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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Sir? Can I help you with something?” 
 
    The librarian was a mousy-looking woman with curly hair and thick spectacles. It was hard for Jack to guess her age, but she seemed a little younger than he was. He slid the volume he’d opened back into place on the shelf and smiled at her. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I’m looking for a book.” 
 
    “Then you’ve come to the right place,” said the librarian. “Title and author?” 
 
    “The Occult Rumors of Thomas Aquinas,” said Jack. “By Josiah Blackwood.” 
 
    The librarian stood up a little straighter, clearly recognizing the title. She flashed a broad smile, as though the two of them were suddenly old friends based solely on the virtue of sharing an interest in the same book. 
 
    “It’s a fascinating read,” she said. “The copy we have is one of the oldest books in the library. For some reason, it’s rarely in print, despite the steady demand we get for it. I keep it in the research room in back.” 
 
    The librarian strode past him, and Jack fell into step behind her. It was late afternoon and the library’s windows were host to deep, orange sunbeams, each one showcasing a slow-motion ballet of dust motes through the air. The library smelled of old books and older memories, but both of those scents were secondary compared to what drew most of Jack’s attention. 
 
    “Thomas Aquinas is such an interesting historical figure,” said the librarian. “Especially some of the myths surrounding him, which this book really gets into.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard,” said Jack. 
 
    “I’d known about the claims of him being able to levitate,” said the librarian. “But according to The Occult Rumors, he could also do things like disappear into the shadows of a dark room and move objects at a distance. It’s a bit nutty to think about how people actually believed in such things.” 
 
    “Was there anything in the book about him being cursed?” asked Jack. “Of him needing to live under specific conditions? Or compulsions?” 
 
    “A curse…” The librarian frowned and shook her head. “I’m not sure. Maybe? It’s been a while since I read it.” 
 
    She brushed a hand through her brown curls, briefly exposing the nape of her neck. Jack picked that moment to inhale and was instantly greeted by the fullness of her scent. Faintly sweet, with a hint of brown sugar, or perhaps caramel. 
 
    “The research room isn’t technically open to the public, but you can come in just this one time,” said the librarian. “It’s in the back of the library, and it was built to be a quiet place where serious scholars can get whatever they need done in private.” 
 
    Jack nodded, taking a slow breath. He could feel a dull pain pressing against his temples. The beginning of a bloodthirst-induced headache. One of the most annoying constants of being a vampire. The librarian had already stepped into the small, secluded research chamber, and she had her back turned to him. 
 
     “The book should be here somewhere,” said the librarian, shaking her head. “It might take a few minutes to find, but that’s okay. It’s almost closing time anyway, and you’re the only one here.” 
 
    He entered the research chamber and shut the door behind him. His heart was pounding in his chest. Regardless of which way he turned his gaze, he felt his attention slowly being drawn back to the librarian. She was bent over the corner of the table in the center of the room, picking up scattered books and examining their titles. Totally oblivious. 
 
    “Does the book say anything about how Thomas Aquinas got away with it?” asked Jack. “In his time period, having magical abilities seems like it would have been a death sentence. They would have assumed he was some kind of evil sorcerer. Or worse.” 
 
    “Uh…” The librarian glanced up, frowning at him. “I don’t remember. Like I said, it’s been a while since I found it.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He was moving toward her slowly. His heart was racing in his chest, and both anticipation and excitement permeated through his body, all the way to the tips of his toes and fingers.  
 
    “Oh!” said the librarian. “Here it is!” 
 
    She smiled and held up an old tome with a black leather-bound cover. Its pages were yellow, and the spine had obviously been repaired several times. Jack accepted it from her as she passed it to him, though it was hard to pull his attention back to where it needed to be. 
 
    “…Thank you,” said Jack. 
 
    “Since you’re a local, you don’t need a library card or anything,” said the librarian. “But I will charge you the full cost for the book if it isn’t back within thirty days. Though I get the feeling it wouldn’t be too hard for you to pay, given your inheritance.” 
 
    Jack forced himself to exhale and calm down. 
 
    “No,” he said. “That wouldn’t be too hard for me. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    He walked out of the research room, across the library’s main floor, and through the front door, resisting the urge to glance back. The library was one of Lestaron Island’s older buildings and had been constructed on the high side of town, overlooking the docks and the open ocean. Jack spent a couple of seconds watching the sunset and the beautiful smear of colors it left across the water. He took a slow breath, trying to calm himself down. 
 
    He’d only been back on Lestaron Island for two weeks, but given all that had happened in that time frame, it felt like he’d been there for years. It was the island he’d grown up on and then been uprooted from after his parents had died. Now, it was one of the few places in the world where he could live a nearly normal life without giving in to what he was. Without becoming unhinged as a vampire, a true predator of the night. 
 
    And it was all thanks to Katie. Jack had already sent her one text earlier in the day, but his bloodthirst was wearing on him to the point where he could justify sending another. Katie was Jack’s grandfather’s apprentice and his closest childhood friend. After the death of Jack’s grandfather and his return to the island, she’d been the only one capable of helping him. 
 
    JACK: Are you in town? I could really use a drink. 
 
    Despite having a fiancé and a normal life, Katie had been willing to take on the risks of allowing Jack to drink her blood in a safe environment. She was an alchemist and capable of brewing a potion to counteract the enthralling effects of Jack’s bite. 
 
    Of course, their strategy wasn’t perfect. During their last fight with Jack’s broodmother, they’d slipped up. They’d gone too far, and the effects of Jack’s bite, along with the inherent eroticism involved in vampiric feeding, had led to the natural, intimate conclusion. 
 
    But it had been more than just the sex. He and Katie had finally talked about what they’d were to each other, which was what he’d wanted most upon his first return to the island. She’d told him that she loved him, and then withdrawn just as quickly. Jack wasn’t sure he could blame her for it, given how confusing it must have been separating the real emotions from the magically induced ones. 
 
    Over the past few days, she’d been increasingly distant, refusing to ever let her conversations with him veer out of small talk or their supernatural concerns. She’d been anxious about him feeding off her, too. Not only did she still insist on him being handcuffed, but she’d even started taking a small dose of sedative along with her anti-enthrallment potion. 
 
    Katie claimed it was to keep herself relaxed, but they both knew the truth. She was scared of what could happen, even if they took all the proper precautions. Especially given how emotionally charged the situation had grown to be between them. Katie was scared of losing control, of losing her grasp on who she was. Jack understood that impulse all too well. 
 
    KATIE: I’m going out to dinner with Bruce. Maybe later tonight. Probably tomorrow morning. 
 
    Jack scowled and stuffed his phone back into his pocket. He felt ridiculous for being annoyed, given that he was lucky that Katie was still willing to let him feed off her in the first place. It was taking a toll on her relationship, and even though Jack didn’t have much sympathy for Katie’s fiancé, he knew that it was a significantly more difficult line for her to walk. 
 
    Part of him wanted to push the point, to emphasize to Katie that his feelings were genuine and that she should be with him instead. A slightly darker part of him knew that if he really wanted her, he could just take her. Do what Mira had been asking, and what might end up happening anyway. He shook the thought away, feeling disgusted with himself. 
 
    He started off down the street, into town. Ryoko had dropped him off earlier, and though he knew that he could call her for a ride if he needed to, he wasn’t ready to head back to the mansion just yet. 
 
    Jack felt an insidious whisper in the back of his mind urging him to throw caution to the wind and find someone to feed from at random. Maybe even the librarian, who’d still be amidst the quiet bookshelves, wrapping up her tasks for the day. Feeding off Katie sated his bloodthirst, but it felt a little like having a diet restricted to a single food. Pizza, day in and day out. It was tolerable, but the allure of trying a hamburger or a steak would always be there. 
 
    He started walking faster, as though he could outpace his own illicit urges if he moved fast enough. If only it were that simple. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Stickly’s Tavern was just down the street from the library. Lesser Town, true to its name, was a small, remote population center, with very little in the way of choice when it came to the essentials. Stickly’s Tavern was the only bar that would be open so early in the evening, given that it mostly catered to sailors and boatmen coming in from the docks. 
 
    An old buoy adorned the weathered wooden sign above the stairs that led down into the drinking hole. Jack brushed his feet off on the welcome mat as he made his way inside. It was dimly lit, with no windows large enough to let in more than a trickle of sunlight from outside, which was another reason why he liked it. 
 
    The bartender was an androgynous-looking woman by the name of Mickie. She had short dirty blonde hair, a wiry build, and half of a scowl perpetually stuck on her face. She didn’t say much and merely nodded to Jack as he took a seat at the bar. 
 
    “I’ll have a shot of whiskey,” said Jack. “And a beer to chase it down with.” 
 
    Mickie nodded to him. She’d already taken the whiskey out upon seeing him and reached for a mug to fill up from the tap. Jack wasn’t sure that he liked the fact that he’d come into the tavern enough over the past week for her to have picked up on his drinking habits. 
 
    And it had become a habit for him, more out of necessity than enjoyment. Jack had learned early on after being turned into a vampire that one of the few surefire ways to tamp down on his blood cravings was to get himself fairly drunk. It needed to be more than a mild buzz, too. Usually he had to push it until he reached the point where the effects of his inebriation were severe enough to overwhelm the effects of his bloodthirst. 
 
    He downed the shot immediately and then started sipping the beer. He still had the book on Thomas Aquinas with him, and he flipped it open on the bar, skimming through the first few introductory pages. 
 
    Katie had explained to him shortly after he’d first been bitten and discovered his abilities that he was an Aquinian vampire, a blood mage descended from the line of Thomas Aquinas. If Jack connected a line through Mira, his broodmother, continuing on to whoever turned her and so forth, it would eventually lead back to the renowned philosopher. 
 
    Much of the first chapter was irrelevant to what Jack cared about, mostly consisting of basic factual details about Aquinas’s life and death. He found more of interest in the second chapter, scanning over a description of Aquinas being able to manipulate objects with “The Lord’s Hand.” 
 
    The way it was described made it sound like Spectral Hand, one of the basic blood magic spells that Jack had discovered early on in his career as a vampire. The book’s flattering description of Thomas Aquinas’s “godly blessing” made it sound a lot less demonic than the dark, ethereal tendrils that Jack had learned to manifest. 
 
    He continued on, pausing to read and reread a section about Aquinas’s ability to appear and disappear at will.  
 
    “Aquinas could fade into the shadow of the Lord, for he was cloaked in the light of divinity itself,” whispered Jack, reading the words aloud. “He was given the gift of form and lack thereof.” 
 
    The description reminded Jack of what he’d seen Mira do in several of their encounters, fading into darkness and shadow and seeming to materialize in another place. Katie had called it “Shadow Form” when he’d asked her about it, but she hadn’t known much more about the spell than its name. 
 
    He’d sought out the library book in hopes of finding information about how Thomas Aquinas had coped with the bloodthirst, and maybe even a solution to it. But the idea of learning new blood magic spells intrigued him more than he wanted to admit. Jack tapped his fingers against the wrinkled, yellow page, considering the possibilities.  
 
    He could feel his own store of blood essence in his body, almost like secondary temperature. It had been more than a day since he last fed, and he was running low. How much blood would it take for him to attempt a spell like Shadow Form? Was it worth exploring the possibility if it meant him needing to feed more frequently? 
 
    “Bloody hell, man! Who brings a book to the bar, of all places?” 
 
    The stool next to Jack screeched as Palmer pulled it back and climbed into it. Jack closed the tome and sighed. 
 
    “Someone looking to get some reading done in peace,” said Jack. 
 
    “That someone ain’t gonna be you tonight,” said Palmer. “A few ships came into dock today. Taking cover from the storm that’s on the way. This place will be bristling with activity before you know it.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Mickie set a mug down in front of Palmer, who raised it and grinned at Jack as he took a sip. Palmer wore a stained flannel shirt that was baggy on his rail-thin frame. He was bald, with eyes that seemed slightly subdued, though his personality was anything but. 
 
    Palmer was one of Stickly’s Tavern’s regulars and had become something of a drinking buddy to Jack over the past week. He was one of the few people other than Katie on Lestaron Island that was familiar with the supernatural, and he ran a small occult shop out of the tiny shack he lived in, selling weak potions and charms to anyone willing to take a gamble on them. 
 
    “How was business today, Palmer?” asked Jack. “Sell any love potions?” 
 
    “Laugh it up good, why don’t ya?” Palmer took a deep sip of his beer. “As a matter of fact, business was booming today. The blokes off one of the bigger ships in the harbor were an unscrupulous lot. A few of them bought some of my male potency potions. Not sure if they’re looking to have fun with some of the gals in town or with each other, mind you.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Jack. 
 
    Palmer shrugged. “I suppose not. Though you can’t blame a fella for being curious. The same goes for you and your book. What’s so interesting that it has you well engrossed in the middle of the afternoon in a tavern?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Despite having come to appreciate Palmer as an acquaintance, if not a friend, he was still a little wary of him. Katie had told Jack that Peter had been on bad terms with Palmer, and he had enough respect for his grandfather to assume that there was probably a good reason for that. 
 
    “It’s a history book,” said Jack. “I doubt you’d be interested in it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” said Palmer. “Especially when I’m this close to the tap. Mickie? Refill, if you please?” 
 
    The next few hours were a slow progression of conversation, beer, and whiskey shots. Jack’s tolerance for alcohol had seemingly increased in lockstep with the severity of his bloodthirst. Not only were his urges to feed becoming stronger, as of late, but the amount he had to drink to tamp down on them had become a little unpleasant. 
 
    He kept checking his phone, hoping for a follow up text from Katie and being disappointed each time. As the night progressed, more people filed into the bar, including a few women who smelled frustratingly good. It turned into a race for Jack to get drunker faster than he was affected by his bloodthirst. 
 
    “Another beer,” he mumbled, pushing his mug toward Mickie. The bartender shook her head wordlessly. 
 
    “Come on…” said Jack. “One more beer. That’s all! That’s it!” 
 
    He stood up, wavering on his feet as he tried to slide the mug further across the bar toward Mickie. She shot an annoyed glance at Palmer, who turned his hands up. 
 
    “He’s not my bloody responsibility,” said Palmer. 
 
    Mickie folded her arms. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” said Palmer. “Come on, Jack. Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    “No…” Jack grimaced, rubbing his fingers against his temples as pain throbbed through him. “I just need…” 
 
    He groaned and made a feeble attempt at reaching around with his mug to fill it from the tap on his own. Palmer pulled him back and Jack stumbled, falling on his butt. 
 
    “You’re way too drunk, mate,” said Palmer. “Whatever it is you’re looking for tonight, you ain’t gonna find it in the bottom of a glass.” 
 
    “I… just need… one more,” mumbled Jack. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson.”  
 
    Ryoko’s voice was faint, as always, and it took Jack a second to recognize it. He looked over his shoulder and saw his soft-spoken, demure maid standing in the bar’s entranceway, frowning at him. 
 
    She’d drawn the attention of some of the nearby patrons, and for good reason. Ryoko was attractive in a classical way, with distinctive Asiatic features and a soft, rounded face. Her eyes were light brown, and her jet-black hair was done up into a nearly perfect bun, with only a single strand falling loose across one cheek. 
 
    She was in uniform, even though she’d been alone at the mansion for most of the day. The black dress was of the standard style of a maid with only minor accents of white, and she wore matching thigh high stockings underneath. 
 
    “Ryoko!” Jack smiled at her, feeling the room spin as he tried to stand to his feet. The bar had gone partially silent, and his face heat up as his awareness caught up with the situation. He was making a fool of himself and dragging her down along with him. 
 
    Ryoko’s cheeks were bright red as she made her way over to him, and her embarrassment was infectious. Jack grabbed his library book and mumbled a goodbye to Palmer. He groaned as she offered him a shoulder to lean on and began leading him out of the bar. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “It’s late. I should be getting you home.” 
 
    “It’s not late,” muttered Jack. “I just got here…” 
 
    The nighttime sky contradicted him as they made their way up the stairs and back onto the street. The moon was high overhead, suggesting that it was close to midnight or even past it. Ryoko led him to where she’d parked the car on the street and opened the back door. 
 
    “You’re too good to me,” muttered Jack. “I appreciate… your work.” 
 
    “Take it easy, sir,” said Ryoko. “Just try to sleep. I’ll have you home soon enough.” 
 
    He did appreciate her, and it might have been the effect of the alcohol on his emotions, but he suddenly felt like he’d done a poor job of letting her know how much. Jack had even fed on Ryoko once before. It had been a mistake, at a time when he’d been injured and confused by the intensity of his bloodthirst. She’d taken the anti-enthrallment potion, just as Katie usually did, and she’d been asleep for it. And yet still, Jack felt as though he needed to make that up to her. 
 
    The drive back to the mansion was almost intolerable for him, as the car made his vertigo a hundred times worse. Ryoko drove slowly, but it only helped so much. Jack groaned and leaned himself upright as they made the last stretch up the mansion’s driveway. 
 
    With most of the lights inside the mansion off, the building was left looking hollow and abandoned. To Jack, it still felt like his grandfather’s home rather than his own. A place with a history and character that went back lifetimes, and all of it totally unknowable to him now. 
 
    The exterior, motion-activated lights flicked on as Ryoko drove the car past the gate, which opened for the car automatically. She parked in the drop-off loop, not bothering to bring the car all the way into the garage. Jack let out a groan as they came to a stop. He tried to get out on his own and ended up having to reach for Ryoko’s shoulder again as he stumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered.  
 
    “It’s fine, Mr. Masterson,” said Ryoko. “Everyone has nights like this. With your condition, it’s more excusable.” 
 
    It took Jack a second to realize what she meant, and when he did, he felt even worse about the situation. Katie had originally led Ryoko to believe that Jack had a medical condition to explain some of the eccentricities of his vampirism. To hear that lie coming back at that particular moment made Jack’s shame burn hot in his chest. 
 
    “I bet my grandfather never put you through this,” he mumbled. 
 
    Ryoko opened the front door and helped him into the mansion’s foyer, flicking the light on as they moved across the threshold. 
 
    “Your grandfather was not much of a drinker, sir.” Ryoko said, in a slightly abashed voice. 
 
    “He was… a good man,” muttered Jack. 
 
    Was he? Jack hadn’t known him as an adult. He could only go off what Katie had told him and what little he remembered from his childhood. 
 
    “He was a good man,” said Ryoko. “You needn’t compare yourself to him, sir. You’re different types of people, and that’s a good thing, in my opinion.” 
 
    She was smiling, and somehow that made him feel magnitudes better about the situation. He managed to find his balance as Ryoko helped him upstairs. She brought him into his room and even pulled back the blankets to help him into bed. 
 
    “You’re a saint,” said Jack. He started to shift his weight off her shoulder and made the mistake of breathing in through his nose. Ryoko was a saint, and she smelled like perfection. A rush went through Jack as his eyes lingered on her pale, flawless neck. 
 
    He closed his eyes and collapsed down into the bed. Different types of people. What would his grandfather have thought of him? What would their relationship have been like, had he survived to know Jack as he was now? 
 
    He wasn’t sure he enjoyed thinking about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Jack woke up with a headache bad enough to threaten the integrity of his skull. It didn’t surprise him, but expecting the pain didn’t make it any better. He groaned and sat up in bed, noticing that not only had Ryoko tucked him in, but she’d also left his library book on the bed stand next to him. 
 
    “She really is a saint,” he muttered. 
 
    Lacking the necessary motivation to pull himself completely out of bed, Jack reached for the book and started flipping through it a second time. Much of it was written in a style of English that he found hard to parse at a glance, but there were a few paragraphs related to what he’d been reading about the night before, primarily Thomas Aquinas’s usage of the spell “Shadow Form.” 
 
    “He submerged himself in shadow and released his grip on the earth,” Jack read to himself. He frowned, considering what the sentence involved. There was only a single window in his room, and it did have a curtain… 
 
    Jack rolled out of bed and used the curtains to block most of the light coming into the room. He had a hangover, along with the residual effects of his bloodthirst, but did his best to ignore both as he began concentrating. 
 
    His ability to use blood magic felt a little like having an extra sense or an extra set of muscles. He could feel the amount of blood essence inside of him, the basic “fuel” that powered his magic, almost like he could feel his body’s own warmth or the amount of oxygen left in his lungs. Right now, he had barely any, and most of it was slowly being drained in a battle against his hangover. 
 
    Still, he wanted to see if he could manage a dry run of the new spell he’d been reading about. Most of his current spells were variations of spectral magic, specifically conjuring ethereal shadows into physical form.  
 
    Spectral Hand felt a little like extending an arm, except one that could stretch and move in a manner limited only by his imagination. Spectral Sword was similar, but with a focus on manifesting a weapon, a weapon with the inherent advantages provided by magic. It was weightless, sharper than steel, and easily summoned and dismissed. 
 
    For Shadow Form, Jack attempted a variation of what he’d already learned how to do. He turned his attention within his body, trying to attune it to the shadows enveloping his room. He tried to, as the book had suggested, submerge himself in shadow and release his grip on the physical world. 
 
    Pain stabbed through his temples, and his stomach roiled as a new wave of nausea set in. It was hard for him to tell if he’d actually done anything with his magic or if his hangover had picked an unfortunate moment to get the better of him. Either way, he decided it was best to take a break for the morning. 
 
    He headed for the bathroom, overhearing the familiar echo of rain slowly beginning to pelt the roof on the way. He figured it was the storm that Palmer had been talking about the day before. Jack took a long shower, letting the hot water do what it could to revitalize him. 
 
    He pulled on jeans and a T-shirt once he was out and dry, and then headed down to the dining room. He didn’t see Ryoko anywhere, and for once, there was no breakfast waiting for him. Jack didn’t mind, especially given that Ryoko had listened to a request he’d made a couple days earlier and picked up some Pop-Tarts for him to fall back on. 
 
    Jack heard the mansion’s front door opening, and he walked back out into the foyer to find a soaking wet Katie pulling off a pair of boots in the entranceway. Her brown hair fell across her shoulders in wet, tangled locks. She had a frown on her mildly freckled face, and a single glance at her clothing was enough to explain why. 
 
    Katie had made the mistake of wearing a white blouse, and the rain had soaked the garment to the point of being see-through. Jack made an effort to not stare as she tried to create space between the fabric and her skin underneath. She finally noticed him looking, and her frown shifted into a scowl aimed in his direction. 
 
    “Take a photo,” said Katie. “It’ll last longer.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted.” Jack smiled at her, holding it against the harsh look Katie gave him in return. She sighed after a couple of seconds, and her demeanor softened. 
 
    “Did you make it through the night okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I managed,” said Jack. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything stupid, did you?” asked Katie. 
 
    “No, Katie,” said Jack. “I didn’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    A silent moment passed with both of them watching each other, and the tension building in the background. Katie had been keeping her distance from him for the past few days, and Jack could understand why. 
 
    After Mira had first turned him into a vampire, they’d had a shared goal in hunting her down. Breaking Jack’s vampiric curse through finding and killing Mira would have returned his life to normal, and it would have also let Katie honor her old master’s legacy. Jack’s grandfather’s legacy.  
 
    They’d drawn closer to each other during those few days, up until Mira had escaped the island and fallen off the radar. They’d grown close, probably too close. They’d shared intimate words with each other, and Jack had put more than just his fangs inside of her. 
 
    With Mira gone, it felt as though they’d taken a step backward. Katie was barely around the mansion anymore, only showing up when it was clear that Jack needed to feed and couldn’t hold out any longer. Their relationship felt like that of a recently released prisoner and a parole officer. Jack didn’t blame her for it. She had a fiancé. She had a life that didn’t really have room for him in it, as much as he hated to acknowledge it. 
 
    “Well then,” said Katie. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “No offense, but you put this off until the last second. My cravings have been hitting me harder, and coming more frequently.” 
 
    “And?” asked Katie. “What am I supposed to do about that?” 
 
    “I’m just telling you so that you know,” said Jack. “Jesus, Katie. You don’t have to be so tense around me.” 
 
    She slowed as they approached the far wall of the wine cellar, setting her hands on her hips and turning around to face him. 
 
    “We’ve been over this before,” said Katie. “I don’t fucking like this situation. And I don’t like the idea of it having to continue indefinitely, with you maybe even needing to feed more often than you already do.” 
 
    She glanced away from him, and he could see the conflict on her face. 
 
    “I don’t like this either, Katie,” said Jack. “And I do appreciate what you’re doing for me. I really do.” 
 
    Was she doing it for him? Jack still wasn’t sure. Katie’s loyalty to his grandfather hadn’t diminished with the man’s death. He knew that at least in part, Katie taking responsibility for his vampiric condition was out of respect for her old master. Jack wasn’t sure how much her feelings for him played into her decision, if they did at all. 
 
    Katie opened the hidden section of the wall and tapped the code into the control panel behind it. The secret door leading to Peter’s personal workshop slid open, and Katie folded her arms and headed inside. 
 
    They’d cleaned up the mess that Mira had left after her break-in, and it looked much as it had when Jack had first seen it. Katie’s alchemy equipment was set up on the central table. Peter’s desk, which held a number of old magical tomes and historical texts, sat unused in the corner.  
 
    The weapon rack took up the wall nearest to the door, with a number of claymores, maces, quarterstaffs, and crossbows hanging from it. It was solid metal and, after recent renovations, once again cemented into the stone wall. Katie gestured for Jack to move up against it as she passed him the handcuffs. 
 
    He knew better than to complain, and he understood why they needed to take the precaution. They’d come dangerously close to throwing all boundaries aside each time Jack had fed off Katie without the cuffs.  
 
    Jack closed one of the bracelets around his wrist, threaded the chain through one of the metal struts of the weapon rack, and attached the other one to his free wrist. There was a certain poetry in locking himself, a vampire, to a weapon rack for containment. He was dangerous, not unlike a sword or a mace. 
 
    “Alright,” said Katie. “I took the potion just before I left, so it should have kicked in by now.” 
 
    Jack nodded. The only sound was that of the rain pattering down on the roof, which had a faint, whispery quality when heard from the basement. Katie brushed a few wet locks of hair away from her neck and slowly moved into range, her shoulders hunched nervously. 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” said Jack. “And gentle.” 
 
    Katie took the final step toward him, putting her neck within range of his mouth. Jack inhaled her scent, almost groaning at the sweetness and familiarity of it. He opened his mouth, baring his fangs and turning his head to the side. 
 
    He paused for a fraction of a second to let his breath tickle Katie’s neck. She let out a tiny shiver and bit her lower lip. Her hands were clenched together over her heart, and she had her eyes squeezed shut, and yet still, there was an element of anticipation to her body language. 
 
    Even with the handcuffs on, Jack could feel a shift in the balance of power as his lips brushed against the nape of her neck. For all the annoyance she outwardly projected, she still reacted to him like a blushing schoolgirl being touched by a boy for the first time. 
 
    Jack planted a soft kiss on her neck, marking the spot he was about to bite. Katie let out a fluttery breath and pushed her neck a little closer to him. Jack took a slow breath, and then let his fangs make contact, slipping them painlessly into her skin and taking a deep drink of the nectar of life. 
 
    “…Oh!” gasped Katie.  
 
    Her voice was high-pitched, and she swayed slightly on unsteady feet, letting out a soft, wavering moan. Jack wished his arms were free, so he could pull her into a proper embrace. He almost didn’t need to. Katie’s reluctance had vanished on the first contact of his fangs, and she was leaning into him, pressing her still rain-damp body against his. Her hands ran across his shoulders, and then through his hair as she blindly savored the intimacy of his bite. 
 
    He let his lips form a tight seal against her neck, and almost as though in response, Katie mashed her body more tightly against his. She moved slightly, grinding into him with gentle, rhythmic movements. She was quivering, and Jack could feel the softness of her breasts against his chest. 
 
    It was almost more intimate than sex. Jack was handcuffed, restrained as effectively as he could be. He couldn’t touch her with his hands, and the fact that he could still elicit such a strong reaction from her only made it that much more meaningful. Katie pushed her crotch forward, sliding it against Jack’s excited lower half and answering his aggressive prods as though they were both already naked. 
 
    He started picturing Katie naked. He couldn’t stop himself. Katie was attractive in a seductively cute, girl next door kind of way. Jack could feel the cold pinch of the handcuffs against his wrists, and it took every ounce of willpower he had to not snap through the chain links with his enhanced strength and put Katie through her paces properly. She was still pressed against him, undulating like a cat in heat. She should have been his for the taking. But she wasn’t, and he knew that if he let himself give in to his arousal, it would only hurt them both in the long run. 
 
    Jack only let himself take enough blood to sate his bloodthirst before pulling back. He licked his lips clean and planted a single, soft kiss on Katie’s cheek. Her eyes fluttered for a moment, and she stared at him, still biting her lip. 
 
    “Did you… get enough?” asked Katie. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “Unless you want me to drink more?” 
 
    Katie glanced away from him, her cheeks flushing pink. They both knew what would happen if she said yes. It was the same thing that would have happened if he’d fed off her without the handcuffs. It was the same mistake they’d already made once, and the temptation to make it again almost felt like it had a physical weight. 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “You’ve had enough for now.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jack. “Mind taking these handcuffs off me now?” 
 
    Katie nodded, and quickly moved to unlock the handcuffs, keeping as much space between their bodies as she could as she slid the key into the locks. Jack rubbed at his wrists as they came loose. He felt great, almost like he’d just had a strong coffee early in the morning, and he supposed that it wasn’t too far off in terms of an analogy. 
 
    “You can stay for a bit, if you want,” said Jack. “It’s been a while since we’ve really talked, Katie.” 
 
    She seemed to consider it for a moment before shaking her head. 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” she said. “I’m only here for this and to check in with Ryoko. Is she in the kitchen? I didn’t see her when I first came in.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her all morning, actually,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie frowned at that. Jack followed her out into the basement, and after making sure that the secret door was closed properly, they headed upstairs. Ryoko wasn’t in the kitchen or in her bedroom in the servant’s chambers. 
 
    “She might have gone to the market,” said Jack. 
 
    “She goes on Mondays and Fridays,” said Katie. “Not today. And she usually sticks to her schedule.” 
 
    “Maybe she went for a walk?” asked Jack. 
 
    “In this weather?” Katie shook her head. “No, that doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    They searched the rest of the mansion, but Ryoko wasn’t anywhere to be found. Katie was frowning as they made their way downstairs and back into the foyer. 
 
    “Did anything happen last night?” asked Katie. “Anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    Jack scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “I got drunk at the bar,” he said. “Ryoko had to come pick me up and help me home.” 
 
    Katie set her hands on her hips and scrunched her face up. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look at me like that,” said Jack. “I didn’t have much choice. It’s the only thing that can handle my bloodthirst when it starts to get out of control.” 
 
    “So you were fucking drunk when you came back here?” asked Katie. “Which means that literally anything could have happened during the night.” 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration,” said Jack. 
 
    “There’s a good chance that there is an agent of the Order of Chaldea somewhere on the island right now, following up on all the chaos Mira caused,” countered Katie. “On top of that, even if it was just a mundane threat, you would have been sound asleep for it.” 
 
     “I wasn’t sleeping that soundly,” said Jack. “And we haven’t checked all of the likely places she could be. What about her uncle’s pizzeria?” 
 
    Katie raised an eyebrow, and after a second, she gave a small nod. “…Good thinking. Let’s go.” 
 
    She shouldered her way by him, hurrying toward the mansion’s front door. Jack scowled and followed behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    The weather outside was bleak and gloomy. It was raining, but the precipitation seemed secondary to the thick, ground-level fog that had descended over the island. Katie had her headlights on and still had to drive at a crawl to keep the car on the road. 
 
    “Is this weather common?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It’s not uncommon,” said Katie. “Especially during this season. Lestaron Island is at the junction of several major air currents, meaning we get all sorts of crazy weather.” 
 
