, and semi-human remains, some of them appearing to have clawed at the walls in their final moments.
“My sisters,” MJ moaned, tears overflowing her inky eyes.
And suddenly it hit me why so many dryads hadn’t awakened when the magic returned. “If they were trapped down here when the Source was destroyed...”
My words failed me as I saw piles of vegetable scraps mixed with desiccated waste. A partial husk remained on the table, obvious teeth marks in its body. I could see bones snapped and shaped into tools, and a lone withered husk collapsed in a heap in the corner, a spear and a skull in its hollow lap. “They ... they ... turned on each...”
I was interrupted by the sound of skittering – turning and watching in what seemed to be terrible slow-motion as the glow of red eyes appeared over Lily’s shoulder.
Oh no!




CHAPTER 19

Ed

I blinked and the world came back into focus around me, even if there wasn’t much to see except darkness and destruction.
Do it!
That phrase kept echoing in my head, nearly driving me mad, egging me on to do ... something. But what?
That purpose, however, came into crystal clear focus a mere moment later. There he was, just standing there. Dave wasn’t the sole source of my recent torment, but he was one of them. More importantly, he was the only one who still had a pulse. Hell, his blood was practically crying out to me, begging me to make it one with my own.
“You okay, man?” he asked. “You got a weird look on your face.”
Behind me a voice whispered, “Do it. I want to watch.”
“Do what?” Dave asked, ignorant of what was to come next, as he was of so many things.
“Come over here, Dave,” I replied, my fangs descending. “I want to ... show you something.”
“Pretty sure you ain’t got nothing I want to see.”
“I said get over here!” The growl that escaped my lips surprised even me. It was like I was talking, but someone else was at the mic.
A similar thing had happened weeks ago, back when the strange pulses of magical power first began to hit. One moment I was walking with Bill, the next an overpowering urge had come over me. My stomach had rumbled, feeling infinitely empty as if I were on the verge of starvation. Then my body had acted, seemingly of its own accord, tearing apart a homeless guy who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrongest of times.
I wasn’t quite that hungry now, thankfully, but my stomach was still rumbling, screaming to me that I’d used up far too much energy, that I needed to replenish the life flowing through my veins.
And what better way to replenish life than with another’s?
“Come on, already,” that voice from behind me prodded, starting to become like a mosquito buzzing in my ear. “The fuck are you waiting for, pretty boy?”
Who? But then I remembered, my head clearing just enough for a few coherent thoughts to slip through.
Why the fuck was Holly egging me on? She was in the same predicament as we were – stuck in this hell hole. So why was she trying to get me to go all Thunderdome on Dave’s albeit more than disturbing ass?
An image of me biting into said ass passed through my thoughts, sobering me up for a second or two. Ugh. I doubted there was enough bleach in Boston to excise that one from my brain.
As for Dave, he finally seemed to clue in that things were about to turn bad, as he started backing up.
“Run,” I mouthed at him. He was an asshole, yes, but even he deserved better than being torn to pieces and left to rot in this shithole.
“C’mon do it,” Holly repeated, sounding like she was right over my shoulder.
You want a show, bitch? I’ll give you one. And hey, it’s not like Kara hadn’t been pushing me to go vegan anyway.
Forcing my eyes away from Dave, no small feat, I put all of my remaining speed into spinning around, hoping to catch a certain festive holiday fucker by surprise.
She was faster than I could have guessed, recoiling before I could properly tear her throat out. However, I managed to catch her by the hand before she slipped away, dragging her forward and sinking my teeth into her wrist.
“Holy fuck!” Dave cried out from somewhere ahead of us.
As for me, I took a big slurp of blood as I...
Hold on. Blood?
Far as I was aware, taking a bite out of a dryad should have been like popping open a can of V8, which I tended to avoid doing most days. But instead, warm fresh blood flowed down my throat.
However, it was like no blood I’d ever had. And no, I don’t mean it had a salad aftertaste. There was something ... not right about it. It was hard to describe, other than it tasted wrong.
Worse, images began to flood my mind unbidden. We’re talking seriously dark shit here. I saw myself standing over Tom’s lifeless body, having snapped his neck myself. In the next beat of Holly’s heart, I beheld an image of me fighting Bill, driving my fingers deep into his eye sockets. Next was Sally as she’d once been, five years ago. I was shoving a silver stake into her chest. Not enough to kill her, but enough to immobilize her, so I could have some fun before finishing her off. With an animalistic grin, I reached down and ripped off her...
The fuck?!
In actuality, I ripped myself away from Holly’s arm, trying to clear my mind of the sheer insanity still swirling through it.
“Good shit, ain’t it?” she tittered, seemingly not bothered in the least by my attack. “But I’m thinking it’s too much for a lightweight such as you, so I’m afraid I’m gonna have to cut you off.”
She backhanded me, rattling my teeth and sending me spinning around, where I saw Dave was still standing like the dumb shit he was. Guess that old horror movie trope wasn’t bullshit after all. People just weren’t smart enough to run when you told them to.
Wait! Dave...
Holly’s blood had taken a bit of the edge off my hunger, but those violent thoughts continued to swim through my head like a crocodile. And seeing him there, well, damn. I’d always wondered how long it would take a person to die if you ripped off their limbs one by one. And looky there, Dave standing around like the opposite of a Build-a-Bear.
“I thought I told you to run,” I said, forcing the words out even as my lips formed a smile. “Gonna be a lot harder to do that without legs.”
That seemed to get through to him.
“Fuck this noise,” he said, turning and taking off into the darkness.
Good.
Food was always best when it tenderized itself a bit first.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“Now it’s a party,” Holly said from behind me, as I sped off in pursuit of Dave.
Part of me wanted to turn and plant my foot squarely up her ass, but who knows what that would have done? “W-what did you do to me?” I sputtered under my breath.
“Nothing at all, stud. All that shit was already up there, rolling around in your noggin.”
She was lying. She had to be. I knew myself. While I wasn’t always the best person I could be, I’d never imagined anything like what I had just seen in my head, especially what I’d done to Sally. The thing was, I wasn’t entirely me anymore. In fact, I hadn’t been for over five years. I just hadn’t known it until recently. I was no longer human. I was a vampire. Worst of all, I was the first in a new breed, a breed that nobody – not even Gan – fully understood.
Who was to say what darkness lurked inside me now?
That was a question, a worry, for another time, however. For now, all I knew was that I was still hungry enough to want to eat, and angry enough to not care much where my next meal came from.
Dave, for his part, wasn’t a complete idiot. He used the flashlight beam on his gun to light the way, making sure he didn’t corner himself. And he at least attempted to tip debris over as he ran, making it harder for me to follow.
It didn’t work. I mean, shit. A few office chairs wouldn’t even slow down a regular person. But I gave him credit for trying. He was going to die badly. But at least I could take some comfort in knowing that he’d gone down thinking he’d done his best.
Unfortunately, I saw the game was almost over. Try as he might to run straight and true, my night vision picked up something ahead of him – another vault door.
This one was smaller than the one leading into this wing, people sized, but just as well armored. Not sure what was inside it, but I also didn’t really care. That could wait until after.
Dave finally seemed to realize it, too, skidding to a halt and looking around as if hoping to find another exit that didn’t exist. Poor little snowflake.
I slowed to a walk, wishing to savor this part.
“Make it hurt,” Holly goaded from behind me, dark visions of violence still skittering through my mind like an oiled-up weasel.
Dave, for his part, turned and aimed his gun my way. He fired off a few rounds, but I didn’t even need to bother dodging. His aim was so poor, he would have been lucky to hit the side of a mountain.
He gave up before his gun clicked dry, turning and pounding on the heavy door that he thought to be his salvation, but was, in truth, his final dead end.
All the while I drew closer, my mouth starting to salivate at the thought of what was to come. All those images in my head, the things I saw myself doing to my friends. They weren’t here, but he was. That meant I’d have to take out those frustrations on him. Oh, it was so not going to be pretty. And, sadly for him, I’d make sure he wouldn’t rise again.
Seeing it was futile, Dave stepped away from the door and raised his gun again. For a moment, I thought he might be smart and turn it on himself. That’s what a bolder man than he would have done. But Dave wasn’t brave. Far from it.
Instead, he pointed it at the control panel, another of those biometric readers, and opened fire with the last of his bullets.
Idiot! That only works in the movies.