    Jack tried to look out the passenger side window, but he couldn’t see more than a foot or two beyond the car. He judged that they’d entered town as the street leveled out, and Katie had to drive even slower in anticipation of stop signs and traffic lights. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Katie. 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie licked her lips and glanced over at him. Her hair was still damp from the rain, and it made her look cold and a little bedraggled.  
 
    “How well have you gotten to know Ryoko over the past few days?” asked Katie. 
 
    “How well have I gotten to know her?”  
 
    He frowned, thinking about it. He knew enough to guess that the next likeliest place she’d be was at her uncle’s restaurant. He also knew that his grandfather had once used dream weaving on her, the magic of wiping minds and intentional forgetfulness. What he didn’t know was the reason why. 
 
    Ryoko, always so quiet and professional. Ryoko, the kind girl who’d helped Jack drunkenly stumble home without being judgmental about it. Had he not gotten the chance to know her yet? Or had he just not taken the chance that he’d been given? 
 
    Katie pulled into a parking spot on the street just outside of the pizzeria. She had a serious expression on her face and didn’t rush as they climbed out of the car and moved through the rain. The sign in the pizzeria’s front window said “CLOSED,” which was unusual, given the time of day. Jack tried the door and unsurprisingly, found that it was locked. 
 
    “Can you get it open?” asked Katie. 
 
    He nodded and took a slow breath, feeling for his blood essence. Normally, it would have been impossible for him to work his magic during the day, but the fog was extreme enough to put him just under the threshold for the cutoff of his abilities. Spectral Lockpick was a spell of Jack’s own formation, and casting it felt a little like creating an eleventh finger with an unusual amount of dexterity. 
 
    The lockpick formed as a dark crimson spike extending from Jack’s index finger. He slipped it into the door’s lock and contorted the shape until he’d found and triggered all of the tumblers into place. It took a few seconds of concentration and a drop of his stored blood essence to make it happen. 
 
    He opened the door slowly, but not slowly enough to keep from triggering the chime above the door. As he and Katie entered the pizzeria, a pair of strangers emerged from the backroom to greet them. 
 
    “Hey, we’re closed,” said a short olive-skinned man with straight black hair and a deformed ear. “Didn’t I tell you to flip the sign, Monty?” 
 
    The other man was the polar opposite of the first, standing close to seven feet tall, with pale skin, a shaved head, and a patchy red beard. 
 
    “I flipped the sign,” said the tall man, enunciating slowly. “Khumar. I… flipped the sign.” 
 
    The olive-skinned man squinted at the window with the sign and then made a noise. 
 
    “You did flip it,” he said. “So what the fuck are these two doing here?” 
 
    “Looking for a friend,” said Jack. “And I think a better question would be what you guys are doing here. I’ve met Kurt, the owner before, and neither of you are him.” 
 
    “We’re the new owners,” said the short man. “Right, Monty?” 
 
    “New… owners,” mumbled Monty, the pale giant. 
 
    “So why don’t the two of you get the fuck out of here,” continued the olive-skinned man. “Before we decide to get-” 
 
    The muffled scream of a girl came from the back room that the two men had just emerged from. It might have been the sound of a starting pistol for all the impetus Jack and Katie needed. 
 
    Katie rushed Khumar, the shorter man, slamming her shoulder into his chest and knocking him off his feet. Jack dropped into a fighting stance, wincing slightly as he considered his prospects against Monty’s hulking figure.  
 
    He tried throwing a jab at Monty’s head, but his opponent had no trouble staying out of his reach. Jack moved in a little closer, and only saw a blur of motion come from Monty’s arm and fist before feeling the impact against his skull and seeing stars as he collapsed to the ground.  
 
    It hurt. It hurt a lot. Jack had been able to pull off a spell outside, but the illumination had shifted in the few minutes since then. And the pizzeria had large, open windows and a glass door, all of which were facing the direction the sun currently was in the sky. 
 
    Even worse, Monty was pushing forward from the back of the room, forcing Jack to stumble backward toward the windows where the sun’s light was strongest. He was also stunned from Monty’s opening attack, which he doubted the huge man had even put his full strength into. 
 
    Katie was faring slightly better against Khumar, who she was almost of a height with. She had her guard up and was circling around him slowly, trying to draw him into making a mistake that she could easily capitalize on. 
 
    Jack dodged another punch from Monty, more by accident than intention. He saw an opening immediately after and took the chance to slam his fist into Monty’s stomach. The big man barely reacted to the impact, and Jack had to scramble to the side to avoid the swinging counterattack of his arm. 
 
    The movement put him in a better position, however. The side of the room was more shadowed than the middle, and Jack could feel his unhampered vampiric strength as he stepped into a darkened corner. Monty rushed forward and tried to grab him, and Jack managed to slam his knee upward into his ribs, which let out a satisfying crack. 
 
    Monty grunted in pain and wrapped his arms around Jack, lifting him into the air. Jack had enhanced strength, but when it came to wrestling, the size and weight difference between the two men was the more dominant factor. 
 
    He gritted his teeth as he felt Monty wrapping an arm around his neck from behind, putting him in a solid headlock. Almost instantly, black spots began to dance across his field of view, warning signs of his impending loss of consciousness. If he didn’t act soon, the fight would be over. 
 
    Jack tried to stay calm as he focused his blood essence, casting Spectral Hand and focusing it out of the base of his palm. He reached backward, desperately trying to use the shadowy tendril to strike Monty’s face or something else vital enough to distract him. The big man let out a low growl and squeezed tighter, unfazed. 
 
    He needed a better solution, and he didn’t have one. Or did he? Jack focused on what he remembered from the library book on Thomas Aquinas. He stretched his awareness throughout every inch of his body, trying to will himself into fading out of existence as the book had described and as he’d seen Mira do on multiple occasions. 
 
    Monty screamed. Jack fell forward out of his grasp. He was relatively sure that the spell had failed, but he’d still gotten enough effect out of it to surprise his opponent, apparently. Jack pulled himself to his feet, and then immediately froze when he saw how Katie’s fight had gone. 
 
    She was down on her knees in front of Khumar, who had the barrel of a pistol pressed against the side of her head. He looked at Jack and slowly shook his head, making a soft, almost inaudible tutting noise. 
 
    “Don’t try anything else,” said Khumar. “I mean it. This situation is already a mess, and I wouldn’t hesitate to take drastic measures.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Jack!” snapped Katie. “He’ll shoot me anyway. Make sure they don’t get away.” 
 
    “Girl, what kind of person do you think I am?” asked Khumar. “Monty, go bring the car around. Hurry.” 
 
    The big man hesitated for a moment, and then hurried outside. Jack took the opportunity to take a step in Khumar’s direction. 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Khumar. “I won’t kill her if you cooperate. But I most certainly will, if you don’t.” 
 
    He tapped the barrel of the pistol a couple of times against Katie’s head, probably a little harder than he needed to. She continued to alternate between scowling at the wall and shooting annoyed glances in Jack’s direction. 
 
    “What are you even doing here?” asked Jack. “You don’t seem like you’re from the island. Why attack a pizzeria, of all places?” 
 
    A car horn honked outside. Khumar nodded cordially to Jack, and then slowly started toward the door, alternating between pointing the gun at each of them. He broke into a run as soon as he was outside. Jack hurried to the window, but he didn’t make it in time to catch a glimpse of the escape vehicle through the fog. 
 
    Katie was already in the back room by the time Jack made it there. What he saw as he slipped through the door stopped him in his tracks. Kurt, Ryoko’s uncle, was lying prone in the back of the small storage room, with a far too large pool of blood surrounding his unmoving body. 
 
    Ryoko was on the other side of the room, near the door. She was clad only in her underwear and hugged her knees tight to her chest. Her maid uniform lay scattered across the floor, the dress torn in such a way as to make it obvious that it had been ripped off her. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” whispered Ryoko. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “Ryoko…” whispered Katie. “Please. Can you tell us what happened? Or what you know about those men?” 
 
    They’d gently guided her out of the storage room and away from her uncle’s body. Jack had called 911 at Katie’s suggestion, and they’d both decided that there was no way for them to get out of staying at the crime scene and officially becoming part of the investigation. 
 
    Ryoko had gone totally silent after the first apology she’d spoken when they’d found her. Jack had given her his sweatshirt to wear, but it didn’t seem like enough. He was pacing back and forth across the floor, his teeth gritted, hands clenching and unclenching. Khumar’s smirking face was burned into his memory. It was already a foregone conclusion that he’d be tracking both men down and making them pay. 
 
    “Jack,” said Katie. “I hope you aren’t thinking of doing anything stupid.” 
 
    “No, not stupid,” said Jack. “Just what’s necessary.” 
 
    Katie stood up and walked over to him. She grabbed him by the shoulder and roughly turned him so that he was facing her. 
 
    “Regardless of how this happened,” she said slowly, “it’s partially your fault. If you’d been awake this morning, you could have talked to her. Figured out what was going on.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason why I should—” 
 
    “You need to shut the fuck up and do what you can to comfort Ryoko.” Katie’s fingers squeezed into his shoulder. “She needs help right now. Not misguided anger and vengeance.” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath and nodded. Ryoko was sitting in one of the chairs, her arms clutched around herself, gaze locked on the floor. Jack walked over to her and pulled a chair up beside her. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” she whispered. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” asked Jack. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Ryoko. Those men…” 
 
    He felt his rage again, and it formed into a lump in his throat. No, he wouldn’t go after the men immediately. But he would make them pay, regardless of what Katie thought about it or whether it was a good idea. 
 
    “Sheriff’s department!” shouted a voice from outside. “Nobody move!”  
 
    Bruce, Katie’s fiancé and Lesser Town’s deputy sheriff, stormed into the pizzeria, gun drawn and expression cold. He scanned the room, and his demeanor instantly changed when he saw Katie standing by the bar. He holstered his pistol and rushed over to her. 
 
    Bruce embraced Katie, giving her a tight hug. Bruce was tall with tanned skin and a muscular build, and it annoyed Jack how secure Katie looked in his arms. He glanced away as Bruce cupped her face and followed the hug up with a long kiss. 
 
    “What happened here?” snapped Bruce, his body language shifting back into that of an authority.  
 
    “We don’t have all the details yet,” said Katie. “We came looking for Ryoko after—” 
 
    “No!” snapped Bruce, cutting Katie off, much to Jack’s amazement. When did Katie ever let someone cut her off? Bruce jabbed a finger at Jack, his eyes narrowing into a glare. 
 
    “What?” asked Jack. “You think I’m the culprit here?” 
 
    “I think you might be,” said Bruce. “And I want to hear your explanation, first.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He started to ball his hand into a fist, but Ryoko’s fingers pressed into his palm before he could. He looked down at her in the chair and saw a worried look on her face. 
 
    “I don’t need an explanation,” said Jack. “I couldn’t find Ryoko this morning, so I went looking for her. I called Katie to come help, and she suggested we come to the pizzeria and check here.” 
 
    He’d altered the order of events slightly, but doubted that Katie would mind, especially if it explained away what she’d been doing at the mansion so early in the morning. Bruce’s expression was still cold and suspicious, and after a few seconds, he glanced toward the back room. 
 
    “Is that where the body is?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Ryoko’s uncle,” hissed Katie. “Not just a body.” 
 
    “How did he die?” asked Bruce in a level voice. 
 
    “You’re the sheriff’s deputy,” said Jack. “I think you’re the one who is going to have to figure that out.” 
 
    It was a cheap, frustrated remark, and it felt all the more hollow given that Jack knew it wasn’t true. He was the one who’d be taking responsibility, regardless of what the sheriff or anyone else ended up doing. 
 
    Bruce pulled away from Katie and stomped over toward him. The deputy jabbed a finger at him again, holding his gaze. 
 
    “How many incidents does this make, Jack?” asked Bruce. “You’ve been on Lestaron Island for what? Two weeks now? And you’ve been involved with how many disappearances and deaths?” 
 
    “Bruce,” said Katie. “Take it easy.” 
 
    Bruce ignored her. He moved in even closer, bringing his face within inches of Jack’s. It took all the willpower Jack had to keep from saying or doing something to trigger the other man into a fight. 
 
    “I know that something is off about you, Jack,” whispered Bruce. “And I’m going to find out what. I fucking swear I will.” 
 
    “You’re paranoid,” said Jack. “Stick to doing your job, deputy.” 
 
    Ryoko pulled on his hand. He took a step back from Bruce and sat down in the chair next to her. From outside, he could see the lights of an ambulance as it pulled up outside the pizzeria. 
 
    “Can you go with Ryoko, Jack?” asked Katie. “I should probably stay here.” 
 
    Bruce put a possessive hand on her shoulder, and Jack wondered how much choice Katie really had about it. But it wasn’t Katie he was worried about. 
 
    Jack helped Ryoko to her feet and led her past Bruce, toward the door. One of the EMTs met him there and helped her into the back of the ambulance, not stopping Jack as he climbed up to sit beside her. 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    Jack was still holding her hand, and he gave it a squeeze. His emotions had shifted past anger, and now all he could think of was what an unimaginable experience Ryoko had just been through. Why had those men targeted the pizzeria, anyway? And what kind of hell had they put Ryoko through in the time before he and Katie made it there? 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ryoko,” he said.  
 
    It felt like it was his fault, regardless of whether there had been anything he could have done or not. He kept Ryoko’s hand held tight as the ambulance slowly made its way through the fog. 
 
    Lestaron Hospital was a surprisingly large red brick building on the northern edge of town. The ambulance brought them around to the emergency entrance, where a hospital attendant met them with a wheelchair, which Jack helped Ryoko into. They didn’t stop him from following as they brought her inside and down the hallway into a hospital room. 
 
     Ryoko sat on the hospital bed, while Jack stood next to her, wishing he knew what to say. The doctor arrived after a few minutes. She was a young woman, no older than thirty, with thick glasses, curly red hair, and a slightly pudgy figure. 
 
    “Boyfriend?” asked the doctor, glancing at Jack. 
 
    “Just a friend,” said Jack. “And her employer too, I guess.” 
 
    “Are you alright with him staying?” asked the doctor. 
 
    Instead of answering with words, Ryoko reached over and squeezed Jack’s hand. The doctor nodded and pulled out a pen to scribble something down on her clipboard. She asked a couple of questions about any previous conditions Ryoko had, most of which were either answered with a nod or a shake of her head.  
 
    Jack did most of the explaining about what her circumstances had been when he’d found her. As he described how she’d been huddled on the floor, half-naked and traumatized from her uncle’s body, the doctor stopped him. 
 
    “Ryoko,” she said. “I know this is all hard for you. But I need to know if I should perform a rape kit. It will help us gather evidence against the men who did this to you.” 
 
    Jack froze at the mention of rape. Ryoko had been in her underwear when he and Katie had arrived, but he’d just assumed that they’d interrupted whatever the men had intended. A cold fury stirred within him as he considered what types of horrifying things Khumar and Monty might have forced her into before he and Katie had realized anything was wrong. 
 
    He felt angry in a way that he hadn’t realized was possible. It was though a switch had been flipped on a certain part of his normal restraint. In that moment, Jack understood the truth of hatred and murder. And he understood what he would have to do over the next few days. 
 
    “They… didn’t,” muttered Ryoko. She looked over at Jack, with more sadness and shame and vulnerability than one person should be able to harbor in her eyes. “No… they didn’t.” 
 
    The doctor frowned, looking concerned and a little skeptical. 
 
    “We should still perform it, I think,” she said. “Just in case. Sir, you should wait in the hallway for this,” said the doctor. 
 
    Jack nodded, slowly exhaling his way into a forced state of calm. He looked at Ryoko and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, but she didn’t look at him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Carter was standing in the hallway, looking perturbed and tired. He was an older man, probably in his seventies, if his greying hair was any indication. He nodded to Jack and unfolded his arms, gesturing for him to take a seat nearby. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Sheriff Carter. “It seems you got yourself tangled up in another complicated situation.” 
 
    “It would seem so,” said Jack. “What do you need to know? I’ll help in any way I can to nail these bastards.” 
 
    “I’ve heard most of it from my deputy, who already got the lowdown from his fiancée,” said the Sheriff. “Two men. Khumar and Monty. White, bald giant of a man and a small South Asian fellow with a missing ear. Not from the island, as far as I know. Probably came in off one of the ships.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” said Jack. He tried to think of anything else that might be relevant, but the encounter had been short and straight to the point. Jack had been expecting him and Katie to win their fight against Khumar and Monty, and noticing identifiable details hadn’t been high on his agenda. 
 
    “You know, you probably saved that poor girl’s life,” said Sheriff Carter. “Your grandfather would be proud. You’re a lot like him, Jack. Except with double the courage and half the sense.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks, I guess?” Jack shrugged, watching the old sheriff chuckle at his reaction. 
 
    The door to Ryoko’s hospital room opened again. The doctor hesitated when she saw Sheriff Carter, but he took off his hat and nodded to her respectfully. 
 
    “I do have a few questions to ask,” said Sheriff Carter. “But only if she’s feeling up to it.” 
 
    “She’s clearly been through a lot,” said the doctor. “I can’t promise that she’ll be responsive. The experience has left her traumatized, and selective mutism is a fairly normal reaction after what she was subjected to.” 
 
    After “what she was subjected to.” Jack wanted to know exactly what that was, but he wasn’t about to push Ryoko into telling him if it was too hard for her to talk about. He wanted to know so that he could better gauge what he would inflict on Khumar and Monty when he found them.  
 
    He stood at the door to Ryoko’s hospital room, watching the sheriff speak to her in a quiet, soothing voice. She’d changed out of the ragged dress and Jack’s sweatshirt and into a white and blue hospital gown. 
 
    “Why did you go to your uncle’s restaurant?” asked Sheriff Carter. “Was it your captors who called or, or was it him?” 
 
    “My uncle,” whispered Ryoko. “He called me.” 
 
    “What did he say?” asked Sheriff Carter. “Did you know he was being held by the men? Did he mention a motive for what they were doing?” 
 
    Ryoko stayed silent. She was shivering, and it was hard for Jack to tell if it was from remembering what she’d been through or just an effect of the thin, papery gown. Jack walked over to stand next to her and took her hand in his. 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll be able to answer more,” said the doctor. “She needs rest, Sheriff. If she has more information that’s relevant, it’ll come out eventually.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” said Sheriff Carter. “Anyway, you’ve done more than enough for today, little lady. Just focus on recovering now, you hear me?” 
 
    Ryoko gave a slight, shy nod, and the Sheriff left the room. Jack stayed with her as the doctor ran a few more tests, holding her hand when he could. 
 
    “You can stay in the hospital for a day or two, Ryoko,” offered the doctor. “It might help you recover faster to be in an environment that you know is safe.” 
 
    Ryoko shook her head. 
 
    “Alright,” said the doctor. “Well, try to get as much rest as you can. And don’t hesitate to come back in if your symptoms get any worse.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded. Jack walked with her as they left the hospital room, not knowing what to say. He called for a taxi as they waited in the lobby, not wanting to have to walk through the rain to get back to the mansion’s car, which Ryoko had originally driven to meet up with her uncle. It also saved her from having to return to the scene of where it had happened. 
 
    Jack called Katie as the taxi driver brought them back to the mansion, but she didn’t pick up. He had questions for her, but those would have to wait. He paid the driver and turned his full attention to helping Ryoko inside, as though if he took his eyes off her for a second she might shatter into pieces.  
 
    Ryoko took a deep breath and pulled away from him as they entered the foyer. She turned back around and gave a deep bow, finally finding the strength to look into Jack’s eyes again. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said, softly. “I just need to change into my backup uniform and then I’ll be able to prepare lunch for you.” 
 
    “Ryoko…” said Jack. 
 
    “There’s deli meat for sandwiches, or if you prefer…” 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack stepped up to her and took her hands into his. 
 
    “I could make…” Ryoko swallowed, sniffling once, her expression on the verge of breaking. “…frozen pizza.” 
 
    “I’ll make lunch,” said Jack. “And I’ll draw you a bath. And anything else you need. Just pretend that our roles are reversed for a while.” 
 
    “Sir, I—” 
 
    “I won’t take no for an answer,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko shuddered. She opened her mouth as though to finish protesting, but only a tiny squeak came out. Tears began streaming down her face, and she let out a shaky breath. 
 
    Jack hugged her tightly against his chest as she started sobbing. He could feel her hot, wet tears soaking into his shirt, and it almost killed him. He would make those men pay. Several times over. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ryoko,” he whispered.  
 
    Her crying intensified, and Jack squeezed her more tightly, running one hand slowly through her hair. Why her? Why her uncle? It didn’t make sense, and Jack suspected that the answer might lie outside of what Ryoko could tell him. 
 
    He held her close and held her tight, knowing a little of what she was feeling. Jack’s memories of the time after he’d lost his parents were vague and scattered, but he still knew that feeling. The pain of the loss, and of knowing that there is no path forward that will take you back to what you want. 
 
    Slowly, Jack helped Ryoko into the lounge and onto the couch. He brought a blanket out from one of the guest rooms and enveloped her in it, sitting down next to her. Ryoko rested her head in his lap, and Jack gently rubbed her head and back until she fell into a deep, emotionally drained slumber. 
 
    Jack’s phone vibrated, and he slipped off the couch and back into the foyer to answer it. It was Katie. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack.  
 
    “How is she doing?” asked Katie. 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “Bad,” he said. “She’s in rough shape emotionally, if not physically. But she’s still Ryoko. She tried to make me lunch when we got back to the mansion.” 
 
    “That poor girl,” muttered Katie. “Those fucking monsters deserve to rot in prison for what they did to her and her uncle.” 
 
    They’ll rot, Jack thought. Not in prison. In the bottom of the quarry, or in the depths of the ocean, once he was done torturing them. 
 
    “Can you come by?” asked Jack. “I get the feeling Ryoko is going to need all the support she can get.” 
 
    “I need to take care of a few things, first,” said Katie. “It might be an hour or two, but I’ll be there before dark.” 
 
    “Good.” Jack hesitated, considering how to phrase his next question. “Now. What else have you been keeping from me? Who were those two men, and why were they targeting Ryoko?” 
 
    “I haven’t been keeping it from you,” said Katie. “It just didn’t bear explaining until now.” 
 
    “Out with it, Katie,” said Jack. “Now.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jack,” she said. “It wasn’t my place to tell you, really. Ryoko doesn’t even know herself. She had… a traumatic past. Your grandfather helped her and her uncle out of a bad situation with a gang of human traffickers.” 
 
    “You think those two men were gang members?” asked Jack. 
 
    “There’s no real doubt in my mind,” said Katie. “They probably attacked her and her uncle to tie up some loose ends. They killed her uncle outright but probably had other plans for her first.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a couple of seconds. Jack could still feel the anger in his chest and the way it was forming into a cold, obsessive structure. Like coal pressured into diamonds. Like a fractal, growing exponentially with each new iteration. 
 
    “Did Ryoko tell you anything about this?” asked Katie. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “She’s barely said anything. And it’s not like she was overly talkative to begin with. But I have enough to go on from what I heard from the Sheriff.” 
 
    “Bruce and Sheriff Carter can handle this, Jack,” said Katie. “This isn’t like hunting your broodmother. There is no reason for you to do anything stupid here, especially when Ryoko needs you at the mansion for support.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything stupid,” said Jack. 
 
    Stupid? No. Vengeful? Brutal? Dangerous? Yes, yes, and yes. 
 
    “I’ll be by soon enough,” said Katie. “I’m serious, Jack. What happened this morning is horrible, but it’s also a distraction. You’re still a vampire right now. The Order of Chaldea is still on the hunt for you, and I’m more certain than ever that they have one of their agents on the island.” 
 
    “I already said I wouldn’t do anything stupid, Katie,” he said. 
 
    Katie sighed into the other end of the phone. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Okay. I’ll see you tonight. Take care of Ryoko in the meantime.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Jack made lunch for him and Ryoko, though she was still fast asleep on the couch. He opted for frozen pizza, as his cooking skills were otherwise on the rudimentary side, and left a few slices on a plate on the table in the lounge for her when she woke up. 
 
    He also drew a bath, though he knew that the water would probably be cold by the time Ryoko found it. He made sure she was still tucked in on the couch and then headed back into the foyer. It was time for him to follow up on one of the leads he already had. 
 
    Leaving her in the mansion alone was a calculated risk. Jack doubted that Khumar and Monty’s gang would make a move on her again so soon, especially if it meant having to get past the mansion’s gate and doors. He also doubted that they’d be expecting someone other than the sheriff and his deputy to be coming after them immediately, which might give him the edge of surprise. 
 
    The weather was still a mess of fog and cold, drizzling rain. Jack found an umbrella to shield him from some of it before heading out the door. He could have called for a taxi again, but it felt like he needed a minute to organize his thoughts, and the bleak weather suited his mood. 
 
    The runoff rainwater formed into a small stream in the ditch by the road, running down the slope before curving off to one side. It was surprisingly windy out, but the gusts seemed reluctant to settle on a single direction, blowing into Jack’s face and then reversing to pull at the canvas of his umbrella. 
 
    The overcast sky was the only upside, leaving Jack with much more leeway to find places to use his abilities than he would otherwise have during the day. If he could find Khumar and Monty, even if the encounter took place outside, there was a good chance he could find enough shade to turn the fight in his favor. 
 
    And then what? Jack hadn’t really stopped to consider what he was planning on doing once he found them, and perhaps that had been intentional. He was after vengeance for Ryoko and wanted to bring a pair of dangerous criminals to justice. The fact that hunting them made him feel a dark rush of excitement was secondary to the point. 
 
    Jack had to push through a wall of wind as he reached the bottom of the slope and entered Lesser Town’s outskirts. His umbrella had only done so much to keep him dry, and he tried to ignore the unpleasant sensation of water squelching in the soles of his shoes.  
 
    There were almost no pedestrians outside, which made the one walking behind Jack in the same direction stand out that much more. He coughed, risking a glance over his shoulder with the movement. A man, judging by the height, in a blue raincoat with the hood up and both hands in his pockets. 
 
    Jack took a few turns at random, testing what his pursuer would do. The man followed him at an even pace, not speeding up or slowing down. There was nothing about him that gave off any clue as to who he was or why he’d been sent, but it wasn’t a stretch to think that it might be a member of Monty and Khumar’s gang, following up on loose ends. 
 
    There was another possibility. Katie had seemed relatively sure that the Order of Chaldea had taken an interest in him. If one of their agents had decided to tail him, it meant that they at least had serious suspicions about him being involved with the supernatural. About him being a vampire. 
 
    Jack took a right around a street corner, and then broke into a sprint for about a hundred feet. He slowed to a normal walking pace, waiting for the man to catch sight of him again. Then he slipped into an alleyway that he’d seen a couple of times before in passing. 
 
    The alley was split down the middle by a chain fence that ran from the ground up to the overhanging of one of the buildings, preventing anyone from passing through or climbing over. It was the perfect place to corner someone, under the right circumstances. But for it to work, Jack would need to make it past the fence and double back around. 
 
    He hurried up to the chain link fence and took a slow breath, focusing his awareness on the blood essence throughout his body. Fading through a thin obstacle was exactly what his new, experimental spell was meant for. He would only need to hold Shadow Form for an instant, long enough to slip forward through the fence.  
 
    Of course, if he failed in the process of casting it, he’d end up impaling himself on the dirty, partially rusted fence. Jack tried to keep from considering how unpleasant that would be as he gathered his willpower and began casting the spell. It was so different from spectral magic, more like falling into a meditative state. He was letting go of his physical body, letting himself fade into insubstantial wisps of shadow. 
 
    Pain stabbed at Jack’s temples. He grimaced and stumbled back a step, watching as his right hand briefly disintegrated into a mixture of smoke, shadow, and darkness before solidifying back into flesh. There was still too much sunlight, even in the dark alley. And his reserves of blood essence weren’t substantial enough. 
 
    Jack swore under his breath and opted for a more mundane tactic. There was a section of the alley where one building pushed out further than the next, and it was easy for him to press his back against the corner to hide himself from the view of someone approaching from the street. He hurried into position and waited, listening as the footsteps of his pursuer entered the alleyway. 
 
    Whoever it was hesitated for a moment upon not seeing him and then continued forward. Jack waited until they’d stepped past him before moving to block the only exit. He cleared his throat loud enough to announce his presence. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Jack. “And what the fuck do you want from me?” 
 
    The man stiffened, slowly turned around, and then pulled down his hood. 
 
    “You don’t look surprised, Jack,” said Bruce. “In fact, judging from your body language, you look like you were expecting a fight.” 
 
    Jack let out his breath. It was just Bruce. A normal, law-abiding human. And yet, he could only feel so much relief at that. 
 
    “You’re following me now?” asked Jack. “That’s borderline obsessive.” 
 
    “I’m just out for a walk,” said Bruce. “Why would somebody be following you, Jack? Do you feel like you have something to hide?” 
 
    The smirk on Bruce’s face got under Jack’s skin a little. It was the expression of someone who felt like they’d won, and it made Jack wonder how much Bruce knew, or at least suspected. 
 
    “You’re the Sheriff’s deputy,” said Jack. “This is what you’re wasting your time with? You should be out looking for the bastards who killed Ryoko’s uncle.” 
 
    “That’s what I am doing, Jack,” said Bruce. “Right now, I’m following up on my best lead. I know you have secrets.” 
 
    Jack found himself wishing that he could wipe the smile off Bruce’s face. For an instant, he was tempted to come clean. Not about his own supernatural condition, but about what Bruce really cared about. About himself and Katie, and how they’d given in to the ultimate temptation during that one, dangerous feeding. 
 
    Jack did feel guilty about it, even if someone like Bruce was on the receiving end of the deceit. But he also knew that it wasn’t just his secret to keep. Telling Bruce about what had happened would be a stupid, selfish thing to do when it meant betraying Katie’s trust and destroying her life in the process. Especially when she’d only been trying to help him in the first place. 
 
    “Quit following me,” said Jack. “And quit letting whatever personal issues you have with me get in the way of you doing your job.” 
 
    Jack turned to leave the alley, knowing that there was no point in continuing the conversation. 
 
    “I don’t hold back when it comes to my enemies, Jack,” said Bruce. 
 
    Jack ignored him and stepped back out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The pizzeria was cordoned off by yellow caution tape by the time Jack reached it. The sheriff must have already finished his preliminary investigation, as the scene of the crime was essentially empty. Jack was all too aware of what it would have looked like to Bruce, who he assumed was still following him, if he’d decided to chance sneaking inside. But that wasn’t what he’d come there to do. 
 
    He found his grandfather’s black BMW, the default car that Ryoko used to chauffeur him around and run errands, parked a short distance away. Jack unlocked it and climbed into the front seat, appreciating it for getting him out of the rain and also making it harder for Bruce to continue following him. He started the engine and pulled onto the street. 
 
    The fog was thick enough to make driving somewhat of a chore, especially given that Jack had only been to his destination once previously. He drove through town and onto one of the scenic roads that wound along the island’s coast. Being so close to the cliffs overlooking the ocean put the extent of the storm into perspective, with the horizon being choked out by thick clouds and occasionally lit up by ominous flashes of lightning. 
 
    Palmer’s shack was outside of town, on a high cliff that overlooked a rocky section of coastline. It did not look like the type of structure that would be ideal for weathering a storm, and Jack had to wonder if the alchemist had devised a magical solution for keeping the roof and walls intact. 
 
    He parked the car and made his way over to the front door. Palmer answered almost as soon as Jack started knocking and grinned when he saw who was on the other side. 
 
    “Jackie Masterson!” said Palmer. “What an unexpected treat. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack. “I need to ask you something. It’s about what you mentioned last night at the bar.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you remember anything from last night, friend,” said Palmer. “Well, come on in. No need for you to stand out here in the bloody rain.” 
 