However, just as I was about to laugh, there came a hiss of gas from the door and the lock released, allowing it to partially slide open.
“Fuck, that actually worked?” Holly said from behind me.
That was fine. It just meant the game could continue a bit...
The door wasn’t the only thing that activated as a result of Dave’s rashness, though. Panels slid open on both the floor and the ceiling.
“Deterrent systems online,” a robotic voice spoke from unseen speakers. “Intruders detected.” What the...? “Countermeasures ... deployed.”
Uh oh.
I stopped dead in my tracks as two sets of turrets, two high and two low, slid out from the openings.
All four turned our way. A moment later, the room filled with the sound of leaden death, my own if I didn’t act quickly.
Fuck!
♦ ♦ ♦



 
The upside was that the pants-shitting fear of knowing I was about to be turned into swiss cheese cleared my mind. Those dark thoughts fled, leaving me alone again in my own head.
The downside, well, was hitting the deck as literally everything exploded around me from thousands of rounds pouring forth at once.
Everything in the immediate vicinity, except for me thankfully, was instantly shredded like lettuce. Desks, chairs, tables, portions of the floor, all of it.
The only thing saving me was that the utter shitstorm of destroyed debris seemed to confuse the motion trackers enough to allow me to crawl to the far wall unseen, where I curled up into a ball and tried not to piss myself as I played dead.
“OW! FUCK ME!” Or maybe not, as a hot slug of lead grazed my arm, feeling like someone had just stuck me with a branding iron.
What seemed like an eternity passed, but was probably barely a minute, until the turrets finally ceased their barrage – the barrels glowing red hot from the onslaught – either overheated or out of ammo. Either way, I didn’t complain.
I glanced back, cradling my arm, not seeing Holly. With any luck, she’d been blasted into so many pieces that...
“Well, goddamn. That was fun.”
I turned my head, only to find her right next to me, as if she’d been there all along.
“How the fuck...?”
“Now, now,” she said, pressing a finger to her lips. “A magician never reveals her tricks. So, where were we? Oh, yeah, you were about to...”
“Don’t fucking touch me,” I warned, backing away from her, toward the door. I could only hope there weren’t any other countermeasures, but if so, I’d take my chances.
“Fuck me! How the hell did those things miss you?”
I glanced back to find Dave trying to pry the door open, but it was apparently too heavy for him to budge.
“It’s okay,” I told him. “I’m me again. Um ... sorry about that.”
“Sorry about that?” he repeated. “You were gonna fucking kill me, dumbass. Sorry doesn’t really cut it.”
“Fine,” I replied, keeping one eye on Holly as I approached. “I’m really sorry. Happy now?”
“Not particularly, asshole.”
“Join the club.”
“And what’s her fucking deal?”
I reached the door to find Holly following us as if everything were back to normal. “No idea. Think she might have seen Day of the Triffids one too many times or something. Either way, do yourself a favor and don’t turn your back on her.”
“Fuck that. I’m not turning my back on either of you.”
Guess that was fair enough. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I think she did something to me.”
“Don’t give me any of that vagina voodoo bullshit.”
“Vagina...? Oh, never mind. Do you want to get out of this fucking place or not?”
“Does an adventuring party shit in the woods?”
“Good, then get the fuck out of the way.” I stepped past him, grabbed hold of the door, and pulled.
Fuck! There was no telling if the hinges were rusty or if the damned thing was just designed to weigh a ton, but it was heavy as fuck. No wonder Dave hadn’t been able to budge it. I was just barely able to move it myself, albeit I won’t lie and say the thought of being stuck down here with that crazy bitch didn’t give me some extra incentive.
Finally, though, I managed to pull it open.
“Holding the door for a lady? So deliciously chivalrous.”
I flipped her the finger before turning back toward the opening, taking a quick breath and realizing I smelled ... nothing.
Well, not nothing. The air inside was definitely stale, but beyond that...
“I think this might be a clean room,” Dave said. “Pretty sure that door was pressurized.”
“For what?” I replied.
“Only one way to find out. Ladies first.”
“I’m not letting her in ahead of us.”
“I meant you, dickhead.”
Throwing Dave a glare, I stepped through. The darkness inside wasn’t an issue for me, not that it gave me much insight. As I took a look around, I realized I had no idea what the fuck this place was. Half of it looked like a high-tech lab, like something out of an episode of Star Trek. The rest was like some kind of satanic church, the walls covered in strange sigils I couldn’t begin to recognize.
An altar of sorts lay at the far end, a massive obsidian table covered in all sorts of unpleasant looking shit I probably didn’t want to know about. Behind it, though, things got even weirder. A massive cylindrical tube ran from floor to ceiling – about four feet wide and clear, like it was made of plexiglass or acrylic.
What it was for, I had no idea, other than it appeared empty.
Something told me that was probably a good thing.
“Ooh. This is new,” Holly replied, stepping in after Dave, who quickly backed away from her. “Even I wasn’t able to get this far.”
“What do you mean by...?”
“Hold on,” Dave said from behind me. “I think I found the lights.”
What? “Wait. Don’t touch any...”
I was too late, though. Cold fluorescent lighting lit up the ceiling above us, but that wasn’t all. There came a hum as machinery began to power up.
A moment later, those sigils along the walls began to glow, lit up from behind.
“Huh,” Holly remarked. “Ancient Hittite. You don’t see that every day.”
A moment later, light appeared within the tube ... seeming to float in the middle of it, a small spark of energy held up by seemingly nothing.
“And you definitely don’t see that every day.”
The spark, however, wasn’t content to remain tiny. It began to grow, getting larger and brighter, until it was a brilliant green orb pulsing inside the cylinder, almost too bright to look at.
I glanced back at Dave, who was staring wide-eyed at it. “Anyone else getting Prince of Darkness vibes here?”
“Fuck yeah, man. That thing is freaky as...”
However, his words were drowned out as something else picked that moment to announce itself.
SPEAK MY NAME!!
It was the space of a second to realize I hadn’t heard the words out loud, but within my mind. That couldn’t be good.
SPEAK MY NAME, SO THAT I MAY GO FORTH AND DEFILE THIS WORLD WITH THE BANE OF YOUR UNHOLY DESIRES!!
Oh fuck. What now?




CHAPTER 20

Serena

Darkness ... cold, unfeeling darkness. Nothing could quite prepare you for the shock of seeing someone warm, vital, and alive one moment, and then gone in the blink of an eye.
“Move, damn it!” I think I was speaking out loud, commanding my body to act even as I saw Lily collapse to the floor.
And why on earth did it seem like my vampire friend was reacting so slowly to all of this?
Gansetseg clawed through the already pea-soup-thick smoke to swing at the shadowy beast flicking my friend’s blood off its reddened claws. It cocked its head, and despite the haze, I could make out ... rubber wrapped around its face? Holy shit, the furry bastard had taken the time to find a gas mask.
Western Section, floor B-3, ancillary research lab.
“Wait, isn’t that just Bluetooth?”
“Huh?” I blinked and found myself once again sitting in a disturbingly comfy office chair.
“Bluetooth. You know, you use it to connect your phone to the car...”
Golden light streaked across my vision as reality seemed to blink in and out around me, flickering like a bad signal on my mental TV. Then came pain, searing, unfathomable pain ... followed by a tissue? I looked up to see MJ handing me a particularly soft leaf.
“Are you all right?” she asked, pointing to the blood dripping from my nose onto my keyboard.
I tried to shake my head, but my lips whispered, seemingly of their own accord. “I’m okay.” Definitely not okay, especially as blood soaked between the keys and I felt a fresh surge of energy pass from the server into me. W-what the hell had happened? Was that another premonition, or had I gotten so caught up in staring at William Ryder’s junk that my brain had simply disengaged into some sick fantasy of dead friends and death otters?
Sadly, now was not the time to worry about that, not with the information currently streaming into my head, almost too fast for me to process – information we sorely needed.
“S-Simon,” I said, forcing myself to focus, “try rebooting the main security system in administrator mode. I think we can get the cameras going for this level.”
“This isn’t Star Trek, magically rebooting the system isn’t going to...”
I wiped my nose and nearly fell over as I shoved past him. “Fine, I’ll do it!” At least this was something I could focus on, allowing me to drag myself fully out of whatever the hell had just happened.