    Jack nodded and followed Palmer in through the door. What greeted him on the other side was almost enough to stop him in his tracks.  
 
    From an exterior perspective, Palmer’s shack looked like the type of ramshackle structure that might pass for the first carpentry project of an ambitious middle schooler. Rough wooden walls, a rusted tin roof. Even the door hung at an odd angle on its hinges. 
 
    The space Jack stepped into upon crossing the door’s threshold didn’t belong there. For starters, the room was visibly larger than anything the shack could have contained. The floors were polished marble, and expensive artwork adorned the walls. A chandelier hung from a high ceiling overhead, and soft string music came from the corner, where an attractive blonde woman in a sheer white gown played a massive harp. 
 
    There was a hallway in the back of the room, and regardless of where it led, it being there didn’t make any sense whatsoever. Palmer grinned as he saw Jack’s reaction and gestured for him to follow. 
 
    “Take a break, Monique,” said Palmer, to the musician. “And if you pass through the kitchens, might you ask Dianna to bring me and my guest some tea?” 
 
    “Of course,” said the woman in a whispery voice. 
 
    Palmer led Jack down the hallway, which had at least a dozen more doors branching off from it, around a corner, and into a small sitting room. A black leather L-shaped couch sat facing a roaring fireplace. Palmer took a seat, sliding open a humidor sitting on a nearby table and pulling out two cigars. 
 
    “Here, try one of these,” he said. “Some of the tastiest tobacco I’ve found outside of Latin America.” 
 
    “Uh, no thanks.” Jack scratched his head. “This place… How is any of this possible?” 
 
    “Illusory spatial sorcery,” said Palmer. “I hired a magical architect to do it for me. I had used it to spruce the place up a bit when I first moved to Lestaron Island, but I didn’t really let my imagination run wild until your bugger of a grandfather passed away. Rest his soul, but he was a bit of a stickler about how much of an arcane presence I was allowed to have during his tenure as the island’s resident grouchy wizard.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though Palmer’s explanation hadn’t really answered his question. Palmer was still holding a cigar out, and against his better judgment, Jack decided to take it after all. He lit it from a match Palmer produced between his fingers and took an experimental puff. 
 
    “So what was this question you braved this dour weather to seek an answer to?” asked Palmer. 
 
    “There was an attack today,” said Jack. 
 
    “I heard,” said Palmer. “Kurt was a good man. It’s a bloody shame we’ve been losing so many of those as of late.” 
 
    “I fought the bastards who killed him,” said Jack. “They were still there, at the pizzeria, when I showed up. Names were Khumar and Monty. One was short, missing an ear. The other was a giant of a man and seemed to be a little… slow. Know anything about them?” 
 
    Palmer made a face. He tapped the tip of his cigar against an ashtray on the table and then took another puff from it. 
 
    “I’ve encountered them,” he said. 
 
    “Where?” asked Jack. “Anything you can tell me would help, Palmer.” 
 
    “I’m willing to give you the info,” said Palmer. “But my potion sales have been a little lacking today. Think it’s the weather, in part. If you buy one of my potions, I’ll tell you what you need to know.” 
 
    Jack scowled at him and gestured to the room they were in. 
 
    “Do you really need my money, Palmer?” he asked. “I mean, look at this place.” 
 
    Palmer laughed and brought a hand to his mouth. He shook his head slightly, an odd gleam entering his expression. 
 
    “You should take your own advice,” said Palmer. “Look. Really look, Jack.” 
 
    He pointed a finger at the cigar in his hand. Jack frowned, and then focused on his own. The cigar was actually a cigarette, and for an instant, Jack could hear the pinging of raindrops on a tin roof overhead. He blinked, and the awareness faded as quickly as it had arrived, leaving him back in the grandiose sitting room. 
 
    “It’s amazing what can be done with a few simple, targeted spells,” said Palmer. “I enjoy it, personally. A little embellishment here and there is my personal chicken soup for the soul.” 
 
    “…Right,” said Jack. “Fine, whatever. I’ll buy a potion from you if you can tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    Palmer clapped his hands together and leaned back in his seat, bringing his ankle up to rest on his knee. He reached a hand inside his suit jacket and pulled out a red cloth sack, the sound of clinking glass faintly audible from within it. 
 
    “I have quite a bit in stock, given how slow of a day it’s been,” said Palmer. “Let’s see… given your background and current situation, perhaps a strong poison might interest you? I have a tincture of Deathseeker extract that’s particularly potent. If you coat a blade with just a few drops, any cut you inflict with the weapon will kill a person over the next few days.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head. “I’m not sure that would interest me.” 
 
    If he did end up in a situation where someone needed to die, he suspected that a slow-acting poison wouldn’t help him that much. On top of that, he wasn’t sure if a poison would even work with his Spectral Sword spell. 
 
    “Okay,” said Palmer. “Never fear. How about this? A classic love potion, made from the petals of the Morning Kiss flower. Half a dose is enough for a minor infatuation, while the full bottle will make someone fall head over heels with whoever they spend the most time with while under its effects.” 
 
    “Palmer,” said Jack. “I’m a vampire. If I was interested in something like that, I’d just enthrall somebody.” 
 
    He had very nearly enthralled Katie, and it had led to one of the most passionate sexual encounters of his life. He felt a little guilty over how vividly those erotic memories were burned into his mind. 
 
    “Fine,” said Palmer. “I figured I’d start with my most interesting creations before moving onto the boring ones. How about this? A basic sleeping powder. If you manage to trick someone into ingesting or inhaling it, they fall asleep. Truly fascinating stuff.” 
 
    Palmer rolled his eyes as he spoke the last sentence. Jack accepted a small leather pouch from him, tied closed with a simple red ribbon. 
 
    “So if I wanted to use this in a fight…” said Jack. 
 
    “Open the pouch, sprinkle about a teaspoon of the powder into your palm, and blow it into your opponent’s face,” said Palmer. “Fairly impractical compared to a poison, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” said Jack. “How much?” 
 
    “A hundred dollars,” said Palmer. “That’s after my friendly discount.” 
 
    Jack sighed. He wasn’t exactly hurting for money after receiving his grandfather’s inheritance, but it still felt a little wasteful to pay that much for something he doubted he’d end up using. Still, he needed the information. He pulled out his wallet and handed Palmer five twenty-dollar bills. 
 
    “Now back to my question,” said Jack. “Khumar and Monty. What do you know about them?” 
 
    Palmer thumbed through the money and sniffed each bill once before slipping them into his pocket. 
 
    “I was at the bar a few nights ago and Khumar was trying to catch the fancy of a pretty young lady,” said Palmer. “I offered to sell him a love potion, but he seemed dismissive of the idea.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “How does that help me?” 
 
    “He invited her back to his room at the Goldline Motel,” said Palmer. “If he’s still in town, that’s where you’ll find him.” 
 
    Palmer grinned and leaned back in his seat. Jack nodded, finally feeling as though he was getting somewhere. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “Thanks. I should follow up on this immediately.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Palmer. “Feel free to keep the cigar. And think of me the next time you need a potion.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Palmer showed Jack out of his illusory home. It was a strange sensation stepping out of what appeared to be a sprawling, expensive mansion, only to hear the sound of a crude wooden door scraping shut behind him and see how tiny the shack really was from an outside perspective. 
 
    He got back into the car and turned around, pausing as he pulled out of Palmer’s driveway to scan for any sign of Bruce. If he was still being followed, it was at a fairly loose distance. Jack knew that Bruce wouldn’t be able to tail him everywhere, if solely for the fact that eventually Katie would notice his absence. 
 
    Thinking of Katie made him realize another facet of his current circumstances. With Bruce watching him, Katie wouldn’t be able to sneak away to the mansion without an extremely good excuse.  
 
    Taking care of Ryoko might fit the bill, but if Jack was always at the mansion when Katie stopped by, Bruce would get suspicious about what was going on. Which meant that it was going to be more difficult for Jack to feed over the next few days. 
 
    It wasn’t a problem he could do anything about just then, so he put it out of his mind. The motel Palmer had told him about was in the center of town, across the street from one of Lestaron Island’s performance venues. 
 
    It was early evening when Jack arrived, and between the setting sun and overcast sky, it was nearly dark enough outside for him to feel his vampiric abilities returning to him. Unfortunately, a faint headache was nagging at the edges of his skull, warning him of what to expect if he tried to utilize his blood magic. The attempt earlier at Shadow Form had taken more of a toll on his blood essence reserves than he’d realized. 
 
    There weren’t many other cars in the parking lot, but given that all the visitors to the island came by boat or plane, that wasn’t unusual. The motel had about four dozen rooms spread out across two floors, enough to make it unfeasible for Jack to begin a broad search. 
 
    He headed into the check-in office. A bored-looking girl with dyed purple hair and glasses sat behind the front desk, her face illuminated by her phone as she stared into it. She was in her twenties and relatively attractive, but she barely even glanced up at Jack as he entered the room. She had a strange—though not unpleasant—smell, almost like a fruit-scented candle. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “I was hoping you could answer a few questions for me. I’m trying to find two men who rented a room here in the last few days. Khumar and Monty. One is short, missing an ear. The other is huge, pale, and bald.” 
 
    The girl didn’t say anything. She tapped a couple of times on her phone, cursed under her breath, and then finally turned her attention toward him. 
 
    “Motel policy is to not give out the names of guests,” said the girl. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Alright, listen…” Jack squinted, reading her name off the badge on her uniform. “Meghan. These two men are wanted criminals who attacked a friend of mine and killed her uncle. Given the circumstances, can you bend the rules a little?” 
 
    “You’re not a cop,” said Meghan. “No.” 
 
    Jack found himself wondering if it might be easier to just call the sheriff and pass the information he’d obtained so far up the ladder. Doing that would mean trusting Sheriff Carter and Bruce to their jobs, and while he was fairly confident in the sheriff, Jack doubted that Bruce would be able to put his grudge aside for long enough to help substantially. 
 
    “This matters to me,” said Jack. “And this could happen to more people, if you don’t help me. Imagine if they came back here, Meghan, and decided that you were an easy target.” 
 
    Meghan frowned at that, though whether it was because she was considering the possibility or had taken it as a veiled threat, Jack wasn’t sure. Her attitude was wearing on him, and it seemed to resonate with his bloodthirst, making his temples throb and his throat itch. 
 
    “You might be able to help me remember,” she said. “If you know what I mean.” 
 
    Jack sighed and pulled out his wallet. He was already running low on pocket money after paying off Palmer, but he fished a couple of twenties out and wiggled them back and forth in his fingers. 
 
    “Will you tell me if you’ve seen them?” asked Jack. 
 
    Meghan nodded, and Jack paid her. 
 
    “I’ve seen them,” she said. “They were here a few days ago, but they checked out of their room yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Jack. “You must know something else. Were they here alone? Did they leave any identifying info?” 
 
    “You’re starting to bother me,” said Meghan. “If you want more information, it’s going to cost you.” 
 
    “I already paid you!”  
 
    “Well that’s your fucking problem.” 
 
    She stood up, brushing a few strands of her medium-length purple hair behind one ear, and then walked toward a door behind the desk. Jack was moving almost as soon as she’d turned her back to him. He looped an arm across Meghan’s shoulder, lowered his mouth into position, and sank his fangs into her neck. And then he realized what the fuck he’d just done. 
 
    Her blood had the same sweet, fruity flavor that her smell had implied. Jack took only a single sip before regaining control of himself and stepping away. He licked the last of her sweet taste from his lips and shook his head, feeling stunned at his own actions and terrified of the line he’d crossed. 
 
    “What…” Meghan slowly turned to look at him, her expression mirroring Jack’s own horror. “What just happened?” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure he knew, himself. He hadn’t been thinking about biting her, had he? He’d acted without intending to, his body moving on autopilot. He’d been thinking about Ryoko, about the men who’d hurt her, and about how desperate he was to find and punish them while he still had the chance. Meghan had presented herself as an obstacle in the way of that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jack. “I… I don’t know what just came over me.” 
 
    “It’s okay…” Meghan folded one arm across her breasts, her free hand resting on the spot where Jack had bitten her. “A little weird. But that kiss on my neck… That was amazing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not okay,” said Jack. “And it wasn’t amazing.” 
 
    This was what he’d been afraid of when Mira had first turned him into a vampire, and when he’d started to feel his bloodthirst and physical effects of his craving. The possibility of his urges winning out over his willpower had always been there.  
 
    It threatened to lead him down the darkest of paths, if he gave into it. He would become a monster, the type of creature that his grandfather had fought against and Katie had warned him about. He would be giving up his humanity, his life, and any semblance of goodness left in him. 
 
    “It gets boring here when I’m all alone,” said Meghan. “I was being kind of a bitch before. I’ll tell you what you want to know if you hang out with me for a while.” 
 
    Jack ran a hand through his hair, feeling his stomach sink. He’d bitten and enthralled her, all because she’d been trying to weasel another bribe out of him. In her newly enthralled mind, she didn’t even recognize that he’d done anything wrong. 
 
    “Just tell me about the men,” said Jack. “That’s all I want to know.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about them,” said Meghan. “They paid in cash. Didn’t even tell me their names. I was being mean trying to get money from you before.” 
 
    “There was nothing about them that stood out?” asked Jack. 
 
    Meghan frowned for a couple of seconds, and then her eyes lit up. 
 
    “Martine stopped by to see them,” she said. 
 
    “Martine?” 
 
    “The owner of the business,” said Meghan. “She almost never stops by, which made it even weirder.” 
 
    Jack nodded. This was something he could use. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “What else can you tell me about Martine? Does she live nearby?” 
 
    “I have her phone number and address right here,” said Meghan. “But it’s only supposed to be for emergencies…” 
 
    Jack smiled at her, feeling a little cruel as he watched Meghan’s eyes flutter hopefully in response. 
 
    “For you it’s okay though,” said Meghan. “Here. I’ll write it down on a sticky note.” 
 
    “Thank you, Meghan,” said Jack. “Now, when I leave here, I want you to forget all about this and return to normal.” 
 
    “Uh… I guess I can try?” 
 
    “Forget about me, too,” said Jack. “If you see me again, I don’t want you to recognize me or act as though you even know me.” 
 
    “That’s a really weird thing to ask someone to do, you know,” said Meghan. 
 
    Jack sighed. It had been worth a shot. It would be so easy if the effects of his enthrallment were something he could take back with a simple command. Too easy. 
 
    “Just do your best,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Jack’s phone rang almost as soon as he’d left the motel’s check-in office. He hurried over to the car before answering it, not wanting to be stuck out in the constant drizzle of the rain. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Katie. “Where the fuck are you? I thought I told you to stay with Ryoko!” 
 
    Jack winced. “I had to run some errands,” he said. “I thought you’d be by sooner, anyway. She was asleep when I left.” 
 
    “She’s awake now,” said Katie. “I think she’s going to need more than just me for emotional support tonight.” 
 
    “You’re at the mansion?” 
 
    “I’m staying the night,” said Katie. “I don’t like the idea of it just being you and her after what she’s been through.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “I’m on my way back. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Katie said goodbye, and Jack hung up the phone. He sighed as he started the car up and pulled onto the street. He’d lost control in the motel’s office and broken one of the few rules he’d managed to hold himself to thus far. And as ashamed as he was of himself, a part of him had enjoyed it. He’d taken what he wanted and cut through a barrier of pointless resistance and nonsense. 
 
    “No,” Jack muttered. “I won’t let myself make a habit of that.” 
 
    The hum of the car’s engine and the rhythmic squeak of the windshield wipers put him in a contemplative state as he drove through town back toward the mansion. He parked the car in the garage and headed in through the servant’s door to avoid having to get wet again. Katie was in the lounge, and she stood up and hurried over when she saw him. 
 
    “About time,” said Katie.  
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Katie. “That’s why I’m worried.” 
 
    Before either of them could say anything else, Ryoko made her way into the lounge with soft steps. She’d changed back into one of her maid uniforms at some point, and she bowed to Jack and Katie on approach. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” said Ryoko, in a level voice. “Can I do anything for you? I’ve only just started on dinner.” 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack frowned. Ryoko’s expression was the neutral mask she always presented whenever she was going about her day to day maid duties.  
 
    “One of the cherry trees in the yard had a branch snap off in the wind,” said Ryoko. “I’ll take care of the cleanup tomorrow. It was too dark by the time I’d noticed.” 
 
    Jack glanced at Katie, who only shrugged back at him. He walked over to Ryoko and put a hand on her shoulder, gently steering her toward the kitchen so they could talk privately. 
 
    “Remember what I told you earlier?” asked Jack. “How I wanted you to rest for today? I can take care of dinner, and the fallen tree branch, and anything else that comes up. I want you to focus on recovering.” 
 
    “Mr. Masterson…” Ryoko couldn’t meet his gaze. 
 
    “Jack,” said Jack. “You can call me Jack.” 
 
    “…Jack.” She finally glanced up at him, and the dam broke. Tears streamed down her face. Jack pulled her into a hug, ignoring her enticing scent as she pressed her face into his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to push yourself so far.” 
 
    Ryoko shook against him. She was sobbing, but she still held tight to what little control she had left, keeping any sound from escaping her lips. She wiped at her face, smudging makeup that she really hadn’t needed to put on in the first place. 
 
    “I do,” she whispered. “I have to do this.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t.” Jack smiled a little. “Katie and I will survive without a maid for one night.” 
 
    “That’s… what I’m afraid of,” she said, in a faint, far-off voice. “It’s all gone. My uncle was… the only family I had. To lose him…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Jack pulled her tight again. Ryoko let out a shaky breath against his chest. 
 
    “I don’t even have a real home anymore,” said Ryoko. “My uncle was renting the restaurant’s building. We lived in the apartment on the second floor. But after today… I can’t even… go inside.” 
 
    What could Jack even say to comfort her about that? Nothing. He kept his arms wrapped around her, wishing he could do more. 
 
    “I don’t have anything anymore,” said Ryoko. “No family. No home. We were poor, so there’s no money… No inheritance, like you have.” 
 
    “I’ll help however I can,” said Jack. “If you want a raise, or a bonus. Whatever you need to feel more secure.” 
 
    Ryoko lifted her head to look up at him. Her eyes were studded with tears and red around the edges from all the crying she’d already previously done. 
 
    “What I need is to feel like someone that isn’t so worthless,” she whispered. “Someone with a place to be, and maybe a job to do.” 
 
    “Ryoko, you aren’t worthless!” said Jack. “And you can stay here, regardless of whether it’s as a maid or as a friend. The mansion can be your home if you need it to be.” 
 
    Ryoko took a breath through her nose, wiped the back of her sleeve across her eyes, and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said, in a neutral tone of voice. “I didn’t have a chance to plan a proper dinner because of… Anyway. I can make sandwiches, if that’s alright?” 
 
    Jack squeezed her hand. 
 
    “That’s fine, Ryoko,” he said. “That’s totally fine.” 
 
    Dinner was a strange affair. Jack and Katie struggled to make conversation, trying to keep on light topics while also avoiding any talk of the supernatural. Ryoko declined Katie’s invitation to sit and eat with them, instead hovering around the dining room and kitchen, trying to keep herself busy with minor chores. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” said Ryoko, as Jack finished clearing a rogue bread crust from his plate. “Would you mind terribly if I turned in early tonight? I’m feeling a little tired.” 
 
    “Of course not, Ryoko,” said Jack. “And you can sleep in tomorrow, if you feel like you want to.” 
 
    Ryoko bowed to him and then turned and headed off toward the servant’s quarters. Jack frowned and ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Katie. “I’m going to stay close to her tonight. I’ll sleep in the same room as her, if she lets me. Or at least in the servant’s chambers, so I’ll be nearby.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s a good idea?” asked Jack. “Maybe she just needs some space.” 
 
    “I don’t want to take the chance,” said Katie. “As far as I’m concerned, she’s a suicide risk. Seriously. I’m really worried about her after what she’s been through.  
 
    Jack blinked a couple of times, staring at her blankly. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” asked Katie. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” said Jack. “Or what to do. I feel totally unable to help her.” 
 
    “We just have to do what we can to be there for her,” said Katie. “It’s all we can do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Jack smiled a little. “Thanks for coming over tonight, by the way.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Katie. “That also brings me to the next thing we need to talk about. Namely, where the fuck you were this afternoon, and what you were doing.” 
 
    Jack leaned back in his chair. Ryoko had brought a bottle of wine out for them earlier, and he finally took the liberty of pouring himself a glass. 
 
    “I was trying to find the men who we fought in the pizzeria,” said Jack. “I did manage to find a few leads.” 
 
    “Did you not hear me when I told you not to do anything stupid?” asked Katie. “If you have leads about where these fuckers might be, pass them on to the Sheriff and Bruce. This is their job, and they’re better at it than you are. These guys are normal criminals. This isn’t like it was with your broodmother, Jack.” 
 
    Why not pass the info on the Sheriff? Jack considered what would, or more precisely, wouldn’t happen if he did. Sheriff Carter was dedicated, but old. If he did manage to track Khumar and Monty down, what then? It would all come down to whether he could shoot them before they overwhelmed him.  
 
    And Bruce? He was too busy stalking Jack to be counted on. Jack tapped his fingers on the table, wondering if there was any point in telling Katie what her fiancé had been up to. She might be able to confront him about it, but it would also mean forcing her to take sides, which might not end well.  
 
    “Jack?” asked Katie. “Hello? Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I can’t make any promises. Those men need to pay for what they did to Ryoko.” 
 
    “You’re way too fucking stubborn sometimes,” said Katie. “At least tell me that you haven’t been using your powers.” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “Of course not.” 
 
    He hated lying to Katie, but telling her the truth about how hard it had been to keep himself under control would only hurt their relationship. Especially if Jack admitted to having fed off an innocent person behind her back.  
 
    “Jack…” Katie set her hand on top of his and met his gaze, her expression cold and serious. “I know how things have been a little wild between us lately, but I need to make this clear. I won’t let you turn into a monster.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 
    “I won’t let you turn into a monster,” she repeated.  
 
    Her tone was flat and confident, as though she was making a solemn promise rather than reassuring him. And that was exactly it. Katie would go to whatever means necessary to keep from feeling like she was betraying Jack’s grandfather’s legacy. If he did turn into a monster, she would be the first one to try to take him down. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. He finished drinking his wine and stood up to leave, feeling like it was hard to bring the conversation back from where it had gone. He made it to the hallway before he heard Katie clear her throat. 
 
    “Do you want to feed on me tonight, Jack?” she asked. 
 
    “…Yeah. I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “I forgot to bring the handcuffs,” said Katie. “But I took the potion before dinner.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to be careful, then,” said Jack. 
 
    He led her upstairs and into his bedroom. Without the handcuffs, there was no point for them to head down into the basement workshop, but he still wanted them to be out of sight and out of earshot of Ryoko, if she was still awake. 
 
    “Do you want to sit down on the bed for it?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie nodded and took a seat. Her white blouse had a drooping neckline, but she still adjusted the hem of it to the side, giving him a clear view of her neck. She had such a great neck, and looking at it exposed like that for him while inhaling her scent was almost enough to make him lose control. 
 
    “You’re looking at me weird,” said Katie. 
 
    “Sorry.” Jack sat down next to her. “You just have a really nice smell.” 
 
    Katie looked like she was stifling a smile. 
 
    “A nice smell?” she said. “You aren’t talking about my perfume, are you?” 
 
    “Nope.” Jack leaned in closer to her, slowly inhaling her intoxicating scent and letting out an appreciative sigh. 
 
    “What does it smell like?” asked Katie. 
 
    “It smells like your blood,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie met his gaze, leaning back on one arm and uncrossing her legs. 
 
    “What does my blood smell like, then?” asked Katie. “And what does it taste like?” 
 
    Jack shrugged, trying not to let his impatience show. 
 
    “Sweet,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” Katie shook her head, smiling a little more. “That’s the best you can do?” 
 
    “It tastes…” Jack hesitated. He’d never really thought about how to accurately describe the taste before. “I guess it’s not so much a singular thing. More like a feeling.” 
 
    He spoke the words more quietly. The two of them had drawn closer together, and Jack’s mouth was only a couple of inches away from her neck. Close enough for him to notice her shuddering at the sensation of his breath on her skin. 
 
    “A feeling of what?” asked Katie. 
 
    “The same way you make me feel,” whispered Jack.  
 
    His lips grazed against Katie’s skin, and she let out a small, high-pitched gasp. 
 
    “How…” Katie took a slow breath. “How do I make you feel, Jack?” 
 
    He kissed her neck in answer and let one of his arms wrap around her waist. Jack held her firmly, hesitating with his fangs out as he considered the question. How did Katie make him feel? It was the same as what Ryoko had talked about. Like he had someone, an old friend who was very nearly family, here on an island that had once been home. On top of all the other emotions he felt for her, Katie made him feel like he wasn’t quite so alone. 
 
    Jack sank his fangs into her neck. He heard a breathless whimper escape Katie’s lips, and felt her body tense up, pressing in closer to his. He drank deeply of her blood, even though he didn’t feel like he needed to. He held onto her tightly, savoring everything about the moment and not wanting to let go. 
 
    He barely had time to lick the residual blood from his lips as he finished before they were kissing and pawing at each other’s bodies. Jack knew that it was just a basic, primal reaction. Feeding was an intimate and occasionally erotic act, and given his and Katie’s closeness, it left them primed for this sort of thing to happen. 
 
    Knowing that didn’t make stopping it any easier. Jack kissed Katie deeply, and let one of his hands grope at her butt as he slowly grinded into her. Katie’s legs were wrapped around his waist, and she was rubbing and grinding against him, feeling the same need. Jack pulled her blouse down roughly, revealing her bra-clad breasts.  
 
    “Jack…” whispered Katie. Her hand was down his pants, and Jack groaned as he felt her discovering his arousal. “We… need to stop.” 
 
    Jack kissed her again, knowing that she was right, but wanting nothing more than to strip her naked and show her a little of the dirtiness that was on his mind. Katie kissed him back, but she regained enough control to remove her hand from his pants and press it against his chest instead. 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “We can’t. I know how we both react whenever you have to feed off me, but we really can’t, Jack.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. It took him another kiss and a good ten seconds to act on those words, disentangling himself from Katie’s legs and moving himself to a safe distance. 
 
    “I feel like we’re just running in circles,” said Katie, once they’d both caught their breath and returned to their senses. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I’m engaged,” Katie whispered. “Bruce and I have even been talking about setting a date for the wedding, lately.” 
 
    Jack scowled, feeling annoyed and a little angry at her mention of Bruce. 
 
    “What am I supposed to say to that, Katie?” he asked. 
 
    She glared back at him and stood up from the bed, fixing her blouse. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” she said. “I don’t think you have the tact to pick the words that would help in the first place.” 
 
    “It’s not easy for me either,” snapped Jack. “This is like having you flaunted in front of me. Like getting a glimpse of what could be…” 
 
    “It couldn’t be, Jack,” said Katie. “That’s what you’re missing. I care for Bruce. This… is just so confusing for me.” 
 
    “But not for me though, right?” said Jack. “It’s just straightforward for me, secretly living as a vampire?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Katie. “I don’t even know why I bother.” 
 
    “If you’re going to be like this about it, maybe you shouldn’t,” said Jack. He knew he was being petulant, but he couldn’t stop himself. It was hard to recognize that he needed Katie while also knowing how much him feeding on her affected her emotionally. 
 
    “Maybe I won’t,” said Katie. 
 
    They both glared at each other for a few more seconds, the tension on the air striding the line between violent and sexual. Katie exhaled through her nose and finally stomped out of his room. Jack leaned his head back on the bed, feeling annoyed with both her and himself.  
 
    He felt powerless, as though the trajectory of his and Katie’s relationship was completely out of his control. To a certain extent, it was. It was the same with Ryoko. He couldn’t help Ryoko and couldn’t reach her with his words to change anything. 
 
    “Why do I have such dysfunctional relationships with all the women in my life?” he muttered aloud. 
 
    “Because those women aren’t me,” answered Mira, in a soft, sensual tone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    As though a switch had been flipped, Jack was somewhere else. He was standing on the roof of a building at night. A tower, judging from the strength of the wind, and the other looming structures nearby. A fantastic mixture of brightly colored window lights and illuminated signs made his surroundings feel like a scene out of a cyberpunk anime. He was sure of only one thing, and it was that he was no longer on Lestaron Island. 
 
    And to top it all off, Mira, Jack’s broodmother, stood mere feet away from him. She was barefoot, and wore a simple white gown made of nearly sheer fabric that fluttered slightly in the wind. Her large breasts made the cloth around the chest pillow outward, and her long blonde hair was twisted into a single, glossy braid that hung down the center of her back. 
 
    “What… am I doing here?” muttered Jack. He shook his head and took a step back. “This is a dream. It must be.” 
 
    It didn’t feel like a dream. Jack was alert, and he could follow the flow of his thoughts. And the way Mira was watching him was too reactive and in the moment. Her facial features were strikingly beautiful, down to her red-flecked blue eyes, and her pouty lips were turned up into a knowing smile. 
 
    “Oh, dearest Jack,” said Mira, in a whisper. “You wouldn’t dream something like this, now would you?” 
 
    He had dreamed about Mira in the past. Of course he had. She’d been responsible for more change within his life than any other event or person that he could think of. She’d tricked him into inviting her into the mansion, seduced him, and used her bite and her blood to turn him into an Aquinian vampire, a blood mage. She’d changed everything, and it was all because of her volatile relationship with Jack’s deceased grandfather. 
 
    “I was in my bed, the last I remember,” said Jack. “I’m going with this being a dream.” 
 
    Mira stepped in closer to him. Jack stood by his declaration, even as she took his hands into her own, and then pulled them onto her breasts. He blinked a couple of times, but kept his surprise from showing on his face. They felt amazing, more than large enough to be fun to play with, almost bordering on unwieldy. 
 
    “Are these a dream too, Jack?” asked Mira. “Would you like to find out how deep the dream goes?” 
 
    “If you’re using convincing erotic details as evidence for this not being a dream, then you really don’t understand how the male mind works,” he said.  
 
    Mira laughed, and the sound of it was sickly sweet. She slid in closer to him and gave him a kiss. Jack didn’t move his lips against hers, but his body reacted to her presence in other ways. 
 
    “If this really isn’t a dream,” Jack said, forcing himself to pull back. “Then where are we right now? Where is this?”  
 
    He gestured to the buildings around them. They were in a city, and a major one, at that. Behind him, he could see stairs leading down to the interior of the tower they were on, but he couldn’t get a sense of much more than that. 
 
    “You’d love to know that, wouldn’t you?” said Mira. “I’m sure it would make your sinister, devious broodmother that much easier to hunt.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and this time, Jack couldn’t stop himself from kissing her back. He’d almost let himself forget about hunting Mira, about breaking the curse over him by finding her and killing her.  
 
    As much as Jack hated to admit it, he was getting used to being a vampire. And even though his last encounter with his broodmother had ended in violence, he didn’t have any lingering animosity for her. Rather, the chaos between them felt like an unfinished storm of emotions, some of which Mira was in the process of pulling out of him with soft kisses against his lips and chin. 
 
    “Would you come for me, if I told you where I was?” whispered Mira. 
 
    “Do you get off on that idea?” Jack reached his hand around and gave one of her buttocks a rough squeeze. “On being chased and captured?” 
 
    “Would you come for me?” Mira’s fingers deftly unzipped his jeans, and she slid her hand down the front of his pants. 
 
    Jack felt a surge of aggressive lust, and he couldn’t stop himself from following up on it. He kissed Mira deeply, letting both sides of the emotions he felt for her feed into the encounter. There was a railing against the building’s edge, and he roughly pushed her up against it, looping one arm around her shoulder and using the other to slide up her gown. She was naked underneath it. 
 