Sure enough, after a few commands and the password from the filing king, the system came up again. As much as his pride may have been damaged, the tech let out an appreciative whistle as camera feeds started appearing along with multiple diagnostics, including the status of several security doors.
“Looks like resetting the access temporarily disabled all the biometric locks,” he said, as another camera feed came to life – this one catching all our attention.
On the screen, we caught a clear image of none other than Dr. Dave himself ... just as he was firing his gun into a control panel.
A moment later, a warning message popped into view about pressurized access failing on level B-4.
“That can’t be good,” both Simon and I said at once.
A warning prompt appeared on the screen, displaying, “Turrets engaged, security forces notified. Continue deploying countermeasures?”
“That’s definitely not good,” I remarked as I saw another guy approaching the door – Ed. “They’re alive! We need to...”
“Duck!” Carl cried as he opened fire in our direction. I hit the floor as fast as I could, wondering if this was the moment when our gracious hosts finally betrayed us. But then why warn us first?
I rolled over, only to let out a proper horror movie scream at seeing the shadowy creature scrambling along the ceiling. How the hell did a death otter get in here?
“Deterrent systems online,” a robotic voice spoke from hidden speakers. “Intruders detected.”
I forced myself to focus, noticing the open vent grate high above. The damned thing had pulled a Die Hard on us. Worse, just like in my nightmare from the lab, the murder weasel looked like it had come equipped for a fight. It not only wore a gas mask, but there was something dangling from its mid-section. Oh no!
Ho-ho-ho, it didn’t have a machine gun. No, it was much worse.
“Grenade!”
At the speed of thought, I reached out to Lily and even MJ’s inhuman aura. Damn the headache that would follow, but I focused all my willpower into conjuring a barrier around everyone I could reach.
“Countermeasures deployed,” blared from the speakers. No! I had a bad feeling that vampire countermeasures would end up not caring about pesky things like friendly fire, so I reached out with a portion of my power to force the mouse cursor toward the override button. Sadly, splitting my concentration proved costly, causing me to misjudge the size and angle of the barrier – leaving Carl outside with the otter just as it pulled the pin and tossed the grenade.
Boom!
Thankfully my barrier held strong as the explosion washed over us. Sadly, Carl wasn’t so lucky, his body blowing apart into bloody chunks of ash. However, his sacrifice wasn’t in vain. A moment later, the bloodied remains of the otter fell upon the barrier, quickly dissolving into oily black smoke. That was two down for the count.
“Oh shit!” Simon cried, voicing my thoughts as a large portion of the ceiling came next, crashing into the smoldering server racks and disconnecting even my enhanced connection to the database.
Lily thankfully still had her wits about her, using her magic to angle away the debris so we could make it back into the hall – even if I had to half drag Simon most of the way.
Once out, Gansetseg turned and silently surveyed the destruction.
“I’m sorry about Carl,” I said.
“A pity, but he died well.” She turned back toward me. “Did we get what we needed?”
“What we needed? What we need is to get out of here!” Simon cried. “We need to...”
Gansetseg turned, fast as lightning, hitting him with a backhand that sounded like a clap of thunder in the hall. “That will be more than enough.”
For a moment, I was certain she’d killed him, since that’s what bloodsuckers did. But then I saw him look up from the floor, holding his cheek. He gave her a single nod through the tears pouring down his face.
“I don’t waste resources if I can help it, even ones who prove disappointing,” she told me, perhaps sensing my misgivings. Not the most heartwarming of sentiments, but I’d take it. “Now again, I ask, do we have what we need?”
Western Section, floor B-3, ancillary research lab.
“I managed to download a lot of information, but not everything,” I said, trying to ignore the klaxon still blaring in my mind. “There were three kush ... death otters in this facility, as well as a whole lot of other ... things.” I gave a pointed look to Gansetseg. “You saw what I did. Dave and Ed are still alive, maybe Ilex too. We need to...”
“We shall,” the vampire replied, calm as ever. “But first we need to regroup.”
I pointed toward the other end of the hall. “There are intact labs at the end of this corridor. They’ll be easier to defend.” Please don’t ask how I know this.
Fortunately, nobody questioned me, and we soon found ourselves facing the four doors marked “research.” At least this time the death otter with the gas mask was out of the picture. I took a deep breath and calmed my nerves so I could reach out with my senses.
Please be wrong.
I wasn’t, though, feeling the power of the wards coming from the final door, the one containing a secret too awful to burden my friends with.
“We should probably avoid that last one. I’m getting some weird vibes from it.”
If there was one upside to this horror show we were living through, it was that neither of them cared to challenge me on that.
We opened the first door instead. I breathed a sigh of relief as it revealed nothing more sinister than a couple of empty tables, a pushcart loaded with equipment, and – bonus – an intact computer terminal. MJ stepped in first, reaching up to pop open the air vent and toss a smoking pile of leaves into it. Lily then conjured a barrier to seal the fumes away from us.
Gansetseg took point at the doorway, allowing Simon and me to focus on the terminal as well as an old tablet computer we found lying unattended atop the cart.
“It’s booting,” Simon said, a little calmer now.
Unfortunately, the tablet was long dead, but that was nothing a little magic couldn’t fix.
As I started slowly feeding a trickle of energy into it, taking care not to overload the battery, I felt a hand on my shoulder.
What are you not telling us, child? I can feel your unease. As much as it hurt to feel MJ in my mind, I couldn’t blame her for wanting discretion.
I ... just got more information than I bargained for.
As much as I adored MJ, I had no idea what to tell her about what I saw or how I’d seen it. Those were all things I needed time to figure out once we weren’t in mortal peril.
Thankfully, the terminal Simon was working on picked that moment to ask for a login, allowing me to step in and enter Colin’s credentials, still fresh in my consciousness.
I pointed out for him exactly where to go – straight back to the out-of-place house sprite file.
“It’s password protected,” he said.
Duh! “Enter ... There1snoFreew!ll.”
“Nope.”
Oh well, it was worth a try. Once we got back, I’d need to see about working up a brute force hacking cantrip, just in case this situation ever came up again.
At least the terminal identified that we were in
Ancillary Research Lab 4. The question being was this the one my subconscious kept screaming about? Because if not, we had at least 3 others to check, including the one I desperately wanted to avoid...
Unfortunately, the trickle charge I’d been feeding the tablet picked that moment to bear fruit, causing it to start booting and sending a fresh shiver down my spine.
And of course, Simon decided to be useful right at the exact same time. “I think I have access to the camera feeds from the other labs. Check it ... holy fuck!”
I tried to not be sick as his screen filled with the feed from lab two.
“By the Great Mother,” MJ cried. “What is this?”
Bad as her reaction was, I wasn’t prepared for the same sickening cold sensation to rip through my mind twice. Lily!
“My ... my...,” she gasped as I felt her tear away from my consciousness.
My eyes opened wide as a shadow seemed to fall over her shoulder, reminding me of the fate I’d foreseen. No, it can’t be happening. We stopped it!
“...MY SISTERS!” a new voice cried – one deeper and colder – as the air around Lily shimmered. The queen of organization disappeared, replaced by a warrior of a completely different sort. If I thought MJ looked badass with all her extra arms and vines, nothing prepared me for full samurai armor clicking into place over the giant of a woman who appeared. She touched the medallion at her chest and for the love of all things anime, an honest to goodness katana materialized out of thin air next to her.
“Sayuri, you’ve awakened,” MJ gasped. “And you seem ... taller.”
Taller was one word for it, as I found myself staring at golden lilies engraved into black and orange lacquer. Gansetseg, for her part, seemed nonplussed, but Simon retreated into a corner where he curled up into a fetal ball.
“Sayuri, can you hear me?”
She ignored me, however, her eyes flashing a furious orange as she turned toward the vampire.
“What have your people done to my sisters?” she snarled, flames dancing down her arms and setting the blade alight. The boss man definitely hadn’t mentioned flaming swords when he told me about this Meliae. Since when did dryads like fire?
“I have done nothing to them.”
“Lies!”
Gansetseg was one cool customer, though. “If you are truly the Sayuri of legend, honorable adversary to my cousin, Kublai, then you will listen to my words before casting judgement.”
Not what I expected to hear from her, but it did cause the angry Meliae to dial her inferno down a notch. Sayuri ran her blade along the palm of her hand, loosing a streak of golden sap before sheathing her katana. She then stepped up and started speaking in a language I definitely did not take as an elective. Gansetseg didn’t miss a beat, returning whatever had been said with an answer.
Unfortunately, I didn’t need to understand to know the tension had just cranked up to eleven.
If the two most powerful people in the room were about to have a showdown, there wasn’t much I could do about it ... except maybe focus on my job. I stepped to the terminal and started studying the other labs. Number three seemed to be a dead ringer for this one, with the exception of a couple of kennel cages – both busted open. Are those ... hamster wheels inside? What the hell were they thinking?
Finally, I turned my attention to the place I hoped my damned spell wanted me to focus on – lab one.
It was just a room, an empty boring room with a dusty table in the middle of it. No cages or bodies in sight, just another computer terminal with a slip of yellow paper stuck to the monitor. I moved the camera and had it zoom in.
“You have got to be kidding me.” I could just barely make out “Hello123” written in pen. What sort of idiot not only writes their password down, but then sticks it in plain sight, too? And seriously, Hello123? That was the sort of thing a moron came up with. “There’s no way it could be...”
And yet, as I turned my attention to the house sprite file once more and typed it in, boom, the manifest data opened right away – also giving me a brief glimpse as to who was responsible for this stupidity. As it turns out, it wasn’t Alexander the Great, nor the Sub-Prefect, but rather some low-level clerk named Brenda who’d been reassigned at the last minute. I got the impression it hadn’t been misfiled on purpose after all, but was just a stupid accident by someone in way over their head. Seriously?
“I am pleased we could come to an accord,” Gansetseg said from behind me.
“So long as you are willing to share any information you have as to what has happened to my sisters. My sleep has been fitful, and I would hate to awaken to more disappointment.”
I could feel the icy cold beneath the words. Just like with MJ, I sensed Sayuri’s presence, but it was even more alien and distant. Her emotions – anger and disdain – pulsed stronger than anything I’d felt from MJ or even Donna.
Disturbing as that was, though, it was of secondary concern compared to what I was reading on my screen, especially now that a fight seemed less likely.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but why would the First Coven need an oversized house sprite, and why would it be transferred to a secure containment ward on level B-4 with more security than they had around the dragons?”
“A house sprite?” Sayuri scoffed. “Even the bastards Lily summons can be dismissed with a single word.”
“Let me see.” Gansetseg looked over my shoulder, reading the contents of the screen in no time. “Call up the cameras for this ward.”
I did, however, nothing but billowing smoke showed on the screen. Wait a second, level B-4. “The guys! That’s where they are.”
“Then let us waste no more time on this folly.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
We’d barely made it back to the main stairwell when I felt the chill ripple through me. Here I was, just a catalyst mage with a barely charged tablet in one hand and a bit of copper pipe in the other. Still, I tried to force myself to stay calm and focused. I had not one but two battle form dryads flanking me, as well as a vampire who was way older than her appearance belied.
We had a clear course charted to hopefully find our friends, and even had the knowledge of how to escape from the “house sprite” level to the river.
I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the edges of my vision – no golden flashes. That had to be a good sign. Maybe things were finally about to go right.
So, of course, that’s when the whole complex started shaking around us, the concrete of the walls beginning to crumble.
Clearly, I hadn’t learned a damned thing about not jinxing myself.




CHAPTER 21

Ed

I glanced at the two others in the room with me, those who weren’t currently giant balls of glowing death magic floating in a glass tube that looked about as likely to hold it as I was to be elected king of the Amazons.
“Say again?”
TELL ME YOUR WILL, MACEDONIAN, AND THEN OFFER ME A NAME SO THAT THE COVENANT MAY BE COMPLETE.
Wait, Macedonian?
“Huh,” Holly remarked. “There’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. Please tell me he’s not still around. That guy’s head was so far up his own ass...”
“Hold on a second,” Dave said, stepping up next to me. “You think Ed is Alexander the Great?” He immediately let out a chortle of laughter.
“I’m a lot closer than you are.”
“In your dreams.”
YES, HE WHO ONCE COMMANDED THE ARMIES OF MACEDON, HE WHO SOLVED THE GORDIAN KNOT, HE WHO CALLED ME FORTH FROM THE WHITE ABYSS. The ball o’doom, oddly familiar now that I had a moment to think about it, began to pulse. Though it didn’t have a face, eyes, or any other features other than angry green light, I got the sense it was checking us out. I SEE. MUCH TIME HAS PASSED, TIME IN WHICH I HAVE SLEPT UNCALLED.
That’s when it hit me. The glowing ball of death, the voices in my head. I’d seen something like this before. It was up in Canada at that ridiculous Sasquatch peace summit, where we’d had the misfortune of meeting Turd for the first time. Far less ridiculous, though, had been the moderator of those talks – a glowing orb of energy that casually vaporized anything it deemed out of order when it came to the proceedings.
I turned to my companions, debating for whom what I was about to say next would be most relevant. It was probably a draw. Dave was a jackass, but it’s not like Holly exuded anything remotely like mental stability. “Okay, I need you both to listen to me very carefully. Don’t say anything stupid.”
“You’re not the boss of...”
I held up a hand, interrupting her before she could do the one thing I’d just warned her against. “Let me rephrase that. Don’t say anything stupid if you want to keep living. I don’t know what the fuck that is or what it’s doing here, but I ran into something like it once before. So I speak from experience when I say it’s very capable of making us all extremely dead.”
THE FALSE MACEDONIAN SPEAKS TRUE.
I turned back toward it. “I’m not the false... You know what? Forget what I just said. Let’s go with that if it makes you happy.”
“Pussy much?” Dave whispered under his breath. Oh, we were so fucking dead. Why did I have to be trapped down here with two rejects from Crazy Town?
“Okay then,” I continued, ignoring Dave, “we’re just gonna walk out this door, if that’s fine with...”
NO! I HAVE WAITED WITH NO PURPOSE FOR LONG ENOUGH.
So much for letting this thing get back to its nap.
“Okay, so how about a question or two instead?” Holly called out. “I’ll start with an easy one. What the fuck are you doing down here?”
AS I HAVE SAID, THE MACEDONIAN CALLED ME FORTH.
“Yeah, we kind of got that part already.”
IT WAS HE WHO OFFERED UP PRAYERS FROM A HUNDRED VOICES, THEN SLIT THE THROATS OF THOSE WHO CALLED OUT SO THAT THEIR BLOOD MIGHT LUBRICATE THE PATH.
Fuck! Kind of made me glad we hadn’t arrived at the Woods of Mourning any earlier. Who knows what the pre-game ceremonies would have been like if they, too, had to lubricate the path?
IT WAS HE WHO BOUND ME HERE SO THAT I MIGHT LAY LOW HIS ENEMIES. BUT THEN CAME SILENCE ... UNTIL NOW.
What was it with ancient entities and talking in circles? It was like, rather than just spit out what they meant, they preferred to talk in lines Shakespeare would’ve crumbled up and tossed away as too corny.
Regardless, I think I got the gist. Too bad I couldn’t say the same for Dave.
“English, motherfucker,” he said, “do you speak...”
“If I’m hearing this thing correctly,” I interrupted, hoping to keep us all alive, “Alex summoned it here in the final days of the war, I’m guessing as some sort of doomsday weapon ... or maybe not. We probably don’t want to test that either way. Regardless, I’m going to go out on a limb and assume we blew up The Source before he got a chance to pull the trigger.” I glanced back at the ball of infinite horrors. “That sound about right?”
THE SOURCE ... THERE WAS ONE. BUT NOW I SENSE MANY. HOW CAN THIS BE?
“Um, it’s kind of a long story.” It was also one I didn’t entirely understand, only catching bits and pieces of what had happened over the last few weeks.
Holly chuckled. “Interesting. I thought magic felt a bit funkier as of late.”
In the back of my head, I was starting to get a really bad feeling. Holly had been right earlier. That dragon was nothing compared to this. Yeah, it had been big, mean, and more than capable of chewing us up and shitting us out, but it was just a dumb animal. This thing, well, I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up just talking to it. There was very little doubt in my mind we were facing something that wasn’t meant to be spoken to by normal folk.
It was, in a word, fucking terrifying as all hell.
And that was the problem. If it was as terrifying as I assumed, then that told me it was likely the real reason Gan was down here.
But why?
I remembered what she’d said earlier. Did she really intend to sic this thing on Sally? I mean, they didn’t like each other, but that seemed kind of, I dunno, overkill.