    Was it a trick? Did Mira set up their current strange, mystical encounter with an ulterior motive? Somehow, Jack felt sure that the answer to both questions was no. He also felt her body, the way her breast felt under his palm, and the soft crush of her naked butt against his crotch. 
 
    He took her roughly. Mira let out a delighted moan as he pushed his hard shaft into her. There was something deeply satisfying to Jack about being aggressive and taking her, and the fact that she seemed to be enjoying it along with him only made it that much hotter. He pressed her into the roof’s railing forcefully, one of his hands taking a firm grip on Mira’s ponytail and pulling her head back with it. 
 
    “Such ferocity!” moaned Mira. “Oh!” 
 
    The wind blew through Jack’s hair and sent ripples through the fabric of Mira’s gown. It was a sudden reminder of the fact that they were, assuming that Jack was actually there, outside and in the open. He didn’t slow his thrusts, but he did glance across the windows of all the expensive, downtown apartment buildings surrounding them. 
 
    Mira reacted to each of Jack’s movements in a way that stirred a deep part of his masculine core. She was older than he was and had a way of alternating between leading and submitting to him that kept him in a constant state of peak arousal. He wanted to show her what he was capable of, but even while pushing into her with as much raw strength as he could muster, he felt like she had his number. It was a race between them. A race to see who could make the other drown in pleasure first. 
 
    Mira twisted, laughing as she put in a mild amount of effort to wrestle control back. Jack pulled one of her arms behind her and tightened his grip. Mira let out a quivering sigh and seemed to relent a little, arching her back and leaning into him. 
 
    For several heated, erotic minutes, the two of them chased their mutual ecstasy. Mira let out a high-pitched whimper and collapsed against the railing as she came. Jack continued until he’d found his own release, taking deep enjoyment in the fact that he’d managed to wear her out first. He steadied himself against her as he finished, and Mira slowly turned around to face him, pulling him into a gentle embrace. 
 
    “What is this?” he muttered, as the logical part of his brain stirred back to life. “Usually, this is the part where I wake up.” 
 
    “It is as I said, dearest Jack,” whispered Mira. “This isn’t a dream. And I am oh so glad for that fact.” 
 
    She caressed his cheek with her hand, letting one of her fingers briefly pull down his bottom lip before stroking his chin. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You’re the one doing this,” said Mira. “Not me. Or rather, you’re the one who knocked. I merely answered the door.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head. Mira brought her hand up to his hair, threading her fingers through it. 
 
    “It’s called Blood Sight,” said Mira. “A form of mystic blood magic. I’m surprised and more than a little impressed that you discovered it on your own.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” said Jack. “I was lying down and getting ready for bed.” 
 
    “You fed more than once today, didn’t you?” asked Mira. “Blood Sight is a limited power, and quite inefficient. It’s a state a blood mage can only enter with a large blood essence reserve. Even then, most Blood Sight visions only last for a few minutes. It’s quite interesting that you’ve managed to remain with me for so long…” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” said Jack. “But why did it connect me to you?” 
 
    “Blood,” said Mira. “I’ve shared in yours before, and that simple act left a mystic connection between us. Faint, but traceable, under the right conditions, with a spell like Blood Sight.” 
 
    “So I’m not really here right now,” said Jack. 
 
    “Essentially,” said Mira. “And you would normally be invisible to me, if not for my attunement to this form of magic. Blood Sight allows you to peer into the current status of anyone whose blood you shared, be it yours or theirs.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” Jack frowned and pulled away from her. He looked out into the city around them, taking note of a building with a neon sign written in an Asian language he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Whatever you want,” said Mira. “Here, I can show you. As your broodmother, I can feel the faintest echo of your blood connections. Oh, this will be exquisite! Let’s take a field trip together, my dearest Jack.” 
 
    “What?” Jack scowled and shook his head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Tell me about the girl you enthralled today,” whispered Mira. 
 
    The mere mention of Meghan brought her into Jack’s mind’s eye, and he felt his blood magic instantly reacting to the thought. Before he could say anything, Mira had taken his hand into hers and given it a reassuring squeeze. The setting of the city around him was fading, dissolving around him like a sandcastle being washed away by the tide. And another scene was waiting behind it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Jack found himself in a small room, standing over a girl asleep in bed. Not just a girl. Meghan. Mira let go of his hand and crouched down beside the purple-haired motel clerk, running a finger across her lips. 
 
    “Don’t,” said Jack. 
 
    “Relax,” said Mira. “This is your blood vision. She can only feel your touch, and only if you decide for her to be able to.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to control this yet,” said Jack. “And I really don’t feel like I should be here.” 
 
    Mira didn’t seem to hear him. She was entirely focused on Meghan, sizing the girl up like a cat examining a toy mouse. 
 
    “How did you make this one’s acquaintance?” asked Mira. “What led to you deciding to enthrall her? I know how reluctant you still are about such things.” 
 
    “She… works at a motel,” said Jack. “She had information I needed, but… I didn’t mean to enthrall her. It just happened. It was an accident, a lapse of control on my part. A mistake.” 
 
    “My sweet, naïve Jack,” whispered Mira. “Trust me when I say that it was anything but.” 
 
    Jack turned so that he was facing away from Meghan and ran a hand through his hair. Being in her room without her knowledge felt like an invasion of her privacy on top of what he’d already done to her. He felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that resonated with the knowledge that he was slowly but surely losing his moral grounding. 
 
    “You’ve given yourself a gift,” said Mira. “The sooner you recognize it, the better.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Look at this girl,” said Mira. She set a hand on his shoulder and forced him to turn around. “Take a real look at her.” 
 
    Jack scowled, feeling annoyed at the way Mira seemed to condescend with every word. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re getting at, forget it,” he said. “I’m not like you, Mira.” 
 
    “Of course you aren’t,” said Mira. “You haven’t accepted yourself yet. But I can help you if you let me.” 
 
    She moved to stand beside him, wrapping her arms against his chest and pressing her breasts into his shoulder. Jack felt her hand caressing his cheek, and the hair on his neck stood up as her warm breath tickled his ear. 
 
    “She is yours now,” whispered Mira. “She’s a safe source of blood that you can come back to without guilt.” 
 
    “I would feel guilty,” said Jack. “For good reason. It’s wrong.” 
 
    “Is it wrong?” asked Mira. “You’ve already bitten her once. If you only take a sustainable amount, how is it any worse than feeding off Peter’s spoiled apprentice? It would certainly be less dramatic, in the long run.” 
 
    “That’s… not the point,” muttered Jack. 
 
    “You say she works at a motel?” asked Mira. “Do you understand how convenient it would be to have her as a source of information? You could be instantly alerted to any strange presence on the island that decided to seek refuge at her place of employment. You needn’t even visit her in person, now that you’ve discovered your Blood Sight.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Jack. “You aren’t going to tempt me over to the dark side.” 
 
    Despite his objection, Jack found himself intrigued by her suggestion. How useful would it be to have Meghan watching and waiting, in case Khumar or Monty decided to stay at the motel again? If he did decide to use her like that, he could even set a trap for them. Getting revenge for what they’d done to Ryoko would only be a matter of waiting for the right moment. He wouldn’t have to worry about Katie finding out, either. 
 
    The scene around Jack flickered, with pieces of reality falling out of place like torn shreds of paper. He blinked, realizing at the same time as Mira that he’d just triggered a new blood vision with his thoughts. 
 
    “Curious,” said Mira. “And this girl isn’t the only one? It’s faint, but it’s there. Focus your thoughts, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He tried to think of anything but Katie, but it had the opposite effect. Meghan’s room finished crumbling out of existence, and behind it stood Ryoko’s bedchamber, back at the mansion. 
 
    The room was pitch-black, but its occupants weren’t asleep. Jack could hear Ryoko’s half-stifled crying. Katie was there, too, gently comforting her with soft shushes and quiet words. 
 
    “She won’t know we’re here unless you touch her,” said Mira. “We can talk as we normally would.” 
 
    “How… is this even possible?” asked Jack. “I’ve bitten Katie, but she isn’t enthralled.” 
 
    “She is, though only on a minor level,” said Mira. “Enough for her to be available to your Blood Sight, though observing her will come at a much greater drain to you. But not enough for her to be completely loyal, as you’ve probably noticed.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, not wanting to hear, or at least believe, what she was telling him. 
 
    “Shh, it’s okay, Ryoko,” whispered Katie. “It’s okay to cry. Just let it all out.” 
 
    “It’s my fault,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “Ryoko, it is not your fault!” 
 
    “He called twice. My uncle…” 
 
    The room was silent for a couple of seconds, aside from Ryoko’s fractured breathing. 
 
    “The first time he called, I didn’t answer,” said Ryoko. “I didn’t care enough. I didn’t want to be bothered, and I… I had no idea the danger he was in. That it would be the last I’d ever…” 
 
    “Shh,” said Katie. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s not okay!” cried Ryoko. “If I’d just picked up the phone, he might still be alive… and those men.” 
 
    She shuddered, and Jack felt a piece of his heart die a little. 
 
    “Because I showed up at the restaurant late,” whispered Ryoko. “It was already over. He was dead. And I was there, like some kind of bonus prize for those… those…” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have gone any differently,” said Katie. 
 
    “I deserve to suffer,” whispered Ryoko. “It’s all… my fault.” 
 
    Ryoko’s breathing became rough as her tears really began to flow. Jack could only listen as she sobbed, with Katie gently comforting her to the best of her ability. Ryoko blamed herself. But he was the one who’d been hungover and asleep that morning, leaving her in the position to leave the mansion on her own. 
 
    He couldn’t handle eavesdropping on the room any longer. Jack pictured the rooftop where he’d first encountered Mira in the vision, and willed them back to it. 
 
    It felt colder than it had before, though that might have just been his imagination. Mira stood to Jack’s side with her arms crossed and a pensive expression on her face. 
 
    “You let harm come to your servant,” said Mira. “That surprises me.” 
 
    Jack scowled, annoyed at how his first reaction was to deny it, and try to minimize his own responsibility. 
 
    “I fucked up,” he said. “She thinks it’s her fault, when really it’s probably mine. Mine, and those two sadistic men.” 
 
    He clenched his hands into fists. He was more resolved than ever to hunt down and punish Khumar and Monty. They would pay twice over for every tear they’d made Ryoko shed. 
 
    “Does it matter to you that you couldn’t protect her?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Of course it matters,” said Jack. “But what should I have done differently?” 
 
    “The fact that you ask such a question illustrates how far you still have to go,” said Mira. 
 
    She smiled, and slowly extended outward with her arms. Jack was struck by her beauty, and the way the pink of her nipples was just barely visible through the sheer fabric of her white gown. Her smile grew wider, and then shadows gathered around her, and she lifted a few feet into the air. 
 
    Mira was using multiple forms of blood magic at once, and the effect was striking, if not terrifying. Darkness danced across her skin under her gown, making the garment look like it covered an angel of death, rather than a woman. Shadowy dark Spectral Hand tendrils, at least a dozen of them, jutted from her shoulder blades, extending outward in grotesque curls and knots. Her eyes glowed bright red, and she slowly advanced on him. 
 
    “Let me help you master your power.” Mira’s voice had a wavering quality to it that made it sound like multiple people were speaking in slightly different tones. “I can teach you. I can show you how to take the world into the palm of your hand.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. He was smiling, but he wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “You’re not offering to teach me,” he said. “You’re offering to corrupt me.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet, sweet Jack,” hummed Mira. “You’ve already been corrupted.” 
 
    Mira’s tendrils all shot toward him at once, like lunging, venomous snakes. Jack turned away from the attack at the last second, letting the reality dissolve in fading streaks. He blinked, feeling the familiar softness of his mattress underneath him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Jack awoke to a tapping on his door the next morning. His head was pounding, and his throat felt dry and scratchy, though he knew that water would do nothing for it. The door creaked open a couple of inches. Jack sat up and saw Ryoko poking her head in, already dressed in her uniform and ready for the day. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said, bowing slightly. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “You should be resting. Are you sure you got enough sleep last night?” 
 
    “More than enough.” She forced a small smile. It pained Jack to know with certainty that she was lying. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate to take a nap if you feel tired, then,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. “Do you have an opinion on breakfast? I didn’t get a chance to do any shopping yesterday, so I’m a little limited.” 
 
    “Anything is fine,” said Jack. 
 
    “Do you have any plans for the day that you require special arrangements for?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. It hurt him a little to see how tightly she clung to her responsibilities, but at least it was something. Something for her to care about, and something for her to be distracted by. He sighed and started to roll out of bed. 
 
    “I should prepare clothes for you,” said Ryoko. “Are you planning on heading into town right away?” 
 
    She moved by Jack as she headed for his dresser, and he accidentally chose that moment to inhale through his nose. Ryoko’s scent reminded him of freshly crushed mint: sweet in a subtle, nuanced way. It smelled so good that it made his head pound. It took all the willpower Jack had to keep from reaching out to her and pulling her to him. 
 
    “I can… dress myself,” he managed to say. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Ryoko. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “Really. I’d prefer to have a moment alone.” 
 
    Ryoko frowned, and then glanced down at the sheets over his crotch, mistaking a small lump in the blanket for something else. She started blushing fiercely, gave a deep bow, and hurried toward the door. 
 
    “Sorry, sir!” she said on her way out. 
 
    Jack scowled and shook his head, but at least the misunderstanding had bought him some space. He pulled out jeans and a long sleeve T-shirt but set them out on his bed and headed to the bathroom to clean himself up, first. 
 
    He took a shower, but it didn’t help. When Jack finally dressed and headed downstairs, it was hard for him to walk or even breathe without triggering severe vertigo and a pounding headache. How much of his blood essence had been used up by his Blood Sight? Basically all of it, or at least that was what it felt like. 
 
    Katie was eating an English muffin and sipping on a cup of coffee in the dining room. She had on black leggings and a grey tunic-style sweater, and she raised an eyebrow when she saw Jack. 
 
    “You look like shit,” she said. 
 
    “Funny, because that’s also how I feel.” He groaned as he took a seat next to her. Ryoko came out with a mug of coffee, which she set in front of him. Jack waited until she’d headed back into the kitchen before leaning in a little closer to Katie. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be okay?” he asked. “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to stay at the mansion all day, and I’m sure you have things to do, too.” 
 
    “I think so,” said Katie. “She’s still recovering and still in pain. But Ryoko is really strong. Stronger than we give her credit for, sometimes.” 
 
    Katie fidgeted with a butter knife in one hand, twirling it in between her fingers. 
 
    “Katie,” said Jack. “I… accidentally used a new power last night.” 
 
    “Jack!” Katie folded her arms, glaring at him. 
 
    “It wasn’t intentional,” he said. “It just happened. And it drained my blood essence reserves.” 
 
    Katie’s hand went to the spot on her neck that Jack usually fed from. She crossed her legs and fidgeted a little, her cheeks reddening ever so slightly. 
 
    “You can’t just be drinking my blood constantly,” whispered Katie. “You have to manage yourself better than that.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. “I messed up.” 
 
    “You fucked up,” said Katie. “Now this is just a shitty situation. It’s not like I can leave you to roam around town today, on the verge of losing control. It would set off the suspicion of anyone watching you. The Order of Chaldea, for sure, if they’re watching you directly. Even Bruce would probably notice that something was up.” 
 
    “It’s like I said before, I didn’t mean for it…” Jack trailed off, considering her words. “Hey, wait a second. You knew that Bruce was tailing me?” 
 
    Katie bit her lower lip and let out a sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, I knew,” she said. “He gets… a little paranoid. About a lot of things.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told him off?” asked Jack. “Think of what would happen if he found out my secret, Katie.” 
 
    “He’ll stop on his own in a few days,” said Katie. “Look, I can’t control him like that. He has a mind of his own. It’s one of the things I admire about him.” 
 
    Jack groaned. 
 
    “But you’re different,” continued Katie. “You have a full understanding of the situation and can be a cautious, mature adult.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Jack. “Look, it would be a lot easier for me to be a mature adult if I didn’t have to spend most of my willpower on controlling my bloodthirst.” 
 
    “If I let you feed off me, will you promise me that you won’t use your blood magic today?” asked Katie. 
 
    “I promise,” said Jack. The words came out easily, and he had to keep his expression still as he considered whether it was a promise he’d be able to keep. His main objective was to follow up on Martine, and he was fairly certain he could do that without needing his spells. 
 
    “Fine,” said Katie. She finished the last bite of her English muffin. “Let’s head upstairs to your room. I have an idea about what we can do to keep things controlled this time, since we don’t have the handcuffs.” 
 
    They headed up to Jack’s room, and Katie immediately proceeded to dig through his dirty laundry. She found a discarded sweatshirt, and then gestured for Jack to lie down on the bed. She tied his hands to the headboard as securely as she could with the sweatshirt, and then closed the door. 
 
    “This’ll have to do,” said Katie. 
 
    “It’s not going to hold me if I lose control,” said Jack.  
 
    “Well,” said Katie. “Then you’d better do your fucking utmost to not lose control.” 
 
    She rubbed her hand on her neck and slowly made her way back over to the bed. Jack couldn’t help but notice how hesitant and cute she seemed as she slowly lowered herself into position next to him. She was blushing, and it made the freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks stand out. 
 
    “Just a quick sip, okay?” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “Just a quick sip.” 
 
    She braced one of her hands against his chest and leaned her neck in close enough for his mouth to reach. It had the added effect of putting both of her breasts in direct contact with his shoulder, which felt far more illicit with Jack’s hands tied over his head. 
 
    Jack let his lips graze along the nape of Katie’s neck, and he felt her shiver with excitement. One of her hands slid down to his thigh and squeezed it tight, as though she needed to hold onto something. Jack opened his mouth and let his teeth make contact, but didn’t bite her. 
 
    “Hurry up,” whispered Katie. “Just do it already.” 
 
    “You almost sound eager,” he said, with a smirk. 
 
    “Quit being so mean and just… do it,” whispered Katie. Her hand slid a little higher up his thigh, and she made an odd, breathy noise. 
 
    Jack wondered about what Mira had said about Katie having a minor enthrallment. It certainly didn’t seem like she was enthralled, at least in his regular interactions with her. But when it came to him feeding off her, he could almost see it. The way she seemed to anticipate his fangs. The way her body tensed up. Even the way her eyes would flutter, as though she couldn’t decide whether to keep them open or closed. 
 
    Jack sank his fangs in, and Katie let out a pleasured moan. Her blood had such a wonderful taste. Sweet and sour at the same time, as though it reflected her personality as a person. He kissed her neck as he drank it in. He wished that his hands were free so he could do more than just that. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” called Ryoko, from the hallway. “Ms. White?” 
 
    Katie gasped and pulled away from him, rolling to hide the side of her neck Jack had been feeding on. The movement actually rolled her on top of him, and the door opened before either of them could remedy the situation. 
 
    “Oh!” said Ryoko. “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “This… isn’t what it looks like!” said Jack. He glanced up at Katie, who was straddling him and still too affected by his bite to say anything. He looked over at Ryoko, who was blushing even more fiercely than she had been that morning, when she’d mistaken the lump in the blankets for something illicit. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that your breakfast is ready, sir!” Ryoko hurried to spin around and close the door, and the speed of her footsteps fading down the hallway made it sound like she was fleeing from the situation. 
 
    “You idiot,” muttered Katie. 
 
    “Hey, it was your idea to set this up so it looked like a BDSM session,” said Jack. “And why didn’t you lock the door?” 
 
    Katie licked her lips and ran her hands over his chest. She was staring at his mouth and taking deep breaths, her chest heaving up and down. She shifted, letting her butt grind against his crotch, and finally seemed to notice that she was still on top of him. 
 
    “Did you get enough?” she asked. 
 
    “For now,” said Jack. In truth, he’d only taken a small sip. But he was afraid of what might happen between them if he fed again so soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Jack took his time eating breakfast, mostly for a chance to watch Ryoko and see how she was doing. She’d moved onto cleaning after cooking the food, and for the most part, she acted like her normal self. 
 
    A few times Jack would catch a glimpse of her face when she didn’t know he was looking at her. Her expression was pained, but in a way that went beyond what he would normally expect from plain grief. She looked like she’d lost a part of herself, and it made Jack think of the way she’d called herself worthless the day before. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “I have to head out with the car to run some errands. Will you be okay while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ryoko. She bowed as she spoke, and Jack suspected it was more to hide her face from him than out of politeness. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Call me if you need anything, okay? Or Katie. She’s there for you too.” 
 
    “I will, Mr. Masterson,” said Ryoko. 
 
    He wished that she’d call him Jack, but this time, he didn’t press the point. She was barely holding it together. He stood up from the table, looking at her one last time before heading into the foyer and out into the garage. 
 
    The weather outside was still as dreary as it had been the day before. Jack drove down the slope slowly, trying to keep the overcast sky and persistent drizzle from affecting his mood. He came to a stop at a red light as he entered Lesser Town and saw an easily recognizable car pull up behind him. 
 
    Bruce had made no attempt at concealing his cruiser. In fact, he stared straight ahead through the windshield, making eye contact with Jack through the rear-view mirror. Jack scowled, feeling more than a little annoyed at how quickly Bruce had found him. 
 
    He knew that he couldn’t head straight to the address Meghan had given him for Martine’s house, not with a sheriff’s deputy tailing him. He could, if he wanted to, pass all of the information he’d gathered on to Sheriff Carter and call it a day. Of course, that would raise questions about how he’d come up with Martine’s name, and he didn’t want the investigation to lead back to Meghan and possibly to the fact that he’d bitten her. 
 
    Jack pulled his car into a parking spot on the street just outside of Stickly’s Tavern. He watched Bruce finding a spot a few behind his and smiled as he climbed out of the car. Heading to a bar when it wasn’t even noon was trashy, but it was also the perfect cover.  
 
    Bruce wouldn’t be able to follow him inside without revealing himself, given how small the bar’s interior was. And given how badly he wanted to nail Jack for anything he could, he wouldn’t pass on the opportunity to camp his car and hope for a chance to catch him trying to drive home drunk. 
 
    Jack wasn’t even sure if the tavern would be open, and he breathed a sigh of relief when the door swung as he pushed on it. He headed down the stairs into a completely empty barroom, with all the stools still upside down on the tables. He pulled one down and took a seat at the counter. 
 
    Mickie appeared from the backroom after a few seconds. She didn’t question why Jack was there, or even say anything. She immediately filled him up a mug and set it in front of him. Jack nodded to her and took a sip, figuring he might as well play the part of an ailing alcoholic for a few minutes before attempting to dodge his tail. 
 
    “Hey Mickie,” he said. “The bar has a door that exits to the alley out back, right?” 
 
    Mickie nodded slowly. 
 
    “Would you mind if I went out that door?” asked Jack. 
 
    She shrugged. Jack glanced over his shoulder, and then leaned in a little closer. 
 
    “If somebody came looking for me, would you tell them that I’m asleep in the backroom?” asked Jack. “That I happened to get a little too drunk, and needed a midday nap? I know it’s a lot to ask, but there’d be a tip in it for you.” 
 
    Mickie frowned, considered it for a couple of seconds, and then nodded. 
 
    “Awesome,” said Jack. 
 
    He drank his first beer, and took the time to buy another, not wanting to leave until he was sure that Bruce had let his guard down a little. When Jack finally slipped out the back door and into the alleyway, he was sporting a decent buzz. The rain and humid fog was a little oppressive, and he wished that he’d thought to wear a raincoat instead of a sweatshirt. 
 
    He had to travel all the way across town to reach Martine’s. She lived in a mansion, one that Jack had passed by at least a few times during his stay on Lestaron Island but never paid much attention to. It was a gated estate overlooking the beach, with a throng of trees intended for privacy surrounding the property. 
 
    Jack was considering the best way to make his approach when he spotted the security cameras. There were at least three that he could see, one on each front corner of the house and another overlooking the door. The last thing he needed was to have his entry filmed, especially when he wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for, what he’d do while he was inside, and if he’d need to come back. 
 
    He stood among the trees in the rain, considering his options and trying not to let the weather motivate his thinking. He might be able to use Shadow Form, which would allow him to slip through the gaps in the gate and hide himself from the camera’s view.  
 
    He’d have to use it twice, taking advantage of the darkness provided by the trees first and then looping around to cast it again from the house’s own shadow. But, in theory, it would work. And Jack was reasonably sure that once he made it past the cameras, he could cast Spectral Lockpick to open one of the doors.  
 
    He took a slow breath, shaking the nervousness out of his hands and preparing for what he was about to do. It felt different than fighting against Mira, or the ghoul she’d had doing her dirty work. It was challenging in a different way. More cerebral, and more about pacing, timing, and planning. 
 
    Jack tried casting Shadow Form, stretching his awareness out across his body as he pulled from his blood essence reserves. A headache hit him almost instantly, bringing about enough pain to make him stagger and fall to one knee on the wet grass. He groaned, momentarily unable to think of anything other than the metallic pounding against the interior of his skull. 
 
    He didn’t have enough blood essence to pull it off. Most of it had all been used up during his vision the night before with Mira. What little he’d taken from Katie that morning had barely satisfied his body’s natural cravings. 
 
    The motel where he’d encounter Meghan was within walking distance. If he doubled back to feed on her, he’d have more than enough to pull his plan off. Jack let the thought hover for a moment before realizing how disgusted it made him feel. It was such a natural progression, too. It made so much sense, yet it would involve victimizing an innocent woman. 
 
    For a second time. He’d already done it once. He wouldn’t let himself do it again. 
 
    Plan B was far less glamorous but also far easier to execute. Jack took the obvious approach and waited outside Martine’s mansion. He did a slow loop around the property, squinting to peer in through windows but discovering nothing of interest. 
 
    He waited, hidden in a clump of trees, enduring some of the least welcoming weather imaginable. The hood of his sweatshirt was already completely soaked through, letting water drip down his face and into his eyes. After about an hour, Jack made the mistake of trying to lean against a tree to rest his legs. The bark was spongey, and it instantly soaked the back of his jeans and sweatshirt as he made direct contact. 
 
    He felt like a drowned rat by the time Martine, or at least a woman he assumed was Martine, made an appearance. She was an older woman, maybe in her mid-fifties or early sixties, but in good form for her age. She carried a purple umbrella and wore a maroon overcoat. 
 
    She walked around her front yard for a couple of minutes, checking up on flowers in a small garden. Then, she headed for the garage. A minute or two went by, and then the garage door opened and a small car pulled out. 
 
    Jack waited until it was through the gate and on the road before heading after it. He had to sprint to keep up, sticking to the easy shadows and pushing his enhanced speed to the limit. His haste meant that he couldn’t stop to maneuver around puddles, and his shoes were quickly soaked through to the sock. It almost felt nice, or at least balanced, to be so evenly drenched. 
 
    Martine didn’t drive into town. Instead, she took an odd route, turning north at every intersection, then northeast. She drove into the less traveled section of Lestaron Island, the half of the island that had never been cleared of trees and wilderness. 
 
    Eventually, she started driving south again. The roads switched from being paved to rough dirt and curved often to avoid boulders and other obstacles. The terrain made it both easier and harder for Jack to follow. He had more places to hide, but his presence stood out more, forcing him to follow through the trees instead of running on the road. 
 
    It felt like Martine drove for an eternity, but it was probably no more than a twenty-minute trip. She slowed as she arrived at her destination. From Jack’s perspective, it looked no more approachable than her mansion had. 
 
    Martine stopped the car outside of a gated storage yard. The gate opened for her after she reached out with a keycard and swiped it through a small terminal directly outside. She drove in and parked, and Jack again watched from the trees as she walked toward a small watchtower overlooking a line of storage containers. 
 
    There was a small, hidden dock on the far edge of the storage yard, though currently no boats were attached to it. Jack frowned as he tried to make what he was seeing fit with what he’d learned of Khumar and Monty. If they were a part of a larger gang, the storage yard he was looking at was no doubt a terminal for their illicit activities. 
 
    He wished he could hear the conversation taking place between Martine and the man she’d arrived to meet, but he was too far away. The man wore black and had an assault rifle strung over his shoulders. There didn’t seem to be anyone else on duty in the storage yard, but Jack wasn’t thrilled about what his chances would be against direct machine gun fire. 
 
    Martine only stayed for a few minutes before nodding to the man and heading back out to her car. Jack didn’t follow her as she drove off. He focused all his attention on his new target, smiling a little as he silently thanked Martine for being so helpful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    The storage yard’s guard had a very simple job. He stood in a small tower, which was maybe as tall as a lifeguard outpost, watching the area with binoculars. Jack was more than a little surprised that he wasn’t spotted, as he’d pushed all the way up to the edge of the trees, just outside the yard’s fence. 
 
    The guard was attentive, if somewhat lazy. He didn’t leave the tower much, which, given the weather and the fact that the tower had an overhead roof, made sense. Jack had been waiting for close to an hour when the man finally climbed down the ladder and started on a survey of the grounds. 
 
    He resisted the urge to rush over the fence and immediately overpower the guard, knowing that it would be foolish to attempt a physical attack on someone with that much firepower. Luckily, the guard didn’t return to the tower, instead heading inside a small building in the far corner of the yard and closing the door behind him. 
 
    Jack didn’t hesitate. He scaled the fence, carefully avoiding the razor wire that had been looped around the top. Dropping down to the other side, he hurried over to the storage containers. There were ten of them, and all of them were open except for the very last, which was closed. 
 
    Jack glanced back toward the building. Still no sign of the guard, though there was no telling when he might return. He tried pulling at the storage container’s door, but a padlock held it firmly shut. A noise came from inside of it. Jack frowned and pressed his ear against the metal. 
 
    He could hear sounds coming from within. Whispered voices. A woman’s crying. He clenched his teeth and extended his arm to one side, attempting to conjure his Spectral Sword. He was rewarded with a headache and a hot flash, not from lacking the necessary blood essence but from being in too much sunlight. Even with the overcast, dreary weather, there was still just a bit too much illumination for him to use his magic outright during the day. 
 
    Luckily, the shipping containers were close enough together for Jack to slip into the shadows provided by the space in between. He barely needed to take a single step to place himself in a spot where he could successfully summon his sword. Jack heaved the dark blade through the padlock at an angle, noting the fact that it could survive the sunlight as long as he summoned it in the shadows. 
 
    A surprised squeal came from within the storage container. Jack let his sword fade as he stepped around and through the door. The first thing he noticed was the smell. It reminded him of visiting the animal shelter once as a child, except ten times worse. Urine, excrement, and body odor mixed together into a thoroughly unpleasant and saddening scent. 
 
    There were people inside. Jack could definitely hear the sound of a woman crying now and just barely make out the silhouette of someone standing upright. 
 
    “Please…” said a woman’s voice. “Can’t stay here no longer. Please let… free.” 
 
    “Hey!” A shout came from behind Jack, and he knew it was the guard. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
    Jack turned around slowly. The guard was standing at the entrance of the storage container, aiming the assault rifle in his direction. It was dark within the container, and he could tell that the guard couldn’t see where he was from the way he panned the weapon back and forth. 
 
    “Who do I think I am?” asked Jack. “I think I’m the person who puts a stop to this.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” said the guard. “But I’m a nice guy. If you step away from the merchandise, and come out into the light, we can talk this over.” 
 
    The merchandise. Hearing the guard objectify living people sent Jack into a cold, logical rage. He took a step forward, knowing that the guard wouldn’t fire directly into the shipping container, lest he risk damaging the “merchandise”. 
 
    “I think we should have a little talk,” said Jack.  
 
    In a single movement, he lashed out, casting Spectral Hand and using the shadowy tendril to slap aside the assault rifle. It went off, but the bullet fired into the ground harmlessly as the weapon fell from the guard’s hand. Jack sprang forward, slamming his shoulder into the guard and knocking him backward. He made a point of closing the container door behind him, not wanting the prisoners to have a clear view of him while he was using his powers. 
 
    The guard had at least some combat training. He fell back instead of rushing into a direct confrontation with Jack, pulling a knife from a sheath hanging at his side in a reverse grip. Jack locked eyes with his opponent, watching as the guard sized him up and smiled at what he must have considered to be an easy opponent. 
 
    “You fucked up, pal,” said the guard. “This was none of your business, and now that you’ve stuck your nose in it. This only ends one way.” 
 
    “It’s funny,” said Jack. “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    He took a step back, slowly leading the guard around the storage container’s side and into the shadows. It was so easy that he almost wanted to laugh. The guard didn’t sense the danger he was in until the last second, and even then, he looked confused, rather than concerned. 
 
    “What are you up to?” asked the guard. 
 
    Jack snapped his hand to the side and summoned his Spectral Sword for the second time that day. The guard gasped as the crimson blade appeared in Jack’s hand. He glanced over his shoulder, clearly hoping he could dart back to the assault rifle. 
 
    Jack surged forward, slicing the weapon down and delivering a surprise slash to the hand of the guard that was holding the knife. The guard shouted and fell to one knee, holding a severed stump and shaking his head. 
 
    “You… you don’t know what you’re doing!” shouted the guard. 
 
    “I don’t?” asked Jack. “And how’s that?” 
 
    “The people I work for will fuck you up!” shouted the guard. “You don’t have the balls to kill me. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with my employer.” 
 
    Jack let the edge of his sword press against the man’s neck. He crouched down, putting himself at eye level with the guard. 
 
    “I came here today to mess with your employer,” said Jack. “And this…” He tapped his sword against the shipping container. “…This goes beyond what I was expecting to find.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” The guard spat at him, though Jack had endured enough of the rain to ignore the glob as it struck his shoulder. “You won’t do shit! You’re not the cops! And I doubt you want to have to deal with them any more than I do!” 
 
    Jack smiled. He grabbed the guard by the shoulder and rammed his sword through the man’s stomach. He dematerialized the blade almost as soon as the wound had been inflicted, carefully stepping to the side as blood began to ooze out of the wound. It seemed like a shame to let it go to waste, but it smelled wrong to him, different and unappetizing compared to the blood of women. 
 
    The body would be found, eventually. But they’d never find the murder weapon. Jack moved to the door of the shipping container, carefully wiping his sweatshirt sleeve over the small area he remembered having touched.  
 
    “Please…” came a woman’s voice, from inside. “Don’t hurt us. We… just prisoners.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “You’re free now. The door is open, and you can go wherever you want. Just don’t tell anyone about this.” 
 
    Jack stood aside from the container’s doorway and held his hand out. A couple of seconds went by. None of the women moved. He frowned, glancing around and feeling a little conspicuous. Wasn’t this the part where they were supposed to run out and embrace their freedom?” 
 
    “No… English,” said the same woman who’d spoken before. “Only me. I speak, uh, not much?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “Well, can you tell the others what I just said?” 
 
    The woman spoke in an Asian language that Jack didn’t recognize. A few other voices joined it. After another moment or two, the women came out of the container. 
 
    Jack wasn’t prepared for just how disheveled they were. There were five of them, and out of those five, three were clad only in dirty underwear. They all looked malnourished, some with matted hair, and at least two were completely barefoot.  
 
    “We don’t know where this is,” said the woman who could speak English. 
 
    “You’re on Lestaron Island,” said Jack. He folded his arms, feeling a growing concern over how the aftermath of the situation was going to play out. “I can bring you to the sheriff. He can help you get home, I think.” 
 
    Could he? Jack wasn’t actually sure, now that he considered the scale of the small-town office Sheriff Carter operated. 
 
    “They’ll find us,” said the English-speaking woman. “There’s more here! Evil men. They’ll hurt us. Please…” 
 
    Jack chewed on his lower lip. He honestly wasn’t all that thrilled about what might happen if he brought them to the sheriff, either. They’d seen his face now. They could identify him, and even though he’d saved them, it would still bring unnecessary attention his way. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m about to do this,” he muttered. “It’s true what they say. No good deed goes unpunished.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and dialed the mansion’s number. Ryoko answered on the third ring. 
 
    “I need you to bring the car to pick me up,” said Jack. “Uh… You’ll have to walk down to Stickly’s Tavern to go get it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    It took half an hour for Ryoko to arrive at the storage yard. Jack was waiting with the imprisoned women a short distance outside, hidden in the trees in case anyone associated with the smuggling ring showed up to check in. 
 
    The women were soaked and shivering by the time Ryoko got there. Jack gave the least-clothed one his sweatshirt and tried to keep their spirits up as much as he could. When he heard the car approaching on the road, he walked out to wave to Ryoko, who parked nearby. 
 
    “We’re going to have a few guests at the mansion for a day or two,” said Jack. “Is that alright with you?” 
 
    Ryoko’s eyes went wide when she saw the five victims walk out of the woods. Her knees buckled, and she fell to the ground, one hand going to her mouth, and the other clutching the spot on her chest directly over her heart. Jack crouched down next to her. He couldn’t tell if the wet lines streaking down her face were from the rain, or her own tears. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Are you okay? This doesn’t bring up any bad memories for you, does it?” 
 
    Ryoko stiffened. She wiped a hand across her face. 
 
    “No,” she said, in a level voice. “Why… would it?” 
 
    She met Jack’s gaze squarely as she spoke. When did she ever do that? 
 
    “Okay.” Jack squeezed her shoulder and stood back up. He gestured to Kia, the one English speaker of the group who had fallen into the role of translator. “Can you tell them to get in the back of the car? It will be a bit of a squeeze, but we’ll bring you somewhere safe.” 
 
    Kia translated to the women. One of them immediately started shaking her head and backing away. Kia had a back and forth with her in their native language before frowning and addressing Jack again. 
 
    “She’s… scared,” said Kia. “She saw the body. She doesn’t understand.” 
 
    Kia looked down, as though ashamed for having to bring it up. Jack had been hoping to get them by the spot where he’d left the guard quickly enough for them to miss it. He sighed and reached out a reassuring hand toward the girl that was scared. The girl flinched back wordlessly, looking horrified. Looking at him like he was a monster. 
 
    The emotions he saw in the nameless girl’s face were more than what he’d felt during the act of taking the guard’s life. Maybe that was how killing always was. To Jack, it had felt no differently than tossing a piece of trash into the garbage bin. Except that wasn’t the complete truth. 
 
    It had felt right. It had felt good. And it scared him a little to acknowledge it. It’d been easier to kill a man than he would have thought. And he could do it again, if he needed to. It was a realization that felt simultaneously chilling and liberating, and both emotions intertwined together until he couldn’t tell one from another. 
 
    Ryoko stepped in front of Jack, still visibly upset, but in enough control to help with the situation. She bowed to the women and whispered something to Kia in English. Kia asked a question that Jack couldn’t make out, and Ryoko nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” said Kia. She seemed more at ease with him than the others and flashed a sincere smile of gratitude his way. She started convincing the other women, and within a few minutes, all of them were crammed into the car. With four in the backseat and Kia upfront, there was no room left for Jack. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    Jack held out his arms. His sweatshirt was soaked to the point of not being able to hold any more water. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s not like I can get any wetter.” 
 
    He followed behind Ryoko as she drove down the dirt road, up until the point when it became paved again and split off in the direction of the mansion. As much as he wanted to follow her home, he knew he would need help to handle the situation he’d gotten himself into. 
 
    Jack jogged back into town, trying not to pay too much attention to the uncomfortable squish of his wet sneakers. It took him close to half an hour to reach the gym, and by the time he made it inside, he felt more like something that might occasionally wash up on the beach than a living, breathing human.  
 
    There was a place for all gym members to take off their shoes in rough weather to avoid tracking mud onto the workout floor. Jack took his off, but his socks were so wet underneath that he still left footprints in his wake. He stood at the edge of the workout equipment, looking past the happy exercisers and toward the group fitness room, where Katie would be teaching a yoga class at the current time. 
 
    Synda, Katie’s best friend, noticed Jack first. Her skin was a deep chocolate color, and she had straight black hair and a body that was both toned and rather well-endowed. She was wearing a grey men’s muscle tank-top over a workout bra and black leggings, and she smiled as she approached him. 
 
    “I forgot my umbrella,” said Jack, knowing what she was about to ask. 
 
    “Apparently.” Synda made a face as she looked him up and down. “I take it you didn’t come to work out today?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Jack. 
 
    “And not to use the showers, either,” said Synda. “I was actually just about to take one myself.” 
 
    Her body glistened with a thin layer of sweat that was positively stylish compared to Jack’s waterlogged state. She had a flirtatious smile on her face and smelled amazing. Did he have to go and grab Katie immediately? Couldn’t he relax and hang out for a bit with the cute gym girl, first? 
 
    “No, I’m just here to find Katie,” said Jack, forcing the words out. “Unfortunately. Is she teaching right now?” 
 
    “She is.” Synda folded her arms, seeming to pout without pouting. “I can grab her for you. But you’ll owe me one.” 
 
    Jack grinned at her and bowed slightly. “Consider me in your debt.” 
 
    She smiled mischievously at him as she walked away, doing a good job of letting her hips sway from side to side in that exaggerated, feminine way. It felt strange for him to feel so calm and collected to the point of casually flirting with a pretty girl. He’d killed a man a little over an hour ago. Did it even matter? 
 
    Katie did not look happy when she appeared from the fitness room’s doorway. She shot a look that could have melted ice at Jack as she made her way over. Her brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had on a sleeveless red top and black yoga pants. 
 
    “You did something stupid,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack winced. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He explained as much to her as he could without incriminating himself, and they headed out to her car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the mansion was tense. Katie hadn’t even bothered to change out of her yoga clothes, and for the first few minutes, she didn’t say a word to him. 
 
    “This isn’t a fucking game, Jack,” she finally said. “You can’t keep treating it like one.” 
 
    He’d omitted the part about him killing the guard at the storage yard. Part of him was scared of what Katie might say or do if she knew that he’d taken a life. All of him was scared of it. And she might find out anyway, given that her fiancé was the town’s sheriff’s deputy, and she was smart enough to connect the dots on even just a wisp of information.  
 
    “The girls were slaves, Katie,” said Jack. “If you’d seen the conditions they were in… Damn it. It was disgusting.” 
 
    “They weren’t your responsibility!” snapped Katie. “You could have gone to the sheriff! Or even just told me so I could tell Bruce. Human traffickers aren’t a supernatural opponent. They can be taken down by the regular authorities.” 
 
    “Was Ryoko one of them?” asked Jack. The question had been on the tip of his tongue from the moment he’d seen the way she reacted to the sight of the women. “Was she in a situation like that? Was my grandfather the one who saved her?” 
 
    Katie seemed a little taken aback by the question. 
 
    “Did she say something to you?” asked Katie. “About her past?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. 
 
    “Then it isn’t for me to tell you,” said Katie. “You should just leave it be.” 
 
    Her cryptic words didn’t exactly douse Jack’s curiosity, but there wasn’t anything else to be said, if she wasn’t willing to budge. 
 
    Katie brought the car through the mansion’s front gate and into the garage. Jack let out a relieved sigh as he made his way inside, feeling as though he’d earned a long rest after his dreary day. The entire first floor smelled of food, and Jack could hear quiet conversation in a language he couldn’t understand emanating from the living room. 
 
    “I’m going to change,” said Jack. “And take a shower. Don’t be mean to any of the girls, okay?” 
 
    Katie scoffed and then glared at him with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I’m not going to be mean to them!” she said. “Why would you even say that?” 
 
    “You can be kind of mean sometimes,” said Jack. “Ask anyone. It’s true.” 
 
    “It is not true!” 
 
    “I’m not saying it’s your fault,” said Jack. “Just that… it’s something you need to be aware of.” 
 
    Katie held her glare even as Jack started up the stairway. He was tempted to blow her a parting kiss, just to really get under her skin, but managed to resist the urge. 
 
    Ryoko had already anticipated his needs. She’d laid out a comfortable set of clothing on his bed, along with a fresh towel and bathrobe. Jack took the latter two into the bathroom and turned on the shower, slowly stripping off his waterlogged garments and enjoying the sensation of the room filling with warm steam. 
 
    He’d only just climbed into the shower when the bathroom door opened. Jack scowled and peered out through the edge of the curtain, expecting Ryoko, or possibly an irritated Katie. Instead, Kia stood in front of the bathroom door. 
 
    She had on some of Ryoko’s clothing, though the fit was obviously off, given how much taller Kia was than the petite maid. Without the dirt caking her face and matting her hair, Jack could see her for who she really was. She had tan, almost brown skin, Asiatic eyes, and a large, expressive mouth. 
 
    “Uh…” Jack frowned, unsure of how to react. “I’m in the shower.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kia. “I noticed.” 
 
    Jack scowled, and was in the middle of mulling over his response as Kia pulled her shirt up over her head. She slipped out of her sweatpants and into the shower before he could find words to object. 
 
    He felt his eyes drinking in her naked body, even as his brain objected. Kia’s breasts were generously sized for her lean frame, with big, brown nipples that seemed to beg to be touched. She was looking at him with an expression of adoration, bordering on worship. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Jack. “Hold on a second. I think you’ve got the—” 
 
    She cut him off with a kiss. Jack’s first impulse wasn’t to push her away, or to kiss her back. It was to bite her, and the act of suppressing it took so much effort that he couldn’t focus on deescalating the situation and keeping Kia from doing what she was doing. 
 
    And she was doing a lot. Her hand had found something to play with, and Jack could barely think through how good it felt. She gave his shaft a soft squeeze and slowly began to stroke, pulling her palm back and forth, and letting her thumb glide in gentle, coaxing circles. 
 
    Jack reached his hands up toward her shoulders in a polite attempt to push her away. Kia intercepted his wrists midway, redirecting his touch to her breasts, instead. He tried, in desperation, to think of what she’d been through. And the horrific result the human trafficking operation she’d been a victim of would have led to. 
 
    Kia pumped her hand back and forth, and just like that, the only thought on Jack’s mind was of a young, beautiful girl of a similar age of him, naked and in his shower. He kissed her, feeling his arousal overruling his pity and guilt. 
 
    She was an extremely good kisser. Kia pressed forward, all but pinning him against the wall of the shower. She pressed her body against his and lifted herself up and down, sliding her breasts along and down the length of his abdomen. 
 
    She fell to her knees in front of him, and before Jack could come back to his senses, she engulfed his shaft in her mouth. Her lips made a perfect, wet, pulling seal, and she dipped her head in a circular arc as she began to move back and forth. 
 
    No good deed goes unpunished. Jack felt his jaw fall open as the pleasure of Kia’s tongue, lips, and inner cheeks hit him in a blunt wave. He set one of his hands on the top of her head, as much to steady himself as to urge her on. 
 
    She took the encouragement to heart. Jack felt his entire body tingling as Kia tilted forward, taking his entire length further into her mouth than he expected to be possible. She held the position for a beat and then pulled back, planting a kiss on the tip and giving him another caress with her hand as she took a breath. 
 
    Jack caught a glimpse of her expression as she glanced up at him. She was smirking, and she had a mischievous, lewd gleam in her eyes that made him feel like he was about to blush.  
 
    Kia took him back into her mouth slowly, letting her lips glide across the length of his shaft. She pressed and prodded with her tongue, and then began bobbing her head again. Once, twice. Over and over. Jack was breathing faster, and had to grab onto the shower curtain bar with one hand to keep from buckling at the knees. He gasped as he reached his limit, and Kia kept going even as the wild pleasure ebbed and flowed through him. 
 
    “You… didn’t need to do that,” said Jack. He shook his head, coming back down to earth and realizing the full extent of the situation. 
 
    “I know,” said Kia. “But I must thank you. I can be wife for you, if you like.” 
 
     “No!” Jack said, quickly. “Really, that’s fine. You’ve already done more than enough.” 
 
    “You helped so much,” said Kia. “Is there nothing else?” 
 
    Jack licked his lips. He tried to get back into his normal wash routine without being too affected by the girl’s presence. 
 
    “I need information,” said Jack. “Anything you can tell me about the people who brought you to Lestaron Island would be useful. Do you know about a woman named Martine? Or two men by the names of Khumar or Monty?” 
 
    Kia shook her head. 
 
    “I was promised marriage,” she said, looking down at her feet. “A woman said she find husband for me in America. Gave me photos. Letters from him. Lied to me.” 
 
    Jack scrubbed at his hair and scalp, brushing a few forgotten remnants of shampoo off his forehead. 
 
    “So you never had direct contact with anyone you think was important?” asked Jack. 
 
    “They put me on plane,” said Kia. “With others. A few downstairs right now. Then pointed guns at us. Pushed us in container box.” 
 
    “Fucking bastards,” said Jack. “I’m just glad I found you all in time.” 
 
    He was glad, even as he considered the full extent of what he’d done. There was no lingering guilt over the guard he’d killed. Though that fact did make him feel a little ashamed, oddly enough. Ashamed at the fact that he wasn’t ashamed. 
 
    “So…” said the girl. “Thank you. You sure you not need wife?” 
 
    She draped her arms over Jack’s shoulders, and he almost felt himself considering it as an option. A pretty young wife, with a fantastic body and a mouth that could give an incredible… smile. 
 
    “No,” he said, chuckling. “Which isn’t to say I’m not flattered. I just have a… complicated life. You should head downstairs and relax for now. Or ask Ryoko to show you to one of the empty bedrooms if you’re feeling tired.” 
 
    Kia gave him a somewhat reluctant nod and slipped out of the shower. She had a smirk on her face as she left, and Jack felt an odd flush of heat in his cheeks. He was surprised by her confidence, given what she’d been through. 
 
    He finished up and dried off. The clothes Ryoko had picked for him were simple, a white T-shirt and a pair of comfy slacks. He dressed and headed downstairs, feeling his hunger pique in multiple forms as he smelled both the food Ryoko had prepared and the delightful mixture of scents from all the women mingling in the lounge. 
 
    Katie looked surprisingly comfortable with the situation, despite how angry she’d been before. She was sitting on the couch and watching a movie with a few of the women. She’d figured out what their native language was and turned on the subtitles for them, allowing them all to enjoy the plot of the romcom she’d picked out. 
 
    Jack headed past her and into the dining room. Kia and another one of the girls, who looked to be no older than her early teens, were enjoying large bowls of soup with slabs of crusty bread on the side. Ryoko was serving the role of the dutiful maid, offering them seconds and clearing the dirty dishes from the table.  
 
    It felt a little odd watching her act the part of a servant for women who’d been intended for the same role, and it made Jack feel a little concerned. He ignored his own hunger and followed her back into the kitchen as she brought a few dirty bowls to the dishwasher. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Ryoko bowed to him. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Masterson,” she said. “This is my job.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” he said. “Seriously, can you just call me Jack for now? I just wanted to let you know how much I appreciate this. And appreciate you.” 
 
    Ryoko glanced away from him, clasping her hands against her lap in front of her. Jack felt a strong temptation to ask her about her past. To pry into her history and see if she remembered anything. He forced it down, knowing that it wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Jack,” said Ryoko. She smiled a little and wiggled her head from side to side, like she’d just broken an unwritten rule. “I don’t mind. I like this kind of thing. Helping other people.” 
 
    “I like it too,” he said, sharing in her smile. “Even when it’s complicated.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan for what you’re going to do next?” asked Ryoko. “You can’t keep them here forever.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jack. “I was kind of hoping that Katie would know what to do.” 
 
    Ryoko’s smile widened, and she shook her head a little. 
 
    “Ms. White… er, Katherine, won’t always be available to clean up your messes, you know,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Jack. “Good thing I have you around, too.” 
 
    He grinned and prodded a finger into Ryoko’s ribs. She playfully slapped his hand away. Jack felt a sudden urge to hug her tight. He could see her pain underneath her smile, and he wished he could do something about it. 
 
    “I’m glad for this,” she said. “It’s helped me… center myself. Seeing what these girls have been through puts my own issues into perspective.” 
 
    Did it, though? Jack wondered if he’d done her a favor by dropping the women into Ryoko’s lap, like stray kittens in need of care. Or if he’d only put off her grieving process for a while longer. 
 
    “You’re strong, Ryoko,” said Jack. “It’s part of the reason why I’m so glad to have you in my life.” 
 
    “Part of the reason?” she asked. She looked at him again, and Jack saw so many different emotions in her beautiful green eyes. 
 
    “Part of it,” he said. He reached over and took her hand into his, giving it a small squeeze. 
 
    Katie picked that moment to clear her throat and announce her presence. Ryoko immediately pulled her hand back from Jack’s. An uncomfortable silence followed as Jack glanced back and forth between the two women. Katie looked suspicious and a little annoyed, arms folded across her breasts. Ryoko kept her gaze downcast, avoiding both Jack and Katie’s eyes. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Jack. 
 
    “We need to talk about what happens next,” said Katie. “In private.” 
 
    She gave Ryoko a look that Jack wasn’t sure he liked. He nodded anyway, and followed Katie out of the kitchen, through the dining room, and up to the mansion’s second floor. Jack leaned his elbows against the railing, and Katie slid in close next to him. 
 
    “They can’t stay here,” she said. “Not even for a couple of days. It’s going to be a fucking mess if anyone catches wind of this.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. 
 
    “Do you?” snapped Katie. “In bringing them here, you’ve opened yourself up to the suspicion of not just Bruce and the sheriff, but the Order of Chaldea. Trust me, they are aware of you at this point. The more noise you make, the more likely they are to come down on you.” 
 
    “I know!” repeated Jack, scowling at her. “Can we jump to the part where you tell me about you think I should do?” 
 
    “You’re assuming I have a plan,” said Katie. 
 
    “You always have a plan,” said Jack.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean I enjoy having to pull your chestnuts out of the fire,” said Katie. 
 
    “That’s such an odd expression,” said Jack. “Who the hell eats chestnuts?” 
 
    Katie did not look amused.  
 
    “Sorry,” said Jack. “I didn’t mean to involve you in this. I acted without thinking, but I did it for good reason. Katie… I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I hadn’t helped these girls out.” 
 
    Was that the line that Jack had drawn in the sand? He’d killed a man. He’d enthralled a woman out of reflex, just to get the information he wanted. But he couldn’t stand by and watch innocent people suffer. What did that say about his morality? 
 
    “I do have a plan,” said Katie. “And it’s a good one. But I’m not sure you’re going to like it.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it, then,” said Jack. 
 
    “I have a friend who operates a luxury travel company,” said Katie. “He has a deal with the Governor to keep his jet at the Lestaron Airport in exchange for promoting the island’s tourism agenda.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “I’m liking the sound of this.” 
 
    “He could bring the women to New York,” said Katie. “And from there, they could get in touch with their home country’s general consulate. That would let them verify their identities and get home, or at least help them connect with an organization experienced with helping victims of sex trafficking.” 
 
    “This sounds really good,” said Jack. “Can you call him and set it up?” 
 
    “That depends,” said Katie. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On whether you’re willing to pay his fee,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack scratched his head. “Okay. Can you give me like a ballpark estimate of what that would be?” 
 
    “Between ten and twenty thousand dollars,” said Katie. “Probably closer to twenty since they don’t have passports.” 
 
    Jack exhaled through his teeth, feeling his enthusiasm deflate in response to the number. 
 
    “You’ve already committed to this, Jack,” said Katie. “You brought them here. You made the decision to take responsibility for them. Luckily, with your grandfather’s inheritance, you do have the money.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t work out some kind of charity deal with the pilot?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie smiled and shook her head. Jack was annoyed by how much she seemed to be enjoying watching him squirm. 
 
    “I thought it would be like on TV,” said Jack. “Like, I save them and just let them run off and go their own way.” 
 
    “I think you’re in for a lot of disappointment in life if you use fiction as a blueprint for how things should go,” said Katie. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” said Jack. “Any chance you’re willing to go halves with me?” 
 
    “I don’t even have that much money in my bank account,” said Katie. “All of my net worth is in the half of the mansion Peter left to me. Why do you think I wanted to sell this place so badly?” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Fine. Set it up. Think this guy will take a check, or…?” 
 
    “You’ll have to pay in cash,” said Katie. “Or at least transfer the money to me so I can. I doubt you’re going to want this to have much of a paper trail.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Jack was the last to eat dinner, and he ate alone in the dining room while Katie and the girls he’d saved watched another movie. They’d turned the lights off, and from their occasional gasps and shrieks, he assumed they were watching something scary. 
 
    He was a little surprised that they’d be interested in a horror movie after the ordeal they’d been through. In truth, he was even more surprised by how much better the women seemed to be doing after only a few hours of freedom. They’d been transformed. All it had taken was a shower, fresh clothes, a filling meal, and most importantly, hope for the future. 
 
    He finished the delicious beef stew that Ryoko had prepared, mopping up the last few drops with a crusty piece of bread. His hunger was sated, but not his thirst. He pressed his fingers into his temples, groaning at the pain reverberating through his skull. 
 
    Jack stood at the edge of the lounge, managing to catch Katie’s attention without interrupting the movie. She stood up and walked over, setting her hands on her hips as she came to a stop in front of him. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “What?” said Jack. “I didn’t even—” 
 
    “I know what you were going to ask,” said Katie. “And the answer is no. You can’t get in the habit of feeding twice in one day. I’d just be enabling you if I let you.” 
 
    Jack groaned. “Katie, I’m in pain right now. Please…” 
 
    He reached a hand out, setting it on her shoulder and letting his thumb venture toward the spot on her neck where he usually bit. Katie pushed it away. 
 
    “It isn’t always just about you,” said Katie. “Letting you feed as you please… It’s affecting my life, too. My relationship with Bruce, even. I’m sorry, Jack.” 
 
    “You’re just going to let me suffer?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah. You can always get blackout drunk and pass out, if you need to. I’ll be by again in the morning to help with the girls, anyway. You can feed then.” 
 
    “Katie!” Jack reached out for her again, but she was already heading back toward the couch. He scowled into the darkened room for a couple of seconds and then took a deep breath and headed down into the basement. 
 
    Could he blame her for not wanting him to feed off her? Of course not. Katie had been his lifeline, but she didn’t owe him anything. She’d been helping him for her own reasons, and wasn’t obligated to let him drink from her whenever he pleased. 
 
    Jack pulled a bottle of wine from the wine cabinet, found the wine cork, and twisted it open. He took a sip, frowning at the bitter flavor of the particular vintage.  
 
    It was still early in the night. Would it even make sense to knock himself out on alcohol so early? He’d be wasting the evening. More importantly, he’d be wasting another opportunity to track the men who’d attacked Ryoko while their trail was still fresh. 
 
    Jack forced himself to take another deep swig of the wine and came to a decision. If he could keep himself focused and productive, it would make his bloodthirst more manageable. He drank as much as he could from the bottle, appreciating that the alcohol at least somewhat numbed his headache, and quietly headed upstairs to his room. 
 
    He pulled on his grandfather’s black leather duster, which had a thin inner chainmail layer for protection. It had been a gift from Katie rather than the old man himself, but he still felt as though he had his grandfather’s blessing whenever he had it on. Walking as softly as he could, he made his way to the mansion’s back door and slipped outside. 
 
    It was a few hours after sunset, and it was still raining, though he’d spent so much time in it earlier in the day that he barely noticed. Martine’s home would take him at least half an hour to get to, since he didn’t want to risk exacerbating his bloodthirst symptoms by drawing from his vampiric speed. He set off immediately, not wanting to be gone any longer than necessary. 
 
    The leather duster was surprisingly waterproof, and Jack lamented the fact that it wasn’t the kind of garment that he could wear during the day without attracting attention. He wiped water from his face and hair as he ran, and still felt reasonably comfortable when he finally reached Martine’s driveway. 
 
    Her mansion looked different at night. Several exterior floodlights lit up the yard to an annoying extent, but Jack didn’t see her car in the driveway. He crept up as close to the outer fence as he dared, and then considered his next move. 
 
    He had even less blood essence in his reserves than he’d had on his last visit, so casting Shadow Form was completely out of the question. From what little he could see of the mansion’s interior through the windows, he suspected that nobody was home. All the lights were off, and it was too early for Martine and whoever else lived with her to already have gone to bed. 
 
    Jack opted for a somewhat pedestrian solution. He picked out two security cameras and did his best to anticipate their fields of view. Then, he scaled the fence in the tiny gap between what they could see, dropped down to his stomach on the other side, and began wriggling toward the mansion. 
 
    With his face oriented toward the ground, it would be hard to identify him even if his assumptions were wrong and one of the cameras could see him. As Jack approached the mansion’s outer wall, he turned around completely, pressing his back flat against it. 
 
    The security camera to his right was positioned in a way that covered the door he planned on using to enter. However, Jack did have enough blood essence to cast his less magically intensive spells. He extended his arm toward the camera and cast Spectral Hand. The spell made his temples throb, but he still managed to thrust the crimson tendril forward, spearing through the camera’s casing and rendering it useless. 
 
    With the camera out of commission, he had the breathing room to focus on the door properly. Jack conjured a Spectral Lockpick, feeling a little dizzy from the sudden expenditure of blood essence on such low reserves. It only took him a few seconds to get the door open, but he all but stumbled into the house afterward, dazed by both the symptoms of his bloodthirst and the alcohol he’d drank in an attempt to counterbalance his state. 
 
    The inside of Martine’s mansion was, in fact, empty. Jack didn’t bother turning any lights on. His night vision was good enough to let him make out the basic details. Martine had a flair for the extravagant, and every room seemed piled with expensive furniture and rare artwork. 
 
    He slowly moved through the estate and eventually settled on waiting in Martine’s bedroom. She had a four-poster bed with a canopy curtains, along with a massive walk-in closet and a love seat, which Jack collapsed into. He considered taking his shoes off, before deciding that it would be a little too presumptuous. He was there to get answers out of her, after all. 
 
    To get answers out of her. Yeah, that was why he was there, he reminded himself. To find out exactly what she knew about Monty and Khumar and the sickening operation that had almost doomed the girls he’d saved to lives of enslavement. He was there to get answers out of Martine. Part of him desperately hoped that she’d be unwilling to talk. 
 
    Minutes went by. An hour at least, by the feel of it. Jack was getting impatient when he heard the front door finally open. The faint sound of a woman humming came from the first floor. He forced himself to wait where he was, hidden in the dark of her bedroom. He was the predator, and he wasn’t interested in announcing himself to his prey just yet. 
 
    He didn’t expect her to head straight to her bedroom, but he was still surprised by how long it took her to make her way through the house. Jack heard another door open and shut, followed by the sound of running water. And then the sound of soft humming again, approaching footsteps, and finally, she entered the room. 
 
    “Hello, Martine,” he said. “Don’t turn the light on.” 
 
    Martine froze. She slowly lowered the hand she’d been stretching toward the light switch, and then folded her arms defensively across her chest. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here,” she said. “But you’re a dead man. It’s almost funny how badly you’ve botched whatever it was you were intending.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. His head was hurting again, and he suddenly found it hard to organize his thoughts. He could smell Martine, and while her scent wasn’t delectable in the same way as Katie’s or Ryoko’s, she still had an alluring aroma. Powdery, with a slight cinnamon quality. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” asked Martine. “My employer won’t just kill you. He’ll torture you, first. If you have a family, or loved ones, he’ll kill them too.” 
 
    “That’s actually why I’m here,” said Jack. “Why don’t you tell me more about your employer? He sounds like an interesting guy. Do Monty and Khumar work directly underneath him? Or do they report to you?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you a goddamned thing,” said Martine. “You’re a fool if you came here thinking I’d wilt like some childish little girl. I’m a professional.” 
 