The upside was that it told me my friends had been successful in rescuing her. But it likewise hinted that something had gone down that I wasn’t aware of, something which had pissed Gan off to the point where she wanted to nuke one of my friends from orbit.
I glanced back at Dave, wondering if there was more he hadn’t told me, but then I stopped myself. This was probably not the time or place for him to fill me in. We needed to focus on getting out of here in a way that didn’t piss off the floating neutron bomb in the room.
SO I SAY AGAIN, it continued, starting to sound like a broken record, SPEAK MY NAME SO THAT I MAY FULFILL YOUR WISHES.
“Wishes?” Dave whispered.
“Care to explain how that works?” Holly asked. “Because I have plenty of wishes I wouldn’t mind seeing fulfilled.”
I spun to face her. “Are you nuts?”
“I believe the word you’re looking for is pragmatic, or possibly adorable.” She blew me a kiss.
AS PER THE COVENANT, I AM BROUGHT INTO THIS WORLD UNMADE, UNWHOLE. AND SO IT IS SWORN THAT I SHALL SERVE THEY THAT SHALL MAKE ME WHOLE ... THE ONE WHO GIVES ME A NAME.
A name? Why the hell was it hung up on...? Wait a second.
I remembered a couple of conversations from years prior. Hadn’t Christy said more than once that names equated to power? It was some sort of magical bullshit, but apparently that’s why things like demons were loath to give out their real names.
No idea how or why that might work, but now seemed wise to assume it was correct. Nevertheless, it would be the height of stupidity to give this thing what it...
“So if I, say, decided to call you...”
“Stop right there!” I hissed, interrupting her. “Are you fucking insane?”
“Get off my case, jackass. It just said...”
“I don’t care what this thing said! Knock it the fuck off now.”
A grin spread across her face, but more of the fuck you variety than the happy kind. I saw in an instant what was going to happen next.
Even as she opened her pie hole, I was on the move, using my vampiric speed to close the distance between us and clamp a hand over her mouth.
Jesus Christ!
In the next second, however, it was like lightning flashed across my eyes. All at once, those dark images I’d seen earlier began to play out in my mind again – me doing horrible unspeakable things to my friends.
No! It’s not real! Keep it together!
My body began to tremble as Holly actually smiled beneath my grasp, casually reaching one hand up, no doubt to pry me off, as my brain was assaulted by images that made me want to rip my own eyes out so as to get to the gray matter behind them.
I didn’t know how she was doing this, but it quickly became obvious there was no way I could fight her ... no way to stop the images pouring into my head, an unceasing torment of horrors that made me want to give up and let her name this thing, if only so it could put me out of my misery.
I GROW IMPATIENT.
She grasped hold of my wrist, her grip crushing in its power as her tongue flicked out of her mouth and actually licked my palm, like whatever she was doing to me somehow made me taste better.
Either that or she was just a kinky nutcase.
All I knew for certain was that her power dwarfed my own. She was a foe I couldn’t fight, couldn’t win against...
But maybe I could slow her down for a moment or two.
I popped the claws on the hand that was around her mouth, sinking them a good inch into her flesh and instantly erasing the smile from her face.
It was a good try, but ultimately futile as, in the next second, she cracked the bones in my wrist like they were made of balsa wood.
Argh!
Even so, I held on, a part of me refusing to...
“Fine. You’re Shitbiscuit McAssnugget.”
What?!
EXCUSE ME?
In my attempt to stop Holly from killing us all, I’d completely ignored Dave. More importantly, I’d forgotten what an utter dipshit he could be.
“You heard me,” he said. “You wanted a name. I say it’s Shitbiscuit McAssnugget.”
YOU’RE ... KIDDING, RIGHT?
“Did I fucking stutter?”
I had to give the moron credit. His stupidity definitely distracted from the dark imagery playing out in my mind. Holly, too, as she shoved me away, sending me crashing into the wall.
Ugh!
“Well, ain’t that just a barrel of piss-flavored brandy,” she groused, despite her jawline being ripped to shreds.
Note to self: don’t fuck with crazy-ass dryads.
Probably more important, though, was the glowing doom ball, which began to pulse again, changing colors from dark green to a very angry looking red. Suddenly, the room around us began to shake, a slow rumble at first, but growing in intensity. Uh oh.
BUT ... BUT, THAT’S ... SUCH A STUPID NAME!
Dave merely shrugged in response. “I believe that’s your fucking problem now, isn’t it, Shitbiscuit?”
The rumbling grew in intensity as cracks began to form in the ceiling and walls.
Oh, this was so not good.
“All right, so let’s make with the wishes,” Dave continued, seemingly caught up in his insane power trip.
WISHES?
“Yeah. You just said you’re sworn to do the bidding of whoever named you. Well, I named you, so let’s get a move on. I don’t have all day.”
DID I SAY THAT?
Maybe it was me, but its tone seemed to be a lot less friendly than before, and that was saying something since it hadn’t been friendly to begin with.
MY MISTAKE, it continued, debris now raining down upon us. WHAT I MEANT TO SAY WAS I AM SWORN TO DESTROY
WHOEVER GIVES ME A STUPID FUCKING NAME!
Oh yeah, this was gonna be bad.
By this point I could barely keep my footing, digging into the wall with my good hand as the place began to shake apart around us.
Hell, even Holly seemed gobsmacked as we were bathed in hellish pulsating light.
SERIOUSLY, HOW THE HELL CAN I EVER GO HOME AGAIN WITH THAT NAME? I’LL NEVER HEAR THE END OF IT!
Amazing how quickly horrors from beyond the stars dropped the formalities when you pissed them off. Mind you, that was small comfort compared to being utterly annihilated.
I ... WILL ... FUCKING ... KILL ... YOU ... ALL!
The room began to come apart, massive chunks of ceiling falling around us. One piece dislodged itself above Dave. Before I could think better of it, I stepped forward and yanked him out of the way.
God, I really must’ve had rocks in my head.
Mind you, soon I was going to have a lot of rocks on my head.
“We need to get out of here,” I cried, not that he could probably hear me over the earthquake rattling this place to pieces.
Sadly, the only way out was the doorway, the one that led to nothing but more dead ends and...
Crack!
Or maybe not. I turned at the sound of the cave-in to see that a section of the back wall had crumbled, some kind of hidden facade, revealing another tunnel.
A roaring sound could be heard somewhere beyond. For a moment, my blood ran cold as I envisioned what other monstrosities might be waiting down here, but then I realized it was actually the roar of rushing water.
The emergency exit to the river!
I wasn’t the only one who’d apparently noticed, though.
Holly was already heading that way. She glanced back toward me, smiled, and then flipped me the finger. Maybe it was just the lighting from the angry godlike thing currently destroying the place, but I could have sworn her eyes lit up a bright red as she disappeared from sight, a rat deserting the sinking ship.
DIE! ALL OF YOU MUST DIE!
Make that rats, plural.
I launched myself to the side just as a bolt of red lightning lanced out and hit the wall where I’d been – melting whatever had been there and fusing the rock beneath into glass.
Fuck me!
Oh yeah, it was definitely time to go.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“Move!” I shouted, not caring in the least if Dave could hear me or not.
I should have left him behind. He seriously deserved it. Hell, at the very least I didn’t need him slowing me down as we stumbled through the crumbling tunnel, the roar of water ahead warring with the angry epithets still being shouted by the thing behind us – a pissed-off entity with the most unfortunate name in the universe.
I dragged him with me, though. Maybe it was the sense of friendship we’d once shared. Or maybe it was the horrors I’d seen in my mind’s eye, making me want to prove to myself that I wasn’t a monster. Or maybe I just wanted to kick his ass later, when I could enjoy it.
Either way, I dragged him with me.
The tunnel ended at a break in the wall ahead, beyond which an underground river raged past. There was no sign of Holly anywhere, telling me she’d either found a different way or had decided to risk getting her roots wet.
No matter the case, it didn’t look like we had much choice but to follow and hope for the best.
“Take a deep breath,” I said.
“Are you fucking insane?” Dave replied. “There’s no way I can...”
So I punched him in the stomach instead.
Damn, it felt good.
More importantly, it knocked the wind out of him, enough so that, rather than complain, his next breath was a great big gulp of air.
Good enough.