    Jack lazily reached an arm forward, extending a Spectral Hand tendril and using it to slam the door shut behind Martine. She flinched backward, glancing behind her, as though expecting another intruder. Jack stood up and slowly made his way toward her. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning for things to go this way,” he said. “I really wasn’t. I’d feel better about this whole thing if I could have gotten what I needed from you the normal, old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Do your worst, you pathetic little wretch!” snapped Martine. She sneered at him, but Jack could see the uncertainty in her body language, even in the dark. 
 
    “This isn’t my worst,” said Jack. “In fact, you might even enjoy it more than I do.” 
 
    He wrapped his tendril around Martine’s wrists and pulled her toward him. She let out a surprised gasp and tried to flail out with one of her legs to kick him. Jack dodged easily, sliding behind her and hooking an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “You fucker!” she cried. “I’ll kill everyone you care about! I’ll make them suffer, first!” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “You won’t.” 
 
    He shivered with anticipation as he pulled back Martine’s hair, and could almost feel his own excitement in the tips of his fangs. Jack didn’t hesitate as he plunged them into her neck, and he felt the air in Martine’s lungs escape her lips in a shuddering gasp. 
 
    Her blood tasted okay. It was a little bland compared to the taste of Katie’s, but it still quenched his bloodthirst. Jack drank it from her with a no-nonsense, utilitarian efficiency, feeling none of the surging eroticism that came with drinking from women he was attracted to.  
 
    Mira had told him that most vampires could only feed off members of the opposite sex, or the same sex, if they were gay. And as he drank from Martine, Jack felt like he could understand just why that was. 
 
    Even though her blood wasn’t the tastiest, it was still hard for Jack to limit himself as he fed from her. He let out a soft, satisfied moan as he felt his blood essence reserves replenishing. Martine gasped. Jack had released her hands as soon as his fangs had made contact, and now she was massaging her breasts in a way that reminded him a little of the stereotypical woman in a shampoo commercial. 
 
    He had to force himself to stop when he’d had enough. Martine fell to her knees as he pulled back. The last thing Jack wanted to do was to take too much and risk draining her. He needed her for information, but even more so for the access she had to the people he was hunting. 
 
    “How do you feel, Martine?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I…” Martine slowly shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking before.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel good,” said Martine. “I feel… amazing. How did you do that?” 
 
    Jack chuckled. 
 
    “It’s a little hard to explain,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    “What I said before about hurting you, and the people close to you, I am so sorry. I wasn’t—” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. “How about this? You can make it up to me.” 
 
    “Anything,” said Martine. “Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    She moved in closer to him, putting her arms around his neck and trying to press herself into him. Jack smiled and gently removed himself from the embrace, then began explaining to her what he needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The plan was simple enough. What Jack needed Martine to do was to continue acting like her normal self and set up a meeting between him and her boss. Her boss, as she carefully and thoroughly explained to him, was a mysterious man named Emanuel Jacques. From there, he was relatively sure that it would only be a matter of forcing the man to give up Khumar and Monty. 
 
    Martine had more information to give Jack about the manner in which her organization operated, but he didn’t really care about that. He wasn’t sure how much responsibility he was willing to take for the group. His goal in the beginning had merely been to get vengeance for what had happened to Ryoko, and between the girls he’d rescued back at the mansion and Martine’s enthrallment, he had to wonder if he was getting in over his head. 
 
    The rain had let up a little, making the walk back to the mansion more comfortable than the walk out had been. Still, the overcast sky seemed to imply that the storm wasn’t over just yet. The streets of Lesser Town were empty, and the combination of night and fog gave them an eerie ambience. 
 
    Jack made his way up the slope and into the mansion through the front door. The lights were off inside, and he was a little surprised to find Ryoko sitting on the bottom steps of the stairs. She stood up and bowed as he approached her. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said, in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I should start docking your pay every time you call me that instead of Jack,” he said. 
 
    She smiled a little at that and brushed a few strands of black hair back behind her ear. 
 
    “I’m surprised that you’re still awake,” said Jack. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “It’s hard for me not to think about—you know. What happened.” 
 
    Jack felt the smile fading from his face, but took solace in the way Ryoko seemed to hold her composure. 
 
    “You didn’t have any trouble tonight, did you?” asked Jack. 
 
    “No,” said Ryoko. “The girls you rescued fell asleep pretty early. There were plenty of beds in the empty rooms in the servant’s chambers for them. They seemed really happy about having clean sheets to sleep on.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “And Katie? Did she head home?” 
 
    “Not too long after you left,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Did she ask about where I was?” 
 
    “I told her that you’d had too much to drink and went to bed early,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Jack. “Though I hate that you had to lie for me.” 
 
    “We all have our secrets,” Ryoko said, in a quiet voice. 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, wondering if she understood the gravity of his. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you, sir,” said Ryoko. “I mean… Jack.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For what you did today,” she said. “It means a lot to me. More than you probably know.” 
 
    “I was just doing what I thought was right,” said Jack. 
 
    Was that really what he was doing? He had to wonder. Part of him was beginning to feel like his quest to punish Monty and Khumar had just become a smokescreen for his true desires. A way of justifying taking any means necessary, including crossing over the line, feeding and enthralling as he pleased. 
 
    “It’s not always easy to know what’s right,” whispered Ryoko. “But when I see you doing the things you do… It makes me feel safe. It makes me feel like I can trust you.” 
 
    “You can trust me,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko took a shy step forward. She was pretty, but so vulnerable. She could trust him, though. Jack would rather die than let himself betray that trust. He reached his hand out, letting the tip of one of her fingers rest just underneath her chin. Ryoko’s eyes fluttered closed, and Jack leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why it felt so right, but it did. She was so pure, and yet so damaged. So different from Katie, with her confidence and judgment. Ryoko was loyal to him, and Jack wanted her to know that the loyalty went both ways.  
 
    “…I should head to bed, sir,” Ryoko whispered, almost as soon as their lips had parted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jack. “I… shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “It’s okay. I liked it.” 
 
    She pressed her hand against his, which had moved to caress her cheek. Then, she leaned back in, planting a cute, very tentative kiss on Jack’s lips in response. 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “For what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “…I don’t know.” 
 
    Jack chuckled, and Ryoko blushed and buried her hands in her face, letting out a tiny, embarrassed squeal. 
 
    “Good night, Ryoko,” he said. 
 
    “Good night… Jack.” 
 
     They split apart from each other, Ryoko heading to her room in the servant’s chambers, and Jack heading upstairs. He shrugged off his duster as he slipped into his bedroom, feeling exhausted. Without taking the time to do anything more than flip off the light switch, Jack collapsed into bed. 
 
    He fell into a deep sleep, for a time. A rustling noise pulled him half-awake, followed by the sensation of a soft body moving to straddle his. Jack let out a soft groan at how good it felt and slid his hands against bare thighs and buttocks.  
 
    He let his eyes flutter open, expecting to see Ryoko. Instead, Jack found himself staring at Mira, who smirked at him as she slowly ran her hand across his chest. 
 
    “What… the hell are you doing here?” Jack reached up and abruptly pulled her off him. She let out a surprised and slightly offended noise as she rolled onto the mattress. 
 
    “I thought you’d be happier to see me,” said Mira. “At least, this part of you seems happy.” 
 
    Her hand played over the bulge in his boxers that Jack hadn’t realized he’d had. 
 
    “I was in the middle of a dream,” said Jack. “And I thought you were someone else.” 
 
    “You visited me,” said Mira. “I’m merely visiting you, now, in return. It’s the polite thing to do.” 
 
    Jack scowled, but felt a little relieved to have confirmation that Mira wasn’t really there. She was easier to deal with like this, in his visions. Or at least, this way he didn’t have to concern himself with what she did on Lestaron Island when she was apart from him. 
 
    “You can’t just slip into someone’s dreams unannounced,” said Jack. She was wearing a different outfit than she’d had on the previous night, a tiny black lingerie chemise with a plunging neckline and fabric sheer enough to show her nipples. It made him feel lewd to look at her, even in the darkness of his room. 
 
    “Oh, but I quite clearly can,” said Mira. “Without much resistance, I might add. If you were more open to my instruction, perhaps you might have learned how to properly lock the door to your mind, dearest Jack.” 
 
    He exhaled through his teeth and shook his head. Mira slid in closer to him, letting her body press against his. He tried to resist her, but her lips were against his an instant later, and she felt so incredibly good. 
 
    “Mmmm…” hummed Mira, as the kiss ended. “I didn’t come just for this, however.” 
 
    She gave his bulge another squeeze, smiling a playful smile. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come at all,” said Jack. 
 
    “Don’t say that!” said Mira. “I came to check up on you. And I am truly glad that I did. I can sense how much blood essence is in you. More than ever before! Which means you’ve made incredible progress.” 
 
    Jack looked away from her, feeling his face heat up. Progress? The past day or two had made him feel like he was two people in the same body. One with good intentions, and one with an inclination for crossing the line. 
 
    Mira kissed him again, and he felt the second of those two people stirring. It would be so simple to let himself enjoy her. It wasn’t even real, he reminded himself, and he’d already had a passionate encounter with her in his last vision. Why not? What reason did he have for holding back instead of pinning her to the mattress and giving her a taste of what he was really made of? 
 
    “Stop.” Jack pushed his hand against her chest. 
 
    “Was it the timid maid?” whispered Mira. “Are you biting her too, now? She’d be a natural fit for your situation. You could bite her and enthrall her, and nobody would suspect a thing. She wouldn’t even act much differently.” 
 
    Jack tasted something sour in the back of his throat. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Are you finished?” he asked. “Because I am.” 
 
    “I haven’t even gotten to my point yet!” said Mira, in a pouty voice. “I came to tell you that it’s time for you to take the next step.” 
 
    “The next step?” asked Jack. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You need to start building your power base,” said Mira. “The Order of Chaldea will come for you, Jack, as they come for all of us. You must begin training your blood magic in earnest. To do that, you’ll need to start collecting thralls.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. Her voice was calm, level, and matter-of-fact. As though she was a teacher, explaining a homework assignment. 
 
    “I’m not like you,” said Jack. “I’m not going to sacrifice other people for the sake of getting stronger.” 
 
    But he would enthrall people to get information. He’d already proven that to himself twice over. Was what she was suggesting so different from what he was already doing? 
 
    “It’s a matter of survival, Jack,” whispered Mira. “And I want you to survive. For so very many reasons.” 
 
    Her hand went to his erection through his boxers again, and this time he felt her gently working it free from the fabric. Her fingers felt insanely good, in that special way that only sexual stimulation in a half-asleep state can feel. Jack felt pleasure fluttering through him as Mira began to tease him. And everything about what she was doing qualified as a tease. 
 
    She’d move her hand in a pumping motion and then stop, flashing him a coy, knowing smile. Her thumb rubbed along his length, feeling and appreciating every millimeter of his growing hardness. It was all Jack could do to hold his composure. It felt so unfair, and yet, he still desperately wanted her to keep going. 
 
    And she did. Mira squeezed each of her fingers individually, letting the pleasure of each movement stand as its own solo of pleasure. She started pumping again with slow, sensual, intimately loving movements. Jack pushed his head back into his pillow and tried to control his breathing as the pleasure began to verge on overwhelming. 
 
    “I enjoy this,” Mira whispered. “I know you do, too. My sweet Jack, if you only knew how much I truly enjoy this.” 
 
    She pumped faster, and her hand seemed to tense in time with his reactions. Jack had no doubt in the fact that she enjoyed what she was doing, and it stirred a strange conflict in him as he felt her pulling him toward release. She was doing it for him. Her soft hand, stroking and caressing. The wet, hot kisses she continuously pressed against his neck and cheek. 
 
    Jack gasped as she pushed him over the edge. Mira didn’t slow her pace, even as he made a mess all over her hand and wrist. It wasn’t real, he reminded himself. She was touching him through a spell, across a distance. It shouldn’t have felt as incredible as it did. 
 
    “See?” purred Mira. “Wasn’t that exquisite? It’s only a single part of the reason behind why you should take my advice.” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t,” he said. “I’m not interested in living my life as a monster. I can find a way forward without taking advantage of other people to do it, even if it puts me at risk. I’m not scared.” 
 
    Mira let out an exasperated sigh and pulled away from him slightly. 
 
    “You should be,” she said. “The naivety of youth is truly a marvel. My sweet, sweet Jack. If there’s one thing that you should listen to me on, it’s this.” 
 
    Mira leaned back in close to him, pressing his lips to his for a short, parting kiss. Then she was gone. Jack rolled over onto his back and exhaled through his nose. He hated the fact that she’d gotten the last word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Jack woke up late the next morning. He made his way downstairs and found the girls he’d rescued sitting around the dining room table, eating waffles and chatting in their native language. Ryoko was dressed in her maid uniform and moved about the room like a busy bumblebee, doling out seconds and refilling glasses. 
 
    As soon as they saw Jack, all of the girls stood up from the table and came around to face him. He stood there, feeling a little dumbfounded, as they all gave him a bow so coordinated that it almost looked rehearsed. 
 
    “Ms. White explain to us what you are doing,” said Kia. “I… or rather, we, can never repay you.” 
 
    Jack felt a little awkward. He scratched the back of his head and waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. “Really. I’m just doing what I can to help.” 
 
    He didn’t elaborate on the fact that he hadn’t really been expecting to have to shell out thousands of dollars for their sake when he’d first rescued him. Still, it made him feel good, and that feeling was something he could hold onto. It made him feel like he really wasn’t that much like Mira, after all. 
 
    “Sir?” Ryoko moved to stand next to him, smiling as she looked at him. “Do you have plans for today? I should have asked you earlier if you needed anything.” 
 
    “I do,” said Jack. “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll explain just what I need.” 
 
    He grabbed a waffle off the platter in the center of the dining room table and nibbled on it as he walked back into the foyer and took out his phone. Martine had already done as he’d asked and texted him the details. 
 
    MARTINE: Meeting with my boss, Emanuel Jacques, set for 10 AM. Dress nice. <3 
 
    There was an address listed along with the message. The street name was downtown, or at least what passed for it on Lestaron Island. Jack slipped his phone back into his pocket. 
 
    “I’m going to need to look good today,” he called back to Ryoko. “I have a business meeting.” 
 
    Ryoko brought him upstairs and had him sit on his bed while she searched through his closet. She pulled out a suit that he hadn’t known had been there. He frowned as she spread it out across his bed and then began pulling Jack’s T-shirt up and over his head. 
 
    “I can dress myself, you know,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t mind, sir,” said Ryoko. She set a hand on his thigh and started unzipping Jack’s jeans. He flinched backward, wondering if Ryoko understood the way that he’d react to such a gesture. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “Why don’t I give it a try myself, and then you can fix whatever I do wrong?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    Ryoko waited in the hallway while Jack pulled on the navy-blue slacks, white dress shirt, and blazer. It all fit surprisingly well. He chanced a glance in his full-length mirror and was shocked at the person he saw staring back at him. Other than his unruly hair, he cleaned up well. For the first time since he’d first gotten his inheritance, he could actually see himself as the type of person who lived in a mansion and had both a maid and a decent amount of money. 
 
    Ryoko’s eyes widened slightly when she saw him, and she had a smile on her face. She straightened his jacket, brushed off the shoulders, and did a slow circle around him. 
 
    “It fits perfectly,” says Jack. “It almost feels like it’s been tailored for me.” 
 
    “It has been,” said Ryoko. “I had to guess at your measurements, but it seems it turned out alright. It was your grandfather’s suit.” 
 
    “Well, he certainly took care of it,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko’s face was more serious when she came back around to the front. 
 
    “Why do you need to wear a suit for today?” she asked.  
 
    The question didn’t catch him off-guard, but Jack still wasn’t exactly sure how to answer it. Ryoko was so timid and selfless that he suspected if he admitted he was following up on the people who hurt her, she’d beg him to stop and leave the matter be. But he also hated the idea of lying to her. 
 
    “I have a meeting that I need to look good for,” said Jack. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy her. She bowed again and then licked her lips. The tension between them skyrocketed in an instant as they both silently looked at each other. Jack had to clear his throat and look away first. 
 
    “Has Katie said anything to you about the private jet?” asked Jack. 
 
    “She called this morning to tell me to have the girls ready tonight,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Good,” said Jack. “It’s probably best if we get them on their way home as soon as we can.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded. “It’ll just be the two of us in the mansion again, after that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “It will be.” 
 
    That tension. It was enough to force Jack to take a slow, calming breath. His heart pounded in his chest incessantly, like a rickety train with a broken accelerator. Had she always made him feel so nervous with those lingering glances? 
 
    He said goodbye to Ryoko, and then the girls, and then took the mansion’s car out from the garage. The weather had finally turned nice again, but as much as Jack would have enjoyed the walk, driving seemed to fit better with the role he intended for himself to play. 
 
    People were out on the street in droves, jogging, riding bikes, even just standing on the corner and enjoying the day. Jack drove slowly, glancing from building to building as he approached his destination. The address Martine had given him was to one of the nicest office buildings in town, and Jack found a parking spot on the street outside of it. 
 
    He fixed his suit jacket as he got out of the car, feeling a little anxious. The building’s lobby was empty, and a directory by the elevator listed a business called “Heaven’s Match,” which was what he was looking for. His plan involved having Martine introduce him to her boss as an interested client, as a way of getting Jack in close enough to get more information. 
 
    He took the elevator up to the top floor, unsure of what he’d find, and more importantly, what he’d do. It was during the day, and with the sun back out, he was basically a regular human. He’d have to play the situation very carefully to get what he wanted. 
 
    The elevator doors opened. Jack stared into a clean waiting room with expensive furniture, elegant artwork on the walls, and an attractive blonde receptionist sitting behind a desk. 
 
    “Uh, hello,” said Jack. “I’m Jack Masterson. I have a ten o’clock appointment with Mr. Jacques.” 
 
    “Of course.” The receptionist beamed at him and nodded her head. “If you’ll take a seat, I’m sure he’ll be ready for you shortly.” 
 
    She had blue eyes, and the white blouse she had on was open just enough to reveal a hint of her cleavage underneath. Jack found himself wondering how much she knew, and if he could just enthrall her instead of having to go through with the long con. He banished the thought, realizing that it was exactly the type of thing Mira would have done. 
 
    He took a seat and crossed his legs. The magazines on the waiting room table seemed to have been curated for an audience that Jack had nothing in common with. They were all about expensive vacations and investing, except for one, which was an instructional pamphlet about the health benefits of owning a yacht. 
 
    The door to the inner office opened, and a handsome man in a black suit stepped out, grinning as he saw Jack. He wasn’t that old, probably mid to late forties, but his hair had gone prematurely grey. He had perfect teeth, and there was something about his body language that made Jack sure that he was far more dangerous than he looked. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said the man. “I’m Emanuel Jacques. It is quite the pleasure to make your acquaintance. “ 
 
    Emanuel had a European accent that Jack couldn’t quite shake. He nodded as he shook his hand, noting the other man’s firm, but not forceful grip. 
 
    “Likewise,” said Jack. 
 
    “Please, come into my office,” said Emanuel. “Can I have Rebecca get you anything? Coffee? Something stronger, if you prefer?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” said Jack. 
 
    A single glance at Emanuel’s office told Jack that he was most definitely the one who’d picked out the magazines in the waiting room. A photo of Emanuel on a yacht, holding up a large, recently caught fish and grinning hung triumphantly from one wall. Other photos of Emanuel with various attractive women, too many to be wives or daughters, were arrayed across his desk. 
 
    Emanuel gestured for Jack to take a seat in the chair in front of the desk, and he did. Emanuel cleared his throat and steepled his fingers as Rebecca, the secretary, closed the door behind them. 
 
    “So,” said Emanuel. “Martine explained your situation to me over the phone.” 
 
    “She did,” Jack said, more as a question, than a statement. 
 
    “Of course, I already knew about you and your inheritance,” said Emanuel. “It’s been the talk of the island for the past few days. I wasn’t surprised to hear that you were interested in my company’s services. Anyone in your circumstances would be.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack, nodding along. “So, uh, what options would I have, here?” 
 
    “Straight to the point!” Emanuel picked up a pen and clicked the button on the back. “I like it. Let’s talk about what my company can do for you.” 
 
    He reached into his desk and pulled out a small pamphlet, which he passed across to Jack. The title across the top read “Heaven’s Match: Servants, Companions, and Partners.” Most of the front was otherwise devoted to pictures of attractive women in various states of undress. 
 
    It looked legitimate, which surprised Jack a little. He’d been expecting the charade to drop at some point, but as he considered what lay behind the scenes, it made sense. Emanuel probably did run a basic migrant employment program and potentially a mail-order bride service. It was the perfect cover for a human trafficking operation. He could just claim that the women who disappeared had found a job as a servant or married someone for citizenship and that they’d cut off ties with their old life in the process. 
 
    “My company is a simple matchmaking service,” said Emanuel. “We specialize in placing each and every person who goes through our program into the right home based on your needs and their skills.” 
 
    “And you have plenty of women with a wide range of skills?” asked Jack. He had to work to keep his voice level. All he could think of was Ryoko, in the backroom of the pizzeria, in her underwear. And Kia and the other girls, locked in the storage unit under putrid conditions. 
 
    “Be honest with me, Jack,” said Emanuel. “Are you looking for love, or help around your mansion?” 
 
    Jack managed a carefree smile and shrug. 
 
    “Can’t it be both?” he said. 
 
    Emanuel let out a raucous, albeit slightly forced, laugh. He slapped his hand down on his desk and reached for the first drawer. After fishing around for a few seconds inside of it, he frowned and stood up. 
 
    “Let me grab one of the papers for a new application from my secretary,” said Emanuel. “We can talk about a few girls in particular as we do it. I’ll show you some pictures and give you a sense of what their specialties are.” 
 
    Jack nodded, keeping a calm expression on his face as Emanuel stood up and headed for the door. The second he disappeared out into the waiting room, Jack was moving. He slipped around to the other side of the desk and started pulling open drawers, searching for anything out of place. 
 
    Emanuel’s desk was relatively neat and well-stocked with office supplies. The first drawer was devoted entirely to pencils, a stapler, a roll of tape, and an overly large bottle of white-out. The second drawer was filled with brochures of the same variety Emanuel had offered Jack. 
 
    The third drawer looked like it belonged to another person entirely. Newspaper clip-outs mingled amongst Polaroid photos of naked and nearly naked women, some of them obviously taken whilst the women were unaware. Jack frowned as he scanned over the mess, noticing one photo that stood out from the rest. It was of a nondescript warehouse, with several moving vans parked outside. 
 
    He grabbed the photo of the warehouse, examining it more closely. There was an address written on the back, and from the road name, Jack could tell it was somewhere on the island. He quickly slipped the photo into his pocket, closed the drawer, and moved back over to the chair he’d been sitting in earlier just as Emanuel reentered the room. 
 
    “Now Jack,” said Emanuel. “There is an upfront deposit we require all potential clients to pay upon filing the application. It’s not much, and if it turns out that you don’t find a match, we return…” 
 
    Emanuel trailed off. Jack froze, trying to keep a natural smile on his face as though he hadn’t just plundered the man’s desk. But Emanuel wasn’t looking at him. He was looking out the window that overlooked the street. Jack followed his gaze and immediately spotted what had caught his attention.  
 
    Bruce was waiting outside, dressed in his deputy’s uniform, and leaning against his cruiser. He was staring up at the window that Jack and Emanuel were looking out of, brazenly making his interest clear. Emanuel was still smiling as he turned to look at Jack again, but a dangerous gleam had taken up residence in his eyes. 
 
    “We’ll have to cut this meeting short,” said Emanuel. “I’m afraid some unexpected business has come up that I must attend to.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, trying to seem surprised. 
 
    “I’m still interested in exploring how your company can help me,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you are,” said Emanuel.  
 
    He stared at Jack, his focus overbearing in its intensity. Jack slowly stood up from his chair, feeling the tension in the room skyrocket as Emanuel sized him up for the first real time in their encounter. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch about setting up a follow-up, then,” said Jack. 
 
    Emanuel gave him a curt nod. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other soon.” 
 
    He gestured toward the door. Jack walked out slowly, not stopping to say anything to the confused secretary on his way out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Bruce was still waiting on the street when Jack exited the lobby. He spotted Jack immediately, and his expression shifted from curiosity to something a bit more smug. Jack gritted his teeth, trying to fight a losing battle against his annoyance and frustration. 
 
    “You really don’t have anything better to do?” asked Jack. 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “Nope. What’s in that building that you’re so interested in?” 
 
    “This is literally stalking, Bruce,” said Jack. “What’s to stop me from going to the sheriff and letting him know what you’ve been up to?” 
 
    Bruce took a step forward, moving in closer to Jack. 
 
    “The fact that you’re hiding something,” said Bruce. “You don’t want attention. That’s the one thing about you that has me fully convinced that you’ve got some dark fucking secrets. You’re always trying to fade into the background.” 
 
    “This is about Katie, and we both know it,” said Jack. “You can’t handle the fact that I’m a part of her life again now.” 
 
    Bruce’s eyebrow twitched. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with Katherine,” he said. “But nice try. This is about you, and about the fact that you don’t fucking add up. You’ve been running around town since you first got here like you’re on some kind of secret mission.” 
 
    “When are you going to give this up, Bruce?” 
 
    “When you leave this island,” said Bruce. “You don’t belong here, Jack.” 
 
    Jack scowled and tried to make his way down the sidewalk. Bruce moved to block his path. Jack reacted instead of thinking, trying to push the taller man out of the way. It was what Bruce had been waiting for. He caught one of Jack’s wrists with one hand and threw a punch with the other, connecting solidly with Jack’s jaw. 
 
    Jack made the mistake of trying to use his blood magic. It was the first nice, non-overcast day all week, and he’d forgotten how much the sun affected his abilities. He couldn’t cast Spectral Hand or rely on his enhanced strength and speed. He couldn’t do anything except take the hit, and Bruce had put enough force into it to make it hurt. Jack tasted copper, his own blood, as his lip tore open on one of his teeth. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Bruce, as Jack stumbled back. “Turn this into a fight, Jack. See what happens.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes for a second or two, trying to force down his fury. He took a slow breath and started walking again, taking a wider berth around Bruce this time. 
 
    “Thought so,” said Bruce.  
 
    Jack didn’t look back. He headed straight for the car, climbing into it and pulling onto the street. He took a look at his face in the mirror. His lip was obviously swollen, and there was a bit of bruising around the corner of his mouth. He slammed his fist into the side of the steering wheel. Three times in a row. 
 
    He didn’t head straight back to the mansion. He headed for Stickly’s Tavern. It was open, despite the fact that it was barely lunchtime. Mickie was standing behind the bar counter, polishing a shot glass. She raised an eyebrow when she saw him taking a seat at one of the stools but didn’t say anything as she started filling up a mug. 
 
    It would be easy enough for Jack to handle Bruce. All he needed to do was wait until nightfall and then lead Bruce off to a secluded, shadowy area. With his powers, Jack knew that he could dispatch him without breaking a sweat. He might not even need to bother with disposing of the body, if he was careful in the same way he had been when he’d killed the guard in the storage yard. 
 
    Jack took a sip of his beer, feeling a sudden chill run through him at the cold and calculating tone of his own thoughts. No, he couldn’t just kill Bruce to get rid of him, and he was more than a little disgusted with himself for even considering it. How much had he changed over the past few days for murder to be a tool in his repertoire? Who was he becoming? 
 
    He took another long sip of his beer, hoping that the alcohol would have a calming effect on him. The strangest part about it was that he didn’t hate Bruce, despite the punch and despite the stalking. Bruce’s suspicions were founded in fact, after all. But that lack of hate made Jack’s own willingness to dispose of the man like an annoying bug seem even more hideous. He wasn’t ready to let himself go down that path, not now and not ever. 
 
    Jack slid his mug aside and pulled the photo he’d stolen from Emanuel’s desk out of his pocket. He looked up the address scrawled across the back using the maps app of his phone. The warehouse was off one of the roads that cut through the uninhabited part of the island, not too far from where the storage yard had been. He could make it there easily enough on foot, though it would be a bit of a walk. 
 
    He finished his beer and then, knowing that it was still too bright outside to rely on his blood magic, decided to have another. He tapped on the side of his glass, and Mickie hurried over to refill it. She frowned at him as she brought it to the tap. 
 
    “You should be careful,” she said, in a quiet voice. 
 
    It took Jack a second to process the words. The bartender spoke so rarely that he found himself wondering if she had a second, cryptic meaning. 
 
    “Be careful,” he said. “About what?” 
 
    “It’s easy to let it get the better of you,” said Mickie. She nodded to the glass she was filling. “You don’t want to let yourself fall into unhealthy habits, when it comes to drinking.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. He was a little worried about his drinking, but not in regard to alcohol. Still, he decided to be polite and not dismiss Mickie’s concerns outright. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “Sometimes… I guess I don’t always feel like it’s up to me anymore when I drink. I get the urge, and I just do it.” 
 
    Like with Meghan. And almost like it had been with Martine. 
 
    “No man is immune from the craving,” said Mickie. “It’s about not putting yourself in a position to be tempted, in the first place.” 
 
    “Odd advice, coming from you,” said Jack. “But I appreciate it.” 
 
    He took a single sip from the mug she placed in front of him, paid for both beers, and then left, abandoning the rest. 
 
    It was still early in the afternoon, and Bruce was still following him. Jack headed to a small sub shop for lunch, taking his time as he ate. He headed back to the bar once he was finished, and Mickie didn’t seem to mind him loitering around, which he appreciated. 
 
    Jack waited until it was within an hour of sunset before finally making his escape through the bar’s backdoor. He didn’t spot Bruce trailing behind him as he made his way north through town, which was a blessing, given what he expected his evening would entail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    It was a long walk to the warehouse. Jack got a sense of how much of the island he still had yet to see as he stepped onto the dirt road that cut through the forest and led to the warehouse. He opted to walk through the trees alongside it rather than out in the open, not wanting to telegraph his approach. 
 
    He reached the warehouse just as the last rays of sun were disappearing over the horizon. The building matched the one depicted in the Polaroid photo. It was nondescript, about three stories tall with dirty windows and a grey exterior. A couple of cars were parked on the grass outside, and a single guard carrying a submachine gun was on patrol around the perimeter. 
 
    Jack hid behind a bush, considering his options. The building’s front entrance was probably too obvious of an approach for him to attempt without being spotted immediately. There was another door on the second level, a fire escape, from the looks of it. Only a drop-down ladder connected it to the ground, and it was currently pulled all the way up, limiting access. 
 
    He decided that it was still probably his best bet. He waited until the guard had gone by, and then silently stepped out of his hiding spot and jogged into position. The fire escape was in the building’s shadow, which, combined with the time of day, left Jack in enough darkness to use his blood magic. 
 
    He pulled from his blood essence, conjuring up a Spectral Hand tendril. It uncurled from his palm, moving with control and intelligence, almost like a hydra’s head made of distilled smoke, and Jack wrapped it around one of the ladder’s rungs. His intention was to use the tendril to pull the ladder loose, but there seemed to be a locking mechanism that stymied his efforts. 
 
    Instead, he took the opposite approach, using it to pull himself up. It felt a little like trying to climb a rope, but that wasn’t much of a challenge at all, with his enhanced strength. Jack made it up to the fire escape with time to spare, and quietly positioned himself outside of the door. 
 
    He used a Spectral Lockpick to trigger the tumblers of the lock and then opened the door a crack, peering through into the space beyond. The interior of the warehouse was a large, dimly lit room with a concrete floor and sheet metal walls. It was broken into several different sections that were split using dividing partitions which didn’t extend all the way up to the warehouse’s high ceiling. 
 
    Jack silently closed the door behind him and dropped down into a crouch. He had a decent vantage point from the door. A set of red metal stairs led down to the floor from the raised platform he was on, but there was little of interest on it that might have attracted attention his way. 
 
    Below him, Jack could see the operations of the gang in full swing. Around a dozen men and women were at work unloading guns and large, white blocks that Jack assumed were brick packages of drugs. From what he could tell, he’d stumbled into a processing station, a place where larger shipments of illegal goods were broken down into smaller, sellable portions. 
 
    Standing near the center of the room were three people that Jack recognized. Emanuel was in the middle of a conversation with Khumar, leaning in slightly to listen to what the shorter man was saying. Monty’s bald, hulking figure stood behind them both, scanning back and forth across the room, frowning slightly. 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but grin. He’d spent days on their trail, and now they’d presented him with the perfect opportunity. Beyond perfect. He slowly made his way down the metal stairs leading to the ground floor, keeping his eyes on Khumar and Monty. 
 
    All he needed to do was wait for a chance to attack the two of them while they were alone. As much as he disapproved of the rest of the gang’s activities, it wasn’t his responsibility to deal with them. He only cared about Khumar and Monty. Bruce and Sheriff Carter could handle the rest of them through regular legal avenues, assuming Jack anonymously tipped them off before they got a chance to pack up and leave. 
 
    Monty said something to Khumar and split off from the other two, giving Jack the chance he’d been waiting for. The room had enough shadow around its edges to make it easy for him to move without attracting attention. He was still visible, but only as a silhouette, which didn’t draw much suspicion, given how collectively busy the gang was. 
 
    He followed Monty down a hallway, pausing as the man pushed his way through a swinging door and entered a brightly lit restroom. Jack counted ten seconds, and then slipped in after him.  
 
    Monty was peeing at one of the urinals and quietly humming to himself. Jack hesitated for only a moment before conjuring his Spectral Sword and moving into position behind him. He was tempted to demand answers from the man, or even an apology on behalf of Ryoko. But that kind of thing didn’t serve much of a purpose in real life. 
 
    “Graghh!” 
 
    Monty let out a surprised gargle as Jack slammed his sword through the man’s back. He reached around with both hands, as though the ethereal blade impaling him were a bee sting that he could scratch at.  
 
    Jack pulled the sword free, giving Monty a chance to turn around and see him as he died. The bald giant’s eyes went wide with shock. Jack pictured Ryoko in his mind as she’d been when he’d found her. Arms around her legs, rocking back and forth by her uncle’s body. Captured and stripped naked by two disgusting, heartless human beings. 
 
    Jack slashed his sword across Monty’s face, splattering blood onto the bathroom wall. He cut again, and again. And again. He made the bathroom into a mess of red, and when he glanced at the gore-coated mirror along the sink, he could just barely see his reflection underneath. His face did not look like the face of someone who’d just done what he’d done. 
 
    Monty remained on his feet for longer than Jack had been expecting before taking a wavering step and collapsing to the ground. Jack wondered if Monty would have even been recognizable after what he’d just done to him, if not for his size and distinctive features. 
 
    “Monty?” shouted a voice from outside. “Was that you?” 
 
    Footsteps approached the bathroom. Jack licked his lips, feeling an excited and borderline euphoric glow from the adrenaline coursing through his veins. He felt comfortable, almost scarily so. There was no fear, no uncertainty. No guilt. 
 
    Jack smashed the bathroom’s overhead light with his sword before dismissing the weapon, leaving himself and his handiwork hidden by the darkness. He moved over to the bathroom’s corner near the sinks, almost directly behind the door. Then he waited. 
 
    Someone entered the bathroom after a few more seconds.  
 
    “Monty?” called a voice. “Are you in here?” 
 
    Jack fought back his first impulse. His killing impulse. No, he was only there for Khumar and Monty. As criminal as the rest of the people in the warehouse might be, he had no real quarrel with them beyond their association to his targets. He would only kill them if they got in his way. 
 
    Instead, Jack focused his blood essence into his newest spell. Casting Shadow Form felt more comfortable in the dark, during the night. It still took a significant portion of his essence reserves, but he managed to pull it off.  
 
    Jack felt his physical body disintegrate and become insubstantial, almost as though it were a cross between shadow and smoke. He could still think, and he could still feel himself, in a sense of the word, but he was loose and ethereal. It reminded him of the dreams he had about other people, the ones where he was watching a scene from nowhere and everywhere at once. 
 
    He slipped out of the bathroom, traveling along the shadows of the hallway. He heard a deep, bloodcurdling scream from behind him. Whoever had entered the bathroom had probably turned on a flashlight and discovered the horror scene within. Jack almost felt bad for them. 
 
    He glanced back toward the center of the room in time to see Emanuel splitting off from Khumar and heading in the direction of the disturbance. A tingling sensation ran up Jack’s neck. He could do it now. He could get to Khumar and finish it, if he was quick enough. 
 
    “What is this all about?” shouted Emanuel. He walked almost right by Jack on his way toward the bathroom. “Did someone… Jesus Christ.” 
 
    Jack was already moving into position. He wished he’d thought to bring a ranged weapon, like Katie’s crossbow, but he could make do without. He would need to drop in, execute Khumar with a single stab, and then sprint for the warehouse’s exit, possibly fading back into Shadow Form on the way. 
 
    An alarm sounded, catching him off-guard. A few dozen red lights in the warehouse’s ceiling turned on, and the normal ones switched off. The effect left the room bathed in an eerie, crimson light, which unfortunately was more evenly distributed than the room’s regular illumination. Shadow Form was no longer an option for Jack, even around the edges. 
 
    He fell back into his physical form, marveling a little at the strange sensation. It felt as though his entire body had fallen asleep, and sharp tingles danced over his skin and through his muscles. 
 
    Jack was behind one of the room’s partitions, comfortably hidden, but only for the time being. He crouched low and tried to hurry toward the main entrance as the chaos begin. A gang member beat him there, taking up position with an automatic rifle and aiming a little too casually at his peers as they passed by.  
 
    Jack swore under his breath. He found a chance to sneak back to his hiding spot behind the partition, but he could hear Emanuel shouting orders over the whine of the building’s alarm system. 
 
    “Nobody gets in, and nobody gets out!” shouted Emanuel. “You can leave the mess in the bathroom for now. Phillip has proven unfit for guard duty, anyway. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind taking charge of the cleanup.” 
 
    Stomping feet. The sound of guns being cocked and loaded. Shouting. It got to Jack a little, amping up his nerves bit by bit. His heart felt like it was clipping against one of his ribs from how hard it was pounding in his chest. 
 
    He took a breath. He was a vampire. He was resistant to normal weapons, and he healed with enhanced speed. But there was no doubt in his mind that a determined group of mercenaries equipped with assault rifles could end him, purely through the virtue of how much ammo they had.  
 
    “You!” A feminine voice shouted almost in his ear, catching him completely off-guard. “Turn around!” 
 
    Jack winced. His hiding spot hadn’t been as good as he’d apparently thought it was. 
 
    He slowly turned around, lifting his hands in the air. A young, petite woman wearing a heavy ammo vest and carrying a rifle was holding him at gun point. Her eyes reflected the red alarm light and looked a little demonic, and it was a reminder to Jack of what his biggest advantage was. 
 
    “I was just…” He trailed off, not having the energy to bother with a passable excuse. Instead, he lashed out, casting Spectral Hand and using the tendril to pull the rifle’s barrel away from his head in a blur of motion. She fired once, but the shot went wide into the divider. 
 
    “Over there!” shouted someone else. 
 
    Jack ripped the gun loose from the girl’s hands, and tossed it aside. It wasn’t what he was interested in, and at that point, it had about as much chance of getting him out of the situation safely as a suicide vest. Instead, he took the girl, wrapping an arm around her neck and using his vampiric strength to hold her tightly as a human shield. 
 
    “I won’t hurt you as long as you stay quiet and don’t try anything,” whispered Jack. 
 
    “I…” The woman was shaking with fear, which surprised him a little. “I saw the bathroom,” she finished. 
 
    “You did?” Jack frowned a little. “Well, don’t worry. As long as you’re cooperative, I won’t have to do that to you.” 
 
    The words came so casually to his tongue. It was the type of threat that nightmares were made of, with a scene torn from a horror movie to go with it. The girl shivered in his grasp. Jack inhaled, hating himself a little for how distracting he found her smell. It reminded him of a vanilla milkshake, sweet with an icy undertone. 
 
    “The game is over,” called Emanuel. “Come out into the open. We know where you’re hiding.” 
 
    Jack brought the girl up to the edge of the divider and risked a glance out toward the center of the warehouse’s floor. Emanuel was waiting for him, along with most of his men. Jack swore under his breath. If it wasn’t for the red lights, he could use Shadow Form to slip away to one of the exits, escaping without trouble. He’d been left with no real option. 
 
    He kept the girl tight against him as he stepped out, trying to orient himself with the partition to his back, so that none of the men could flank around. Emanuel licked his lips and nodded slightly when he saw him. 
 
    “Hold, men,” said Emanuel. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Masterson.” 
 
    Jack winced. He’d really, really, really been hoping that Emanuel wouldn’t recognize him. 
 
    “You as well, Emanuel,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure we both wish that it was under better circumstances,” said Emanuel. “And it can be. Just let the girl go, and we can talk.” 
 
    “I’ll let her go,” said Jack. “As soon as you provide me with a clear path to the door.” 
 
    Emanuel smiled. Those teeth which had seemed so perfect during their first encounter now looked almost neon pink under the red light. He lifted his arms up into a wide shrug. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s something I’m willing to do at that price,” said Emanuel. “Though, I do take the blame for this unfortunate encounter. See, I knew who you were earlier today, Jack. Or more specifically, why you’d come knocking at my door. I just didn’t think you were quite so capable, or quite so ruthless.” 
 
    “If you know that much, then you must also know what it is that I want,” said Jack. 
 
    Emanuel chuckled and wagged a finger at him. He was acting too casual, and it made the hair on Jack’s neck prickle up. 
 
    “Oh, please,” said Emanuel. “I know exactly what you want. But I have to wonder… Do you? Do you understand why you’ve come here, Jack? Who you’re taking revenge on behalf on? Did you ever stop to wonder why we came after Kurt and his niece, or who they even are?” 
 
    Emanuel let the silence linger after his question. Jack kept his guard up, scanning to his left and right, aware of how many men could potentially be sneaking up on him. He saw at least five around Emanuel. How many others had been in the warehouse? 
 
    “Kurt and Ryoko worked for me,” said Emanuel. “Kurt was a killer, Jack, and a damn good one, at that. Ryoko was a recruiter. She helped convince young women to become the product my companies sell, both through legal and illegal avenues. Then… they both betrayed me.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Jack. “You’re lying.” 
 
    The words rang hollow, even to him. Too much was clicking into place. Ryoko’s reaction when she’d first seen the girls he’d rescued. Katie’s vague explanations, and more importantly, the way Katie had always seemed indifferent to Jack biting Ryoko. Katie had always been against him biting innocents, but her definition of the word had never seemed to extend to Ryoko. 
 
    “I had no idea that Ryoko was even on this pathetic little island until my organization had been established here for weeks,” said Emanuel. “Two of my men stumble into a random pizza place, and what do they find? It’s almost poetic, really.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Jack. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with you, actually,” said Emanuel. “It doesn’t matter, Jack. It doesn’t matter because of you, not her. See, I know your type. You aren’t a heroic vigilante, someone who needs a story and a cause to join the fight. You’re a killer, Jack. And it just so happens that I am, too.” 
 
    Emanuel waved a hand in his direction. Jack had time to see the men on either side of him stiffening their posture before he heard their guns firing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Pain. Unimaginable pain, radiating from Jack’s chest and stomach, his shoulder, and upper thigh. The girl’s body crumpled on top of him as they both fell into a tangled heap. Her fellow gang members hadn’t even hesitated when the order had been given for them to fire through her. So much pain, so much that Jack couldn’t think clearly. He could barely see, and splotches of flickering black marred what little vision he did have left. 
 
    “A shame,” said Emanuel. “I enjoyed Celia’s company, on occasion. But she knew what she was signing up for. Drag them both outside and throw them onto the incineration pile.” 
 
    The girl was gargling and seizing on top of him. Some of her blood had already dripped down across Jack’s lips. He didn’t bother to lick it away. It hurt too much to do anything, to even exist. He felt men seizing him by the ankles and dragging him across the floor, and the pain tripled in intensity, screeching through every inch of him like rusty nails thrust underneath every inch of his skin. 
 
    He was outside, in the dark. The men were whispering to each other, and then Jack felt himself being lifted. They casually tossed him away, and he felt his body go airborne for an instant before landing on a pile of ashes and twisted, burned metal. Jack had to stifle a shout of pain as he felt his wounds being poked and violated by the remnants of previously burned trash. 
 
    The woman’s body landed on top of him, again. She was still warm, and still bleeding. Jack felt ashamed of himself. A human shield. That’s all she’d been to him. He’d put her in the situation without thinking, never for a moment imagining that the rest of the gang would sacrifice her so callously.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack whispered. He felt her shaking as what little life was left in her slowly faded. She’d taken a bullet to the neck, and it left Jack with easy access to what he needed. 
 
    He drank deep, and felt his body instantly putting the blood essence he took from her to good use. His wounds wouldn’t heal immediately. It would take hours, maybe even days, before he was at a hundred percent again. If he even survived. The assault rifles had done their job, and Jack felt a little nauseous as he considered how much damage had been done by the bullets. Hot lead, tearing through muscle and bone like wet tissue paper. 
 
    He drank deeply, feeling so ashamed and so grateful toward the dying woman. His latest victim. She’d been one of them, complicit with smuggling and slaving, at the least. She probably had the blood of innocents on her hands. And yet still, her death had been at the hands of Jack’s enemy, in part because of his decisions. He would avenge her for his own sake, if not on her behalf. 
 
    Maybe Emanuel was right. Maybe Jack was a killer, and maybe the dying girl was just a new excuse. 
 
    He ran a hand through her hair, which was now a sticky, tangled mess. He could feel her sustenance working through him, the blood essence fueling his vampiric regeneration, doing what it could to save Jack from otherwise certain death. 
 
    “Let’s take care of this now,” muttered a voice, from nearby. “I don’t like the idea of Celia being out here for the bugs. Go get the lighter fluid.” 
 
    Jack took a shaky, pained breath. He wasn’t ready yet. His leg was still hours away from being healed enough to carry him properly. But he didn’t have a choice. 
 
    He rolled the girl off him and staggered upright, crying out from the throbbing, unbelievable pain. One of the men screamed, and Jack extended his hand to the side to summon his Spectral Sword. Freshly fed, he could manage it, but it was still an empty gesture. He didn’t have enough strength left to swing it. 
 
    “What… the fuck?” There was fear in the man’s voice, along with confusion. “Go get the others! He’s not dead!” 
 
    It was dark out, almost pitch-black, but Jack could still make out the silhouette of the man and see the gun in his hands. He might have scared his opponent, but he was still weak. He wasn’t the predator here, and he wouldn’t stand a chance if it came to a fight. 
 
    He gasped and tipped himself backward, rolling and stumbling on all fours to the other side of the unlit burn pile. A gunshot went off, but it missed him, which was no small miracle. If he got shot one more time, it was over. He wouldn’t be able to get back up again. 
 
    As far as he could tell, at least seven bullets had hit him already. The only upside he could find was that it felt as though all of them had passed straight through. It hurt so badly that the pain was represented in his field of view, with a flickering red outline on the edge of his vision pulsing in time with his body’s experience of the pain. 
 
    Jack forced himself to keep moving. He could feel the blood trickling out of him. He could feel the place in his thigh where the muscle had been demolished by a bullet, causing his leg to damage itself a little more each time he put weight on it. He could feel all of the bullet holes in his stomach and chest. By god, could he feel those. 
 
    “He won’t get away!” shouted Emanuel, from behind him. “Search the area with flashlights. There’s no need to rush. We’re looking for a body, not a man.” 
 
    A body. It felt generous for them to refer to what Jack had left with that kind of terminology. He didn’t have a body. He had a destroyed, bullet hole riddled mass of muscle, bones, and sheer will. He had hope, and he had pain. And he had a deep fear of what would happen if they found him. 
 
    He kept moving. It was the only thing he could do. He had no sense of direction, distance, or time. He was in the woods, and with every other step, he seemed to trip on a branch or tree root. The sounds of the men were drawing closer, and he forced himself to move faster, crawling on all fours at times. 
 
    His foot snagged on something and he fell hard, landing in a deep puddle of mud leftover from the storm. Jack went still, barely having the energy left to keep his mouth out of the muck. He heard the men coming, and then heard them going. They’d passed right by him. 
 
    He waited for ten minutes, and then twenty. It was as much due to the pain and his injuries as it was out of caution. When Jack was certain that none of his pursuers were nearby, he started moving again, pulling himself forward, barely able to stand.  
 
    Each step forward was an ordeal of its own. He didn’t want to die, but the idea almost seemed preferable to the agony he was being put through. Time became a meaningless concept, and instead of being aware of seconds and minutes passing by, he understood only the throbbing of his broken body. 
 
    Eventually, Jack made it to a road. The same road he’d followed to reach the warehouse to begin with. He walked alongside of it, still keeping himself as concealed as he could. He kept walking, kept forcing his feet to take step after step. He stubbornly picked himself back up each time he fell. 
 
    It took hours for him to reach the bottom of the slope leading up to the mansion. The last stretch of his arduous journey had him gasping from the pain with every step. Finally, after punching in the number to open the gate and hobbling through, Jack made it to the mansion’s front door. He didn’t even have the strength left to get his keys out of his pocket. All he could do was slam his hand against the wood and try to keep from passing out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Jack heard Ryoko gasp. She was at his side in an instant, helping him to his feet and slowly guiding him back inside. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson!” she cried. “You’re bleeding! What happened to you? Jack!” 
 
    Jack groaned. He wanted to go to sleep. He felt Ryoko releasing him, and his body tensed in fear of falling again. This time, he didn’t hit the ground, but a soft bed covered in clean sheets that were instantly soiled by his mud-caked body. 
 
    “I… went after them,” he muttered. “The people who hurt you.” 
 
    “No,” whispered Ryoko. “No, no, no...” 
 
    “Ryoko,” groaned Jack. “It’s okay. I’m alright.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” she said. “I’ll take care of you. I’ll help you, Jack. So please… don’t move.” 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack saw her face. She looked so worried. Her hair was messy, as though she’d just woken up. Her eyes were full of concern, and… something else. Something that had been there for a while. Something that he’d never recognized for what it was, until now. 
 
    “Shhh,” said Ryoko. “It’s okay. Please, just hang on.” 
 
    “I know, Ryoko,” muttered Jack. “They… told me. About your past.” 
 
    Ryoko stiffened. She glanced away from him, closing her eyes and pulling her hands in toward her chest. 
 
    “I’ll… go get the first aid kit,” she said. 
 
    The first aid kit. She wasn’t calling 911. She was getting the first aid kit. Jack was just lucid enough toward the situation to recognize how strange that was. Given the state he was in, it would have been borderline neglectful, at least, if he’d been a normal human. 
 
    She came back with the medical supplies, a wet towel, and a pair of scissors. She started cutting his clothes off him, the same perfect fitting suit that Jack had complimented her on getting tailored for him earlier that morning. With the towel, she cleaned him, taking care to only gently dab at the bullet holes punching through him. The wounds had started to close, but Jack could still feel the extent of the interior damage. 
 
    “It’s true,” Ryoko said, in a quiet voice. “I… was one of them. I did horrible things for money. Things that hurt other people. Things that I’m ashamed of.” 
 
    Jack wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure what. So instead, he just listened. 
 
    “Your grandfather helped me forget,” whispered Ryoko. “It took me a long time to start remembering, and even now, I only have fragments. The truly detestable things that I’ve done seem to be the easiest to recall. The evil, sadistic things... That stuff comes back through dreams and nightmares, with no context.” 
 
    Jack wanted to reach out with his hand to comfort her but couldn’t find the strength. 
 
    “I have no excuse for it,” said Ryoko. “My uncle was working for them willingly, and he pulled me in. Convinced me that what I was doing wasn’t so bad. They used us, threatening my uncle or me whenever one of us tried to pull back. But it was still me. I was still a part of it.” 
 
    “Ryoko…” 
 
    She bandaged his wounds as soon as she’d finished cleaning him, quietly wrapping gauze and bandage tape, though it was almost just for show, given how much of the damage was inside of him. Jack had a headache and knew that his body must have drained most of its blood essence reserves in a desperate bid to heal the damage. 
 
    “I’m worthless,” she whispered. “I told you that before, and I meant it. I’m worthless, Jack. Which is why… you don’t have to worry about me. Or worry about hurting me.” 
 
    Slowly, Ryoko pulled back her hair, revealing the nape of her neck. She stretched out on the bed alongside Jack, presenting herself to him. Asking him to bite her. 
 
    “What?” muttered Jack. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “I know what you are. I’ve known since the first time you bit me, when I was sleeping on the couch that night. I didn’t want you to worry about me knowing your secret, but now… This is what you need. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Ryoko.” Jack closed his eyes and grimaced. Maybe it was what he needed, but it wasn’t at all what he wanted. It felt like a sick joke. He’d set out to avenge her, and now here he was, in desperate need of her help. In need of her blood, like some kind of monster. 
 
    “Please, sir,” said Ryoko. “Let me help you. Please?” 
 
    “I can’t just bite you,” muttered Jack. “The potion… If I bite you without it, I’ll end up enthralling you. Stealing your free will.” 
 
    “Where is it?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “In… the basement,” muttered Jack. “Behind the secret door. There’s a passcode…” 
 
    Jack listed off the series of numbers and explained to her where the secret panel was and where the anti-enthrallment potion would be inside. Ryoko didn’t ask him to repeat it, nodding once as he finished, then hurrying off. 
 
    She came back a few minutes later with the bottle. Jack watched as she pried the cork out, wrinkled her nose at the smell, and then soldiered through drinking it down. 
 
    “Did you know about my grandfather, too?” asked Jack. “About what he was?” 
 
    Ryoko nodded. 
 
    “It was easier for me to stay quiet,” she said. “Everybody has their own secrets. Their own hidden life, whatever it might be. However it affects them.” 
 
    Ryoko took a shaky breath. She looked like she was about to cry, and for the first time, Jack wondered how much him knowing about her hidden life mattered to her. 
 
    “You don’t have to be ashamed,” he said. He coughed as he spoke the last word and tried not to groan with the pain. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Ryoko. “You… don’t have to be nice to me. I don’t… really deserve it. Sometimes I wish I could just be someone else. Someone who hasn’t hurt so many people. But if I could just flip a switch and have that be the case, it wouldn’t really be fair, would it? I think I’m supposed to suffer, for as long as I can, until it’s just… too much for me.” 
 
    She was about to break. Jack’s body was riddled with bullet wounds, and yet he suddenly felt as though Ryoko was really the one in pain. He took her hand and squeezed it. He could smell her, and it was scarily hard for him to focus through the insistent pull of his bloodthirst. 
 
    “I’ve killed people, Ryoko,” he said. “And taken advantage of people. Innocent people.” 
 
    She shook her head, not understanding. 
 
    “I know what it’s like,” he said. “But you can’t just hate yourself. Even if maybe you feel like you should. You aren’t worthless, Ryoko.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say that,” said Ryoko. 
 
    He pulled her in a little closer to the bed. She smelled so good. 
 
    “I do have to say it.” Jack could feel his fangs, along with a hot, desperate pounding in the back of his skull. “I have to say it, because it’s true. I scare myself sometimes, with the things I’ve done. With what I’m capable of. And I’m not sure if I even want to change.” 
 
    “Jack…” Ryoko let her gaze meet his. It felt almost like she was looking at him for the first time. Jack wondered if his eyes were their normal color, or if they’d turned red from how much he’d been using his powers. The fact that she could look him at all while he was on the brink of losing control made him feel strange inside. 
 
    “Ryoko…” he said, feeling himself pass his limit. “It’s like you said. We all have a dark side.” 
 
    He felt his grip tightening on her wrist as the combination of her smell and his bloodthirst became overwhelming. She’d offered to let him bite her. He wasn’t doing anything wrong by taking her up on the offer. So why did he suddenly feel so disgusted with himself? 
 
    Ryoko slowly moved onto the bed next to him, and an oddly relieved smile crept onto her face. She let her hand tentatively cup Jack’s cheek. Jack slid his fingers across the nape of her neck. His fangs were humming with anticipation. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d tried. The handcuffs. This was why Katie always insisted on using the handcuffs. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around Ryoko, holding her in place. Then he sank his fangs into her neck. A shudder went through both of their bodies as Jack began to drink. Her blood tasted so sweet, and it seemed to place emphasis on how much he needed it, in his current state.  
 
    “Oh!” cried Ryoko. “Jack!”  
 
    Her body tensed up as Jack took a deeper sip. He could feel the blood essence spreading through him, reviving his body as his vampiric healing continued repairing the damage that had been done. Ryoko’s fingers were digging into his shoulder, and he couldn’t tell if she was begging him to stop or urging him on. 
 
    “Sorry,” muttered Jack, as he regained enough control to pull back. 
 
    “It feels… so good.” Ryoko had a blissful, contented expression on her face. “Mmmm… Did that help you at all, sir?” 
 
    “So much, Ryoko.” Jack closed his eyes, feeling ashamed of how forceful he’d been. “I… I didn’t mean to just pin you down like that.” 
 
    “Would you think less of me if I told you I enjoyed it?” she asked. She had a coy, flirtatious smile on her lips. Jack couldn’t help but smile back, feeling so appreciative for the fact that he had her in his life. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” he said. 
 
    “Do you need anything else, sir?”  
 
    Ryoko’s voice was playful, and Jack marveled at the change his bite had brought about. It didn’t make sense to him, but at the same time, it did. She’d been given the chance to save him, and that held meaning for her. 
 
    He leaned in closer to her, letting his lips brush against her neck. The spot where his fangs had pierced was almost imperceptible, two bumps smaller than mosquito bites or ingrown hairs. He planted a kiss on top of them, and then brought his lips to hers. 
 
    Ryoko kissed him back with her whole body, wrapping her arms around him as though it was what she’d been waiting for. A different kind of hunger stirred within Jack, and before he knew what he was doing, he had her blouse unbuttoned. She wore a plain, white bra underneath, and Jack slid it down to reveal one of her petite breasts. 
 
    He was already nearly naked except for his boxers, since Ryoko had cut his clothing off him earlier. As much as his body still ached, the thought of ending the night without finishing what he’d started was even more painful. 
 
    Ryoko’s hands were running through his hair, and across his shoulders. Jack slid her skirt up, letting his fingers tease their way up her inner thigh. She didn’t stop him as he pulled her panties down. She bit her lower lip and let her eyes meet his, and then pulled her bra the rest of the way off.  
 
    Ryoko’s naked body was girlish, pale, and perfect. She didn’t look bad in her usual maid outfit, but there was something about seeing what was underneath that was almost intimidating to Jack. She was hard on herself to the point of self-loathing, and her undeniable beauty made it seem doubly tragic.  
 
    He gave her a deep kiss as he mounted her, one hand under her thigh and one on her shoulder. She gasped as he pushed in, arching her back up for a moment before meeting his gaze and giving a small nod. 
 
    Jack took her gently. At least, at first. Ryoko urged him on, digging in with her fingers and kissing him passionately. She wrapped her legs around him, holding him so tightly that it almost seemed like she was afraid he would get away. 
 
    Injured as he was, Jack could only move so fast. But he gave her all that he had in the moment. It was impossible not to, after what they’d just shared with each other. Jack kissed Ryoko’s lips, her neck, and her breasts. He took her body with all the strength he had left. She deserved nothing less. 
 
    The bed groaned in time with their lewd, passionate movements, bouncing back against the two of them in a not unhelpful way. Ryoko’s breasts were both outside her bra now, moving with tiny, cute jiggles in reaction to Jack’s onslaught. 
 
    She wasn’t as active of a partner as Mira or even Katie, but if anything, it only made the encounter that much hotter. Ryoko seemed so reserved and chaste on the surface. Seeing her now, biting her lip, on the verge of overwhelming ecstasy and sexual submission, stirred something primal inside of him. 
 
    He grunted as he pushed into her harder and faster. His movements were laced with a recklessness born from hot arousal and need. It was almost as though Ryoko’s shy demeanor was what brought it out of him. As though the only way to make sure he broke through her shell, even during sex, was to do it literally, with his pawing hands and thrusting shaft. 
 
    He let his breath tickle against her ear and only barely resisted the urge to whisper something dirty. Ryoko’s breathing was growing labored, and the sound of it was too much of an aphrodisiac for him to want to spoil it with his own voice. He let his hand grope one of her buttocks and kissed one of her breasts. Ryoko let out a shivering gasp of pleasure, and then her entire body went tense as her back arched upward. 
 
    Jack felt her shuddering, along with a few interesting muscle contractions that very nearly locked his shaft inside of her. He slowed down for her sake but only managed to keep with the subdued pace for a couple of seconds before he was back at it. Ryoko was still recovering, and he took no liberties when it came to using her body. He pulled her against him roughly as he reached his breaking point and smashed through it, unloading everything he had into her. 
 
    They were both sweaty and tired, in the aftermath. Ryoko rested her head on Jack’s chest, and he kept one of his arms wrapped around her. He could feel each slow breath that she took, and the warmth of her naked body. Jack couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so close to someone. 
 
    “I should take care of your dirty clothes, sir,” said Ryoko. “And change the sheets on the bed.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” said Jack. “And how many times have I told you to call me Jack?” 
 
    Ryoko flashed a teasing smile at him. 
 
    “My apologies,” she said. “I’ll try to remember that in the future. Sir.” 
 
    Jack poked the tip of her nose with his index finger and gave her an exaggerated scowl. 
 
    “I need to at least fix the bed,” said Ryoko. “It’s too dirty for you to sleep on.” 
 
    “True,” said Jack. 
 
    He stood up on shaky legs, giving Ryoko the space she needed to clean the room. She didn’t stop to put clothes on, and the sight of her perky breasts bouncing as she pulled the dirty sheets loose was one of the most adorably erotic sights Jack had ever witnessed. 
 
    “Sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Please don’t do this again,” she said. “Don’t get yourself hurt for my sake.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “I was trying to get vengeance. For you. For your uncle. The people who hurt you deserve this, Ryoko.” 
 
    “I know.” She folded her arms across her breasts and frowned him. “Promise me, sir? That you’ll stop this. For me?” 
 
    Her eyes were so big and brown, and so sincere. 
 
    “I promise,” said Jack. “I’m not sure that it’s healthy for me, anyway. Maybe it’s best to end it here.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded, and then, still naked, she continued stripping the sheets off the bed. Jack waited while she made the trip to the laundry room and back, trying not to think too much about whether what they’d done had been a mistake or not. She’d already known that he was a vampire, and she was clearly aware of the supernatural. The only thing that had changed was their relationship. No, he decided. They hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    Ryoko finished smoothing out the bed’s new sheets and smiled at him. She stretched, running her hands through her hair, which she’d let down from its usual bun. 
 
    “Would you like me to head back to my own room for tonight, sir?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Then…” Ryoko took a step closer to him. “Would you like me to do something else?” 
 
    He pulled her in close and gave her a deep kiss, before throwing her down on the bed. Ryoko let out a delighted squeal and dove under the covers. Jack followed, feeling as though it was going to be a very long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Ryoko was still nestled against Jack’s side the next morning, her soft body providing the warmth and comfort needed to give him a proper night’s sleep. He was looking for an excuse to stay in bed a little while longer when a knock came at the door, which proceeded to swing open an instant later. 
 