Before he could say anything else, I took a deep breath of my own, grabbed hold of him, and launched us into the water – just in time, too, as the tunnel began to collapse in on itself.
It was the space of a second for us to be sucked under and away, dragging us into the cold frigid darkness.
There was no way to tell up from down in the raging torrent, only that we had little choice but to hope for the best as I tried to use my body to absorb the worst of the punishment.
Maybe a minute passed as we were knocked around like human pinballs, and then Dave began to struggle against me in the darkness, flailing about in a panic.
He was drowning.
Fortunately for him, the breath I’d taken hadn’t been for myself.
Oh, the things I do for people.
I pressed my lips against his, forcing his mouth open with my own. Then, I emptied my lungs into his, hoping it would be enough, because there wasn’t going to be a second chance at...
And then, even as I was still breathing into Dave, the rushing water around us slowed and I became aware of faint light from above.
Son of a bitch! Couldn’t have happened three seconds sooner, could it?
I released my lip lock on him and focused on kicking, being that we seemed to be pretty far down.
Fortunately, it wasn’t so far that the dumbass drowned on me anyway.
Our heads finally broke the surface – the city of Boston rising up around us, never having looked so good as it did in that moment.
Dave coughed several times, clearing his lungs as we both paddled for the shore, my body a mess of aches and pains from the ordeal. Finally, though, we pulled ourselves up onto dry land.
“Let us ... never ... ever speak of that,” Dave gasped from alongside me.
“Gladly.”
He tried to push himself up, stumbling into me instead.
Ouch!
“Here. Let me give you a hand.” I shrugged him off then decked him in the jaw for good measure, laying the dickhead out flat now that we were both safe. “By the way, mouthwash is your friend.”
I pulled myself to my feet and flexed my hand, realizing my wrist was almost fully healed. I was going to need to juice up again and soon, but first I needed to put a few miles between myself and Dave.
Sparing one last glance back, I could have sworn I saw a pair of red eyes staring back at me from the water. I blinked and they were gone, though. Nevertheless, I raised a middle finger in that direction before turning to get my bearings.
With any luck, I could make it to a phone and get in touch with my friends before ... before...
Instead, I stumbled, feeling lightheaded.
Maybe I was hungrier than I thought. If so, I’d need to...
However, in my dizziness I happened to look down. That’s when I saw it – a syringe sticking out from the side of my leg, the plunger depressed.
I glanced back at Dave even as the world grew fuzzy around me and I collapsed to the ground.
Motherfucking prick. I guess I should have left his ass behind after all.




CHAPTER 22

Serena

DIE! ALL OF YOU MUST DIE!
Please let that be my imagination for once. No such luck as everyone else was scrambling for cover as an earthquake of Hollywood-level magnitude ripped through the complex.
MJ squealed and grabbed her head. “The spirits wail! We must flee before we are all destroyed.”
I didn’t really need more motivation than that, but the Universe decided at that very moment to fill the stairwell below us with searing red light. Gansetseg and Sayuri both continued dodging debris, while MJ stood there staring at it – seemingly stunned into inaction.
“We’re all gonna die!”
For once, I didn’t think Simon was being overly dramatic. I needed to get my head in the game, yet I found my hand clamped inexorably around the damned tablet I’d taken. Try as I might, I couldn’t will myself to drop it for some reason. All I could do was put my other hand on MJ’s shoulder and beg, “Please, we need your help.”
The ground shuddered again, this time bringing with it a terrible roar. What the...?
“That’s the sound of water,” Gansetseg said. “Come. We must move faster.”
It was insane. There was no way we were going to make it to B-4. Hell, soon there wouldn’t even be a B-3. And then what? Wait around, hoping Gansetseg got whatever she was after, only so we could then jump into some water and hope we didn’t drown before...
All waters are connected, if you only surrender yourself to them.
What the hell? I froze in my tracks as yet another foreign voice spoke in my head. What was with this place and all the freaking voices?!
I waited to see if there’d be a flash of gold in my periphery before getting sucked into another embarrassing memory.
Too bad, our current predicament was apparently already bad enough.
“Holy shiiiiiii...” Simon cried out, in the moment before a section of wall collapsed atop him, crushing his body beneath it.
Oh my god!
His death may have been our salvation, though, as the collapse cleared the debris above us, revealing a clear path up for at least several levels.
Gan stopped where she was, blew out a breath of frustration, then turned around. “This way. Whatever lay below is lost to us. We must cut our losses before it is too late.”
Wait, was that actual common sense from a vampire? What a day this was turning into.
“Let’s go,” I said to MJ, trying to spur her to action. “We need to get out of here.”
“Yes,” she said, her eyes finally clearing. “Out of here. Out of here would be good.”
It sure would be.
Gansetseg and Sayuri were already at least twenty feet above us and still moving. We needed to catch up to them before...
The stairs right below us rumbled and gave way, the entire section beneath seeming to collapse in on itself. The roar of water grew louder, as a plume of muddy dust rose up, making it hard to...
That’s when I noticed the angry red glow coming from below, followed almost immediately by a golden shimmer at the edge of my vision.
Oh no, not again!
I hurried as fast as I could up the stairs, goading MJ to move as quickly as her leafy legs would carry her.
“Come on, MJ, we have to...”
A beam of crimson light shot up from somewhere beneath us, slicing neatly through the stairs and bisecting my friend, like something straight out of a SAW film. “NO!”
I’d failed Gary and, worst of all, I’d failed my friend. She hadn’t deserved this, not sweet loveable...
Reality rewound itself around me before I could finish that thought, the golden shimmer fading, and I found myself once more standing a few feet below MJ, the roar of water growing louder by the second. This time I remained rooted in place, refusing to move even though every part of me was screaming that I should run.
As before, that beam of crimson light shot up from below, slicing neatly through the stairs. Rather than hit her dead on, though, it bisected MJ’s arm right above where I was holding on to her.
“No!” This time Mary Jane was the one doing the screaming, but as much as it broke my heart, I knew it was so much better than what could have been.
Or maybe not ... oh shit!
The landing beneath us collapsed. MJ still had three arms left, which she used to grab hold of the railing. I, however, was left with an appendage that was no longer connected to her, leaving me in freefall to whatever lay below.
“Serena!”
Unfortunately, I’d used up all the favors the universe cared to bestow upon me for one day. I fell. Cold red light engulfed me as I landed in a swirling torrent of freezing water and untold destruction. Above, I could hear the rest of the shaft collapsing, sending hundreds of tons of rubble to bury me forever. I didn’t want to die, but I supposed it was as good an end as I could hope for in this hell.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
HUH, I THOUGHT THAT WAS YOU.
What? Darkness surrounded me, but I could clearly hear a different voice echoing in my head. Oh crap, did I really just die?
“Surprised to see me again, Shitbiscuit?” a familiar voice replied, chuckling.
Wait. Why was Ilex in my afterlife? Everything hurt as I rolled to my side and coughed putrid water out of my burning mouth. Close by, I made out pasty bare feet and a soft green glow.
THIS SHALL NEVER BE SPOKEN OF AGAIN. ARE WE CLEAR?
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Say hi to Yum Cimil and remind him he still owes me for the help with that whole Cortés debacle.”
VERY WELL. GOODBYE FOR NOW, KH...
“Whoa there, Hoss. We’ve had enough of the name game for one day, don’t you think?”
The green light winked out, leaving me in darkness. I tried to push myself up, but I once more found that damned tablet still in my hand. Lucky me, the ground was so slick with God knows what that I ended up with a split lip as I face-planted into the gunk. Ow!
“Oh, you poor little thing. Let’s get you on your feet.”
Whoa, something yanked me to my feet. I blinked and tried to steady myself as two red dots flashed in front of my face for a moment.
“I-Ilex?”
“Eh, I kinda prefer Holly if you must call me something. Now, I’d close my eyes if I were you.” I blinked in surprise as light returned, but not in any way I wanted to see – so many multicolored lights. Will-o-wisps. But why? “Now, I know you must have a million questions, but I can’t be arsed to answer any of them. So let’s skip to the part where you cut a deal for your life, we throw out a few snappy quips to keep it interesting, and then I get what I want.”
Horrible realization suddenly hit. “You’re ... not really Ilex, are you? You aren’t even a dryad.”
Holly burst out laughing, slapping her knee with delight. “Oh, you are smarter than the average bear, aren’t yah?” Her eyes flashed bright red. “We’ll go there, if you really want to, but for now, you have something I need. Here’s the deal. You give it to me, I’ll do you the solid of sparing your life. Hell, I’ll even chuck you out topside to meet up with your little friends, maybe even before your boss goes apeshit and loses his mind.”
“G-Gary’s here?”
“Focus, cupcake.” A swirl of shadowy energy wrapped its way around her Amazonian frame. She flicked her wrist, and a row of scarlet claws poked from each fingertip, but she didn’t do anything more sinister than pick at her teeth ... for now anyway.
As for me, I’d been through hell and back. I barely had the juice to light a cigarette after the fucking I’d just taken. I reached into my pocket for my one last hail Mary – sliding my thumb along the runes on my phone. Come on, boss man, save me one more time.
Except nothing happened. Not even a spark. What the...?
Holly grinned and took a deep sniff of the stagnant air. “Nice try, cupcake, but save it for the street-level mages. My mojo is the real deal.”
Jiminy Crickets! Who the hell was she to have this kind of power?
Unfortunately, that left me only one viable option – to live up to my family tradition and play the part of the sniveling little survivor. “What … do you want?”
“Did you know that I have a very special gift? I can focus a tiny bit of my essence into a thing and then...” She whistled and made a come-hither gesture. Try as I might, I couldn’t fight the urge to step closer and hold out the soggy tablet. “Then I can summon that item to my side from wherever it might be. It’s the best thing ever for finding your phone, your keys ... the skulls of your favorite enemies.”
“You want this?” I handed it over. “Fine, take it, but it’s trashed.”
“Nah.” She winked and waved her hand over it, instantly drying it out. “Better than dumping it in a bowl of rice and ten times as fast. The only problem is, technology and me, we aren’t exactly best buddies.” She tapped the on button and flipped the screen around to face me. “Pretty sure this is your area of expertise, Nerd Girl.”
Sadly, the device had about as much power left in it as I did. I’d only managed to charge it a tiny bit before we’d ended up running for our lives. Something told me that this Holly didn’t have either a coven of convenient catalyst mages to charge me, or a working power socket wherever we were.
She apparently sensed the issue because she added, “As AT&T used to say, reach out and touch someone.”
“What?”
“It’s what you catalyst witches do, right?”
She wanted me to link with her power? Only a complete idiot would try to do something like that with a creature like her. But what choice did I have?
Let me in.
I’d thought joining with dryads was a wild ride, but nothing could prepare me for the hallucinogenic freak show that popped into my consciousness. Unlike the pain of linking with my boss, this was a complete one-eighty of orgasmic proportions – making me laugh hysterically, turn beet red, and soak through my panties in the blink of an eye. “Holy shit!” That was ... awesome.
“First hit is always free,” Holly whispered in my ear. “But trust me, you wouldn’t like the price you’d have to pay for more. Now open this fucking thing up and show me what I want to see.”
I watched as my fingers flew unbidden across the screen, typing in passwords of their own accord. I understood exactly what I was doing as the arcane energies rushed through me at ludicrous speed, but I couldn’t control a lick of it. This must be how a puppet feels on a string.
It was like I was a toy to be used by something more powerful than me, a true Taylor to the very end.
Frustration began to edge out the euphoria. “Just tell me what you want, and I’ll do it,” I snapped.
She sighed, stepped back, and raised her hands in surrender. “Go right ahead, little nerd witch.”
I took over the tablet, still feeling enough of Holly’s power to keep me going, but thankfully not enough to keep squirting all over the place like some runaway pornstar. I summoned my aethereal spider to take a peek at what else the network had to hide. A strange urging in the back of my head – Holly no doubt – told me where to look, files that had been owned by that Sub-Prefect, Calibra.
A quick scan turned up a disturbing number of spreadsheets outlining just how many subjects she’d lost in something called purification trials. One subject, though, number 306, had an absolutely insane number of tabs recording the effects of sunlight, fire, silver, and various magics on their midsection. Please don’t let there be pictures.
“I need you to find out what this Prefect was working on five years ago,” Holly said, causing my hands to move on their own again, this time searching a very specific date range. Much to my surprise, subject 306 popped up again as the first hit.
“Um, it looks like one of her favorite torture victims was returning after a hiatus. Do you want me to find out anything more about...?”
Holly jumped up and down, making excited squeaky noises. “Just call up everything she was working on around this time, five years and three months ago. There must be something I missed. There’s a heart missing, you see. It’s not destroyed, I’d feel the reverberation. I’d fucking feel it, you understand?”
Oh man, not only did she have crazy eyes going on, she had glowing red crazy eyes. Luckily, this Sub-Prefect had a detailed calendar and a love of organizing her experiments that would’ve made even that Colin fellow proud. Unfortunately, most of her notes seemed to be in various languages I didn’t know. Still, I pulled up each entry in turn until one in what appeared to be Greek made Holly squeak louder.
She pointed to a row of symbols on the screen. “Find me where that item is!”
I took a deep breath, highlighted the row, and plopped it in my enhanced search spell. Well, I’ll be damned. An entry for “Warehouse 15-E, low priority storage” popped up. I made it a point to commit those symbols to memory. While I didn’t know ancient Greek, I knew someone who did.
While Holly seemed temporarily absorbed in whatever horrible thing she’d discovered, I took a moment to see if anything else might give me a hint as to what she was looking for.
I typed in “subject 306” and held my breath as indeed there were plenty of pictures of mangled flesh to be found. Eww. I didn’t see a face, but I got a name – “Dalton, Wyatt J.” Oh crap, that was the name of the same vampire who was at the top of Gary’s hit list, the one who’d led his true love to her doom.
“Hmm, seems my magic monkey is starting to get a few ideas,” Holly cooed. “Let me stop you right there. I have the information that I need. Now, if you want to fucking keep your spine in one piece, you’re gonna hand over that little hunk of plastic and forget any of this ever happened.”
“How can I possibly...?”
“You can, because I sense in you a supremely admirable love of survival, and I wasn’t fucking with you when I said that you’re smarter than the average mortal. Run with that feeling.”
“But...”
“I’ll dumb it down so even your monkey brain can comprehend. I got mine, now I need you to shut the fuck up. If you do that you get to live. Capisce?”
I nodded.
She placed a hand on my shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking, and that’s even without devouring your soul and knowing exactly what you’re thinking. I’ve seen enough heroes to figure out the circles you like to run in your noggins. You’re panicking because the clearly evil supervillainess has gotten what she wants and you assume she’s gonna use it to destroy civilization as you know it, or some stupid shit like that, right?”
“Well...”
“And to be fair, I’ve done my fair share of empire collapsing. You could call it a hobby. But I’m not. I’m after something much bigger, yet a lot less tangible if you catch my drift. It’s okay, I know you don’t. Allow me to explain. You humans like to focus on things like disease, war, vice, toil, hunger, et cetera. All the shit the happy gods tried to box up and blame on the forces of darkness. But you see, there was something else locked in that little box owned by a girl named Pandora, something we like a whole lot better. Let’s just say there’s a reason the so-called good guys wanted to keep it locked up forever.”
“Hope?” I blurted out. “Wait a second. Are you saying you’re actually looking for ... hope?”
“I guess you’ll have to wait and see. Either way something is coming, for good or bad. But that’s not your problem. For now, all you need to worry about is that loose lips will definitely sink your ship.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“This is insane,” I whispered as I stood at the edge of the river and stared at the gloriously peaceful lights of Boston. Damn if Beantown never looked so beautiful. “They’ve all seen you, seen Ilex. How am I supposed to explain...?”
My savior waded out a few feet before turning to give me an exaggerated wink. “Make up something. I’ll take care of the rest. Trust me, your little friends will barely give me a second thought, at least until I want them to. You just need to convince that bloodsucker with the skinny ass not to squeal.”
“Ed? Why?”
“There’s something different about him. Hard to explain. Just do it ... or I’ll kill you both.”
“But...”
Holly flopped backward into the Charles with a splash. “Bored now. That’s enough Q&A. Time for me to get fucking moving.”
Did I dare push my luck? “But why even let me live? Wouldn’t it be easier just to...?”