    Katie stepped into the room, and Jack’s eyes focused on her in time to notice the breadth of her reaction. She looked confused, at first, her gaze darting back and forth between Jack and Ryoko as though trying to puzzle out why they’d both be naked and asleep in the same bed together. She crossed her arms as the realization set in, a deep frown creasing her face. 
 
    “Ryoko,” Katie said, in a slow voice. “I need to speak with Jack alone for a moment.” 
 
    Her tone said it all. Katie was angry. Jack could understand a part of that emotion, but there was a simmering undercurrent to it that went beyond what he would have expected. She was acting like he’d somehow insulted her personally. 
 
    “Ryoko knows everything,” said Jack. “It’s fine if she stays.” 
 
    “She knows… everything?” Katie blinked several times in quick succession. 
 
    “I had to trust her last night, Katie,” said Jack. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Katie tensed her jaw, and Jack realized that he’d probably just said exactly the wrong thing. 
 
    “I would still prefer if we spoke alone,” she said, enunciating each syllable with a scary amount of emphasis. 
 
    “It’s okay,” whispered Ryoko. “I’ll go. I need to get breakfast ready for the girls, anyway.” 
 
    Jack hesitated, and then nodded. He’d almost forgotten about the girls he’d rescued, and he was suddenly glad that he’d come home late enough the previous night to avoid letting them see him as he’d been. 
 
    Ryoko slipped under the covers for a moment, finding her bra and panties to pull back on. Katie kept her gaze directed toward the wall as Ryoko collected the rest of her clothing and slipped out of the room. She shut the door behind her, and Katie exhaled and shook her head. 
 
    “Have you lost your fucking mind?” she asked. “Ryoko is your maid! There is so much wrong with this that I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Jack sighed. Why did it so often feel as though there was nothing he could do that wouldn’t, in some way, shape, or form, end up pissing Katie off? 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re so upset,” he said. “This was your idea in the first place. Did you forget about how you set me up to feed off Ryoko back when Mira first gave me the Embrace?” 
 
    Katie stomped toward the bed, stabbing in Jack’s direction with an outstretched finger. 
 
    “That was different!” she snapped. “I told you that if you had to, and if Ryoko had already taken the anti-enthrallment potion and a sedative to put her to sleep, you could drink a small amount of her blood to help you get by. I didn’t say that you could, well, take advantage of her like this! Did you even use the potion?” 
 
    “We stayed safe in everything we did last night,” said Jack. His phrasing only seemed to feed into Katie’s anger. 
 
    “Jack, this is not okay!” she said. “Think of the power imbalance! She’s your fucking maid!” 
 
    “She’s a person, and it wasn’t like I pinned her down and jammed my teeth into her.” He winced at his own word choice, realizing that under a certain interpretation, he had sort of done that. “Besides, she already knew I was a vampire, Katie. She offered herself to me.” 
 
    “She offered herself to you,” repeated Katie, in a bitter voice. “You barely even know who she is, Jack. Or the things she’s done. She has a past, you know.” 
 
    “I do know,” said Jack. “And so does she. She’s started remembering bits and pieces through whatever spell my grandfather used on her.” 
 
    He didn’t bring up the fact that he’d heard some of the details through Emanuel first. Jack could still feel his injuries on the inside, even though they only looked like bruises on his skin now. He didn’t want to have to explain what he’d done at the warehouse to Katie on top of his new relationship with Ryoko. No, there would be no coming back from dumping both revelations on her at once. 
 
    “If she’s remembering on her own, that makes all of this even worse.” Katie shook her head slowly. “Jack, she is a different person from who she used to be. It wasn’t just memories that your grandfather took from her. She had evil inside of her that went with it. Real evil, Jack. At this point, it could be just a matter of time before she remembers something that turns her into a monster.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. He felt a little callous over how little that mattered to him. If anything, the idea of Ryoko having a dark side waiting to come out only made him relate to her that much more. He could handle the possibility of her turning into a monster. He was turning into one himself, after all. 
 
    “Why does this bother you so much, Katie?” asked Jack. “You hated me having to resort to feeding off of you. In fact, in the last conversation we had about it, you basically told me that it was ruining your life.” 
 
    Katie opened her mouth and then seemed to think better of her initial reply. She took a breath and smoothed out the fabric of the jeans she had on. 
 
    “I… owe it to your grandfather to keep you in line,” said Katie. “It’s easier for me to do that when I’m the one in control of how much blood essence you have at any given time. It’s like a drug, Jack. If you have too much in you, you’re going to start acting stupid.” 
 
    She gestured toward him, as though suggesting that the events of the previous night provided ample evidence of her point. 
 
    “You can still call me out if I do anything stupid,” said Jack. “And if you really wanted, I could keep feeding off you. Ryoko could be a last resort, in case you aren’t around.” 
 
    Katie hesitated. The idea sounded reasonable to Jack, at least in his head. But the way she seemed to react to his suggestion of it was weird. She looked conflicted, and a little sad. 
 
    “…No,” she said. “That just wouldn’t work. I don’t want you feeding off her at all!” 
 
    “You can’t always get what you want,” said Jack. “And this will be better for both of us, I think. It might help with Bruce’s obsessing over me if you aren’t around the mansion so much.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking idiot,” said Katie, glaring at him. 
 
    “Hey!” said Jack. “Take it easy, Katie. That’s uncalled for.” 
 
    “You know what, you’re right,” she said, throwing her hands up in the air. “This will be better for the both of us. If you’re happy with Ryoko, I can finally move on with my life now.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “The only reason I came over here in the first place was to bring the girls to the airport,” said Katie. “And to have you transfer the money you committed to paying for the flight into my bank account so I can take the cash out.” 
 
    “I can-” 
 
    “Once that’s done, I see no reason for me to be coming over here so frequently,” said Katie. “So don’t expect me to be around to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    She spun around and stomped out of the room before Jack had a chance to reply. He sighed and leaned his head back onto his pillow, half tempted to sleep in a while longer. It wasn’t fun trying to figure out what was going on in Katie’s head, sometimes. Was it simply jealousy? He figured it was possible, though it seemed like it might be something more than just that. 
 
    He took a shower, taking his time as he let the warm water run over him. His body still felt slow and injured, and dull aches radiated from the damage the bullets had done to his insides. Still, he felt better mentally than he had in days. 
 
    Thinking of Ryoko and how much they’d shared with each other, in body and in mind, sent an excited flutter through his chest. She’d seen him for who he was and hadn’t looked away. And he’d done the same for her. He felt a dopey smile creeping onto his face as he thought about it. 
 
    She’d made him promise to give up his quest for vengeance on her behalf, and Jack was glad for it. He’d been headed in a dark direction, and in a way, she had saved him from that. He just wanted to have her close, to spend the day on the couch with her. Or in bed, if she could be convinced. 
 
    Jack grinned to himself as he dried off and changed into comfortable clothing. He could hear voices coming from the foyer, and wasn’t surprised to find Katie, Ryoko, Kia, and the rest of the girls waiting by the door. 
 
    “They wanted to say goodbye to you before they left, sir,” said Ryoko. She flashed a smile that seemed like it was just for him. 
 
    “We cannot thank you enough for your kindness,” said Kia, in her thick accent. “We owe you very much. Our future. Our lives.” 
 
    She held his gaze for an interesting moment and then bowed. The rest of the girls immediately followed her example. Some of them dropped down to their knees. Jack kept smiling, but he felt a little uncomfortable accepting the gesture. Rescuing the girls had been secondary to what he’d originally set out to do. 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” said Jack. “Really. It’s fine.” 
 
    Katie was making a point to keep from looking at him. Ryoko was still smiling, and she walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to take the car to help Katie get them to the airport,” she said. “Just so they don’t have to cram into the backseat again. Is that okay, sir?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “You don’t have to ask permission.” 
 
    Her smile took on a flirtatious tone, and he got the feeling that she got a weird sort of pleasure out of deferring to him like that. Jack put his hand on top of hers and squeezed. Katie loudly cleared her throat. 
 
    “We should get going,” she said. 
 
    Ryoko nodded. The girls thanked Jack a second time, all of them saying the words in English, and then the entire group left the mansion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The silence that remained in their wake was heavy, but not unwelcome. Ryoko had left out toast and eggs for breakfast, and Jack ate slowly. He felt happy that he finally had a day where he could justify relaxing. His blood essence reserves had been diminished significantly overnight, probably due to how much healing his body had needed. It wasn’t much of an issue, though, with Ryoko as willing as she was to let him feed. 
 
    He made sure to call the bank as he ate and set up the money transfer into Katie’s account. It was an odd feeling to casually commit to spending thousands of dollars, even if it was just a tiny portion of his inheritance. 
 
    Jack wasn’t entirely sure what to do with himself after eating his food. It felt strange to let himself relax. After hunting Mira and chasing after the men who’d hurt Ryoko, part of him had gotten used to traversing the chaos. He headed into the lounge and turned on the TV, finding a comedy series on Netflix to watch. 
 
    The doorbell rang just as he was finishing the first episode. He groaned as his thigh flared with pain as he stood up, but it wasn’t bad enough to keep him from making it back into the foyer. He opened the door, raising an eyebrow at the woman he found standing on the other side. 
 
    “Hello,” said the woman. “I’m Margaret Anne Birdwood.”  
 
    She reached her hand out to shake his, as though her introduction should have explained everything. Margaret was a tall woman, almost of an even height with him, with wavy red mid-length hair, emerald eyes, and pale skin.  
 
    She was probably somewhere in her late twenties or early thirties, and she was rather attractive, despite a few splotches of acne across her forehead and face. She wore a white button up blouse, a grey skirt, and black stockings with heels. And she wore them really, really well. The outfit was professional while still managing to emphasize the borderline voluptuous nature of her figure.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Margaret,” said Jack. He raised an eyebrow, letting his confusion show on his face. 
 
    “I’m here for the cursory appraisal,” said Margaret, still smiling. “Your wife didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “My… wife?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Katherine White,” said Margaret. “Oh, I apologize! I assumed that the fact that the mansion was under joint ownership meant that the two of you were together.” 
 
    Jack frowned. Katie hadn’t mentioned having the mansion appraised, but it didn’t surprise him, given how frustrated she’d been with him recently. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “Come on in, Ms. Birdwood.” 
 
    “Please,” she said, smiling. “Call me Margaret.” 
 
    Jack closed the door behind her, watching as she surveyed the foyer. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen from the outside, it will most definitely need a little work if you want to have a chance at maximizing the sale,” said Margaret. “A new coat of paint. Some pruning on the cherry trees. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Jack. “Katie and I have only spoken in passing about selling the mansion. I’m not fully convinced that it would be, well, the right move at the moment. At least for me.” 
 
    Margaret nodded, but she seemed more interested in looking around at the walls and ceiling than adding to the conversation. Jack frowned, considering what would happen if he tried to put his foot down and refuse to sell his half of the mansion. Katie would push him to buy out her half, in that case. He could afford it with his inheritance, but it wasn’t money he wanted to spend if he didn’t have to.  
 
    “I apologize if I’m interrupting your morning,” said Margaret. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” said Jack. “I just wasn’t expecting anyone to stop by.” 
 
    “All I need to do is take a quick look around,” said Margaret. “Shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes, max. Just pretend I’m not even here.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and Margaret seemed to take that as permission to head for the stairs. Jack’s phone rang as he started to follow her. It was Katie. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “The jet didn’t end up costing as much as I’d anticipated,” said Katie. “I still have a few thousand dollars. Do you mind if I just bring it to the mansion rather than doubling back to the bank?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Jack. 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a couple of seconds. It seemed like the last time his relationship with Katie had been simple and straightforward was way back when they’d both been kids. It had just been one obstacle or conflict after another since he’d returned to Lestaron Island. He’d been hoping for so much out of their reunion, and now he wasn’t even sure if they’d be able to endure each other as friends. 
 
    “Hey…” he said. “About before—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Jack.” Katie spoke the words in a tone that said the complete opposite. “You’re an adult. I’m not going to try to look out for you anymore. It isn’t my place, and I don’t want it to be. I’ll leave that to Ryoko, if she wants to take on the task.” 
 
    “Katie…” he said. “You’re making this into a bigger deal than it needs to be.” 
 
    “Am I?” she asked. 
 
    “You expect me to think that it’s a coincidence that a realtor showed up unannounced an hour after our last argument?”  
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Seriously, you could have at least given me a heads up,” said Jack. “If you want to sell the place that badly, we should talk about it first.” 
 
    “Jack, I didn’t call a realtor,” said Katie. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You didn’t… call a realtor?”  
 
    Jack felt his blood run cold. He hung up the phone without saying goodbye and sprinted for the stairs. It didn’t take him long to find Margaret on the second floor. She was in his room, standing next to his desk. Holding his borrowed library book, The Occult Rumors of Thomas Aquinas, open in one hand. She smiled when she saw him and slammed the book shut. 
 
    “You didn’t come here to appraise the house,” said Jack, slowly. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Margaret. “I’m a member of the Order of Chaldea, Jack. And I know what you are.” 
 
    Margaret reached into the neckline of her blouse and pulled a long, wooden wand speckled with glitter. Jack would have found the way the wand seemed to almost appear from in between the cleavage of her breasts to be funny, if not for the stone-cold expression on her face. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Jack. “The… Order of Chaldea? Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    He forced a confused expression onto his face. If the only evidence Margaret had to work with was the book she’d found, there was a chance that he could bluff his way out of the situation. His hopes were dashed immediately as she lifted the wand and aimed the tip in his direction. Jack tried to dodge for the door as he heard her muttering an incantation under her breath. He didn’t make it in time. 
 
    A spell that manifested as a sparkling purple projectile slammed into his shoulder, knocking him out into the hallway and spinning him around. Jack’s body left an imprint in the drywall as he hit, and he could only groan as the pain reverberated through the previous night’s injuries. 
 
    Margaret took a step toward him, keeping the tip of her wand aimed at his chest. She let loose with another blast, the purple light nearly blinding Jack, who made the mistake of looking directly into it as it shot toward him. 
 
    This time, he managed to roll out of the way. He rose to a crouch and hurried toward the stairs. Margaret followed at an unhurried pace, her high heels clacking against the floor with each step. 
 
    “Did you really think that we didn’t know about you, Jack?” she asked. She sounded sincere about the question, her voice professional, rather than derisive. 
 
    “Know… about what?” he asked. It made his chest to hurt to speak, but he wasn’t ready to give up on his bluff, just yet. 
 
    “This will go a lot more easily if you come clean and surrender,” said Margaret. “I’ve already seen your handiwork. Those poor girls leaving this morning. A harem full of thralls… It’s almost impressive how many you managed to accumulate in the short time you’ve been a nightwalker.” 
 
     Jack had to keep the amount of offense he took from her insinuation from showing on his face. Instead of reacting, he lifted his hands up in the universal sign of surrender, hoping that he could at least buy himself some time to come up with a plan. 
 
    Margaret still had her wand aimed at him, and Jack made the mistake of taking a step back from it, directly into one of the path of one of the window’s bright morning sunbeams. A headache pounded to life in his temples, reverberating against the inside of his skull hard enough to make him wince. 
 
    “I wanted to wait until I could catch you outside,” said Margaret. “For the obvious reason. The weather lately has stifled my attempts to complete my mission. It was just dark enough with the rain and clouds that I didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    Jack took a step past the window, hating the fact that he needed to. He finally let himself give up on the idea of fooling her into thinking he was a normal human. He took a breath and narrowed his eyes into a glare. 
 
    “This would have been so much more straightforward if I could have lured you out into the open,” said Margaret. “Not just for you, but for me, as well. I’m a pyromancer by training. Fire magic doesn’t work so well inside if you aren’t planning on going down with the blaze. Still, timing is everything. Catching you alone like this is convenient in its own way.” 
 
    She flicked her wand in Jack’s direction again. This time, he was ready. He dodged to the side, bouncing off the second-floor balcony railing hard enough to make the wood groan. Margaret didn’t relent, and her second kinetic blast caught one of Jack’s legs, knocking his feet out from under him at the worst possible time. 
 
    He’d been trying to spin toward the stairs. He still managed to get down them, tumbling instead of walking. His head cracked against a hard edge as he fell head over heels, and his ankle twisted painfully as he landed in a heap at the bottom. 
 
    What was she doing? Her magic might be able to hurt or stun him, but unless she found a miraculous angle or managed to knock him through a window, it wouldn’t cause serious harm. Jack almost felt like she was toying with him, but given the nature of her stated mission, it was hard for him to believe. 
 
    Margaret started down the stairs toward him, and he knew it was time to stop holding back. He staggered to his feet, spun to dodge another of her purple kinetic energy blasts, and then charged down another flight of stairs, this time into the basement, where no outside light could sap away his strength. 
 
    If Margaret had taken her pretend role as a realtor a little more seriously, she might have known the mansion’s layout well enough to cut him off from the door in time. Jack felt relief flood through him as he entered the darkness. It was like entering an air-conditioned room on a hot day, except a hundred times better. 
 
    He smiled a little as he watched the stairs. He’d basically won the fight just by making it into the dark. If Margaret really did know that he was a vampire, she’d be a fool to follow him down into a dark basement, where he’d be able to fight at his best. 
 
    Jack waited, and after a couple of seconds, he heard a faint sigh come from the top of the stairs. Margaret started down them slowly, closing the door behind her with a polite pull. Her expression was serious, but there was an air of confidence and calm around her that was unbefitting of the situation. Jack almost admired her for her composure. 
 
    “It isn’t too late,” he said, deciding to try appeal to her logic one last time. “You came here looking for a monster. You should be able to tell by now that’s not what I am. I don’t even want to fight you.” 
 
    “Liar,” said Margaret. 
 
    She flicked her wand at him again, and this time, the tip of it glowed with purple energy for half a second before anything happened. The kinetic blast she launched was larger and faster moving than the other ones had been. Jack didn’t have time to attempt a properly executed dodge. 
 
    Instead, he summoned his Spectral Sword and knocked the spell aside with a quick, desperate slash. The sword hummed as it made contact, and Jack felt a slight vibration running up the length of the ethereal, symmetrical blade as he deflected the magic harmlessly to the side. 
 
    Margaret kept her wand pointed at him, but she didn’t immediately follow up with a second attack. Instead, she crooked her head at an angle, pursing her lips and staring at him with inquisitive green eyes. 
 
    “Spectral magic,” she murmured. “So you’re an Aquinian vampire. Having a blood mage on a remote island like this… It’s a good thing we acted when we did. Who bit you, demon?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, and then gave an exaggerated shrug. 
 
    “Who says anyone bit me?” he asked. “Maybe I’m Thomas Aquinas, reborn?” 
 
    He felt an odd, somewhat unwanted sense of loyalty toward Mira, despite their complicated relationship. It wasn’t so much that Jack wanted to protect her, but rather that he had no interest whatsoever in offering up information to his current adversary. If the circumstances of the encounter had been different, perhaps a little less violent, maybe he would have considered it. 
 
    “Funny,” said Margaret. “Almost as funny as you claiming that you weren’t a monster before. If you could see what you look like right now. Your eyes, your skin, even your posture. You are the monster I came here to find.” 
 
    Jack was surprised by how much her words annoyed him. She’d lied her way into his home and attacked him, and now she had the gall to call him names. 
 
    “Appearances mean a lot less than actions,” said Jack. “You can accuse me of being a vampire, and I won’t deny it. But I am not a monster.” 
 
    The words sounded a lot less convincing than he’d wanted them to, and he suddenly found it hard to hold Margaret’s gaze. Jack could feel the blood pounding in the back of his skull, pushing him to attack her, defeat her, and… what? Bite her? Enthrall her? How would that do anything other than prove her point? 
 
    But what other choice did he have? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Jack watched Margaret, his Spectral Sword at the ready in one hand, knees crouched. She still looked calm, almost aloof. Her wand twitched once in her fingers, and Jack flinched back. But she didn’t cast another spell. 
 
    “Do you even know how much chaos Aquinian Vampires have wrought on the world over the centuries?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged, trying to keep his expression unconcerned. 
 
    “I’m not responsible for their crimes any more than you are responsible for those of your ancestors,” he said.  
 
    “But you share the same fundamental nature that they did,” said Margaret. “You are ignorant of the history of your breed, aren’t you? It’s quite something. Full of necromancers, cannibals, and psychopaths. Thomas Aquinas himself corrupted the church more than anyone who came before or after him.” 
 
    “That’s not who I am,” said Jack. 
 
    “It is,” said Margaret. “You just haven’t realized it yet.” 
 
    The wand twitched again, and this time a spell did follow. Jack used his sword to deflect the purple kinetic blast to the side, where it collided with one of the wine racks, shattering several bottles and spilling the beverages inside. It left a sickly, bittersweet smell on the air. 
 
    Margaret began advancing forward, and for a moment, Jack wasn’t sure what to do. He took hold of his sword in both hands and prepared for the fight to enter close quarters. Despite her accusations and the fact that he hadn’t been given an option about whether to fight, he still felt unsure. Unsure of whether he could swing his sword if it meant slashing her open or taking her head off. 
 
    Killing Monty had been easy, almost effortless. It’d been the same with the man at the storage yard. He tightened his grip on his ethereal sword. This wasn’t any different. She’d pushed him into this fight, invading his home in the process. How could it be any different? 
 
    Jack lunged at Margaret, swinging his sword in a vicious, downward arc. She reacted in time to spin to the side, blasting kinetic energy at him with her wand to counter. It slammed into Jack’s rib cage at a glancing angle, spinning him, rather than knocking him down or back. 
 
    He slashed his sword through the air as he stumbled upright. Margaret hopped back, almost losing her balance as one of her feet caught on a loose bottle of wine. Jack took the opening, charging forward and attacking her before she could react. 
 
    She managed to get her wand up in time to defend, anyway. Jack watched in amazement as his ethereal blade bounced off the thin stick of wood as though it was titanium, though it was barely as wide around as his middle finger. 
 
    He attacked again, but Margaret had found her footing. Jack felt himself drawing upon his vampiric speed and strength as he unleashed a flurry of wild swings, each one rebuffed by Margaret’s reaction time with her wand. 
 
    Her expression was one of precise calculation, as though with each of Jack’s movements, she was gaining knowledge of him. Other than a few loose strands of red hair that had fallen free from her bun, there was no sign of Margaret exerting herself to keep up with him. 
 
    “You have a sword,” said Margaret. “But no training with it. You’re telegraphing every movement you make.” 
 
    Jack forced himself to smile, even though he found himself annoyed by her assessment. 
 
    “You’re overconfident,” he said. “That’s dangerous.” 
 
    He swung his sword in a wide, horizontal arc. Margaret dodged back, but Jack hadn’t been aiming at her. Instead, he cut through the supports of one of the wine shelves over her head. It fell loose with a groan from the weight of the bottles, raining them down onto Margaret. None of them broke, but it still left Jack with an advantageous distraction. He leapt forward and swung his sword at her before she could regain her bearings. 
 
    His sword cut through the air, but never made contact with her. As it came within a few inches of her shoulder, Margaret’s entire body flashed orange and red. A shield of flames surrounded her, creating a shell of blinding armor perfectly contoured to her form. Jack’s Spectral Sword bounced off it as though he’d been trying to hack through a brick wall. 
 
    Before he could pull back, the fire shield exploded outward, slamming into him. He barely managed to get an arm up in time to keep his face from taking a direct hit. The force of the spell knocked him off his feet, and Jack became acutely aware of the fact that he was currently on fire. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, rolling onto his front in an attempt to extinguish the flames crackling across the chest of his shirt. The cellar’s stone floor hissed as Jack desperately writhed against it, and several terrifying seconds went by in slow motion until her finally managed to get the fire subdued. His shirt was ruined, and his chest felt numb from the burns, which he doubted was a very good sign. 
 
    “You can’t win,” said Margaret. “I told you. I’m a pyromancer.” 
 
    She let her fire shield fade, the flames dancing out of existence to reveal her bored expression and body language underneath. Jack slowly pulled himself to his feet, rolling out one of his shoulders in the process. He’d let his sword dematerialize during her last attack and didn’t see the point in summoning it again. 
 
    “How did you find out about me?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You weren’t exactly keeping a low profile,” she said. “When the Order of Chaldea caught wind of some of the recent happenings on this island, it wasn’t hard for us to guess that there was a supernatural presence in town.” 
 
    “And?” asked Jack. “What right do you have to come here and attack me in my own home? Why not try talking to me, first?” 
 
    Margaret let out a high-pitched, mocking laugh. 
 
    “You really don’t have an understanding about how things work, do you?” she said. “The Order has existed for centuries. We are the keepers of balance, humanity’s shield against the tide of evil. We are the shepherds, the protectors of those who cannot protect themselves.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question,” said Jack.  
 
    “Then you haven’t been listening,” said Margaret. 
 
    She extended both arms out to the side. Jack took a step back, preparing for another attack, but none came. Instead, several purple streamers of magical energy swirled around Margaret. Her body flashed with bright light, forcing Jack to glance away. When he turned to look back, there were three of her. 
 
    Two identical versions of Margaret stood on either side of her, perfect copies in every detail. She folded her arms and slowly shook her head, and the copies matched her movements precisely.  
 
    “This has gone on for too long,” she said. “Enough.” 
 
    Margaret and her copies raised their wands in unison. Jack wasn’t interested in finding out if her illusions were capable of packing as much of a punch as she could. He took a step back, moving into the shadowy corner of the cellar. He didn’t like the idea of running from the fight, but wasn’t sure if he had any other choice. 
 
    He took a slow breath, focusing on the rhythm of his heartbeat and letting himself become aware of his body. Then, he tried to cast Shadow Form, hoping that it would let him sneak around the edge of the room, to the stairs.  
 
    A painful, throbbing ache resonated through his skull. He didn’t have enough blood essence. The healing he’d needed to do over the previous night had burned through his reserves, and he hadn’t gotten a chance to feed on Ryoko that morning. Jack only managed to fade into the darkness for an instant before rematerializing. He stood there, like a deer in front of a car’s headlights, as Margaret and her mirror images released their spells. 
 
    The blasts struck him square in the chest, and judging from the force of the impact, none of them were illusory. Jack flew backward and felt himself slamming the basement’s stone wall and into the hidden workshop behind it. His vision flickered to black, and when he regained his senses, it felt as though reality had skipped a minute or two forward. Margaret was standing over him, clicking a pair of handcuffs into place against his wrists. 
 
    “Don’t try to struggle against these,” she said. “I enchanted them myself. They’ll heat up if you try to break them or pull your wrists free. I didn’t place an upper limit on the strength of the pyromancy they’re imbued with.” 
 
    Jack glared at her. He gave the cuffs a pull, just for the sake of trying. The metal immediately increased in temperature, and he winced as they grew hot enough to make it feel like he’d pressed his wrists against a baking sheet fresh out of the oven. 
 
    “Now…” said Margaret. “Let’s talk about this.” 
 
    She gestured to the walls of the workshop. The secret door was still closed, but it served little purpose, now that there was a massive hole revealing the existence of the hidden room contained within. 
 
    “It seems that this is the laboratory of the great Peter Masterson,” said Margaret. “He was a rogue wizard, but cooperative, when he was in the mood. How are you related to him? His grandson? Or a nephew, perhaps?” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” mumbled Jack. His head was pounding, and he was sure that he could only attribute a part of it to his bloodthirst. Margaret’s magic was scarily strong. 
 
    “It’s quite strange,” said Margaret. “The Order’s records don’t have any information on file about Peter Masterson’s family. When were you turned into a vampire, Jack? Was it before his death? Did he know about it?” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath, deciding that there was no point in lying about his grandfather if it wouldn’t help him either way. 
 
    “He didn’t know,” he said slowly. “I was a child the last time I saw him in person.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Margaret. “I was familiar with his apprentice, Katherine, you know. We were never very fond of each other, but we’ve crossed paths more than once.” 
 
    Margaret smiled, as though there was a hidden meaning to her words. 
 
    “I don’t know about any apprentice,” muttered Jack. 
 
    There was no need for him to implicate Katie, not if he could help it. The way she had spoken about the Order of Chaldea had made it sound like she was worried about this very eventuality. Jack felt a pang of guilt at what his own carelessness had led to, for both of them. 
 
     “You’re lying,” said Margaret. “I was watching the mansion this morning, Jack. I saw her leave alongside your thralls.” 
 
    “They weren’t my thralls!” snapped Jack. “Look, you might have been right about me being a vampire, but this is more complicated than it seems. I didn’t become one by choice.” 
 
    “Do you think anyone does?” asked Margaret. She smiled, and the expression seemed sincere in a pitying way. 
 
    “Fine,” said Jack. “You’ve captured me. Let’s get on with it, then. I’ll go along quietly as long as you promise to leave my friends alone. They aren’t enthralled. They aren’t my accomplices. I’ll take responsibility.” 
 
    As the words left his mouth, Jack was surprised by how tactical they felt. The last few days had changed him, almost into someone he didn’t recognize. He didn’t regret his actions, not really, even if he was prepared to claim that he did to Margaret’s face. He’d say whatever it took to get her to let her guard down and give him the chance he needed to bite her. The handcuffs wouldn’t stop his fangs. 
 
    Margaret’s smile had shifted into a curious frown, and she slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Huh,” she said. “Interesting. Jack, you might be the most reasonable vampire I’ve encountered in recent times. Maybe even one of the most reasonable opponents I’ve gone up against, period.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” Jack said, with a nod. “Really.” 
 
    And he knew that she was right. The most practical thing he could do in the situation was to enthrall her. He’d already gotten a hint of her smell during the fight. It was an elegant scent, with a hint of spicy cinnamon that seemed appropriate for her hair color. He knew that Margaret must have been aware of the risks in facing off against a vampire, but soon, she would be made to truly understand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    “Now then,” said Margaret. “Let’s move upstairs, shall we? Being down here in the dark leaves you with too much false hope for your circumstances.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, hoping that he looked convincingly reluctant. His blood essence was nearly exhausted beyond what he needed for even a basic spell. There was no major advantage to staying in the basement, and the sooner he managed to trick Margaret into relaxing, the sooner he’d have a chance to win. 
 
    She made him walk up the stairs ahead of her, keeping the point of her wand trained on his back. Jack winced slightly as they entered the brightly lit foyer. A part of him missed the rain from earlier in the week. As depressing as it had been, at least the overcast sky didn’t make his skin tingle and his eyes hurt. 
 
    “Thank you for being so cooperative,” said Margaret. “If you’d been like this from the beginning, your mansion wouldn’t be in need of repairs right now.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Jack, rolling his eyes. “If only I’d surrendered at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    Margaret smiled. She was rather pretty. If they’d met under different circumstances, Jack would have certainly appreciated the borderline voluptuous nature of her breasts and body and the coy smile she seemed to wear by default. 
 
    “I parked my car just off the road at the bottom of the hill,” said Margaret. “Now, we’re going to walk down there together. If you try anything, I promise you that… Wait, what’s that noise?” 
 
    Outside the mansion, the faint sound of a vehicle revving its engine could be heard. Jack frowned. As much as he would have loved for Katie or even Ryoko to arrive back and serve as his distraction, he knew that they their cars didn’t sound like that. 
 
    A loud bang came from outside, and one of the mansion’s front windows exploded in a shower of glass. Jack threw himself to the floor on instinct as the bangs formed chaotic, overlapping rhythms. It was gunfire, and it sounded distant and unreal, despite the damage it was doing to the interior. Bullets tore through the mansion’s walls, sending showers of drywall dust and plaster into the air. 
 
    Emanuel had apparently not taken Jack’s attack on his warehouse in stride. He should have known that the gang would retaliate. Emanuel knew who he was, and he’d seen what Jack had done to Monty. Attacking Jack at home was a bold move, but it was also smart. It ensured that Jack and anyone else working with him was no longer a threat. 
 
    The gunfire went on for several minutes, or at least, it felt like it did.  Jack didn’t trust the silence