Holly rolled over and paddled a fair bit out, but I could feel her worming her way back into my subconscious for a parting shot. “Of course, it would be...” I could taste the sarcasm dripping from her mind into mine. “But it would also be messy, attracting the attention of eyeballs I’m not ready to attract ... yet. Let’s leave it at that, okay?” She turned and dove beneath the surface. “Peace, bitches. I’ll be seeing you, whether you like it or not.”
Yep, that was as far as I was going to press it. I turned and ran as fast as my exhausted legs could carry me. “Oh, and don’t forget to sell it, monkey-nerd!” I heard what sounded like skittering behind me, causing me to move even faster.
I clambered over an embankment, only to see what looked like headlights. A small group was gathered around multiple vehicles, and one of them was holding what appeared to be a ... fireball.
Gary!
I made out Donna’s and Sayuri’s human forms. They were standing between him and Gansetseg, looking like they were trying to calm him down ... and failing. His raised voice carried to me on the wind, telling me they were likely seconds away from a throwdown.
“Serena!” another voice, MJ’s, cried as I headed their way, causing all eyes to turn in my direction.
“Sell it good, or else.”
Oh god. I raced desperately toward my shocked friends, while scanning the crowd for the one guy I needed to talk to. There! I made out a blue-mohawked form carrying Ed into the back of the van while Dave looked on.
Crap! How the hell was I going to sell this?
“Someone help,” I yelled out, pretending to trip and fall. “I think I need a doctor.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“You didn’t break anything, but I’m happy to write you up a prescription for dinner and drinks if you want.”
Ugh, Dr. Creep certainly lived up to my mental nickname as he seemed to enjoy touching my ankle far more than was warranted. Still, I needed to endure a little more perviness as Ed continued to snore away in the back.
“I mean, I don’t know about you. But I find facing death together is a great way to get to know each other...”
Screw this! With the dryads all in human form, I had more than enough energy on tap to cast a simple sleeping spell. Dave passed out a moment later, face planting into my boobs because why not. Oh well, I guess even he was entitled to a single freebie.
Now to take care of problem number two. Fortunately, years of late-night cram sessions had made me an expert on ethereal energizing incantations. I pressed my fingers to Ed’s forehead and delivered a jolt worth a thousand Red Bulls, waking him up. I then put my finger to his lips as we were still surrounded by cranky vamps and dryads. Time for a little private conversation. Don’t freak out and don’t make a sound.
Let me guess, you’re in my head?
His surprisingly blasé answer told me he’d been around the block a few times. Good, that would make this easier.
His eyes shifted over to Dave, asleep with one hand on my thigh. Oh, I am so going to kill that little fucking...
Listen to me, I need to tell you something. This is more important than either your vendetta or me getting groped.
Fine. But if you want to magically castrate him in the process, be my guest.
Damn it, pay attention. Whatever you do, you can’t tell anyone about Holly.
Why?
Because if you tell anyone about her, she’ll kill us both. She’s got magic that...
Fucks with your head? Yeah, I noticed.
Good. Well, not good. But anyway, I made a deal with her that as long as we don’t mention her, she won’t kill us.
Okay. Fine by me.
Wait, what? You’re just agreeing?
He shrugged. Not the first time I’ve had someone threaten to kill my ass. I know the drill. Not like I’m planning on going back down to that shithole anyway.
Huh. That was easier than I’d expected.
Well then, Mr. Vesser, I suppose this is the beginning of a beautiful pact of silence. I reached out and shook his hand. But, I can’t afford to piss off Gansetseg, so I’m sorry, but you’ve gotta go back to sleep.
Wait. Hold on...
And then I knocked him out again.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“I can’t believe it, first bloodsuckers and now death otters in my city?”
The boss took the edited retelling of the night’s events about as well as expected. Just as Holly had predicted, neither MJ nor Sayuri said a peep about her, although I had a feeling it wasn’t a conscious decision on either of their parts.
What the hell can mind-scramble a freaking dryad?
We’d all piled into the back of Gary’s limo, having had enough magic for one night. The close quarters gave me a better chance to study each dryad’s reaction as we rehashed the night’s events. The only issue being the occasional toxic vapors periodically wafting from Gary, forcing MJ to be extra on the ball.
Lily glowered at him from across the seat. “Do you mind not killing us tonight, Your Highness? Some of us have just woken up.”
Gary gave her a dismissive shrug and stared out the window, but at least the smell faded. I let him cool off for a solid minute before offering up, “I know you don’t like the idea of working with the bloodsuckers, but Gansetseg kept her word to keep us safe while...”
His eye flashed silver as he turned back toward me. “While you were what exactly? Showing off that we have a technomage on our team? Giving a psychotic, undead wunderkind access to god knows what sort of buried secrets? Making me agree to meetings with her and that Amelia...”
“I get that it’s not ideal, but she’s offered to share anything her team may have on the dryads that were trapped down there, as well as any information that would help with the defense of the city.”
“Not to mention, she is descended from honorable foes known for keeping their treaties,” Sayuri added. “It’s a rare enough commodity in this world that you’d be a fool to waste it.”
“You know, I liked you better when you were just telling me how to rearrange my closet,” Gary retorted, prompting a snort from Donna. He then turned sharply to face me. “And what was going on with you and that doctor? He seemed awfully chummy.”
Damn it, my old friend, Jealous Gary Bates seemed to have come to tea. “Look, I said I might grab coffee with him next time he was in Boston, that’s all.”
“But he’s...”
“An employee of the vampires we may end up working with, and he has absolutely no filter between his brain and his mouth.” Sometimes the boss needed to learn when to trust his assistant, even when she might be lying through her teeth on some things.
“So, you’re just using him for information?”
Lily smiled slyly, leaning my way. “Oh, I don’t know. He’s not that bad looking. Maybe you could pump him for the info instead.”
“The boss is right: you were so much better when you stuck to closets.”
That round of laughter got the group settled into a general state of ease. Sayuri and Gary started playing catch up with Donna, leaving MJ and I to stare out the window for a change. Even though traffic had slowed to a crawl, at least we’d rounded toward the seaport area on our way back. I could even see the harbor glistening in the night, a sea of blackness peppered by so much beauty.
MJ leaned her head on my shoulder as we stopped at a red light. “You seem a little lost, Rena. Is there something you’re not telling us?”
My breath caught as I saw a flicker of light the moment the question was asked. I let out that breath as it turned out to be nothing more frightening than a late-night tourist – a girl taking pictures with her phone. She must have seen me staring, because she turned her head and gave me a wink – her eyes seeming to flash red for the barest of moments.
“Nothing, nothing at all,” I said quickly, opting to finish the rest of the ride in silence.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Soon I found myself back in my comfortable little apartment, staring out my living room window at that same inky harbor.
I heard the fridge door shut. A moment later an icy-cold craft cider floated over my shoulder. “You could just hand it to me, you know, Gary. You’re wearing gloves. Also, you don’t have to stay. I’m fine.”
“You nearly got killed tonight, so excuse me for making sure you’re okay.” He followed up the drink with a phantom hands spell, rubbing the tension out of my shoulders. “And I know I was pissy. You know vampires do that to me. I didn’t even thank you for helping Sayuri return, or all the information I’m sure you stole while you were in there.”
“Oh yeah.” I darted over to my desk and let my phone connect. “I did find out a few things. But first, would you be able to recognize some Greek letters if I drew them for you?”
“Sure thing.” He leaned in as close as he dared over my shoulder. “You know, one day I’m gonna get my human body all the way back...”
“And I’m sure you’ll make some lucky girl incredibly happy. Now, focus, and tell me what this says.”
He seemed genuinely surprised as he read my terrible attempt at scrawling characters in Photoshop. “Are you sure that’s what you saw?” I stared at him expectantly, waiting for him to catch up. “Never mind. Of course you are. Anyway, it says ‘Gate of Hades.’ Please tell me you didn’t see that down in the vampire fortress.”
“All right, I won’t tell you,” I said as I let my phone download to my laptop. Instead, I got up and walked over to the window and its view of the sea. What have I done?
Lightning streaked across the horizon, zapping down in the middle of Boston Harbor. As the thunder rumbled, Gary joined me to watch the follow-up strikes. Oddly enough, with him by my side, I didn’t feel any dread, even knowing what was out there.
“That can’t be a good sign,” Gary said as he pointed to a bluish fog rolling over the bay beneath more sparking thunderheads.
“Maybe...” I trailed off as I once more heard Holly’s words echoing in my mind. For good or bad, something is definitely coming.
THE END
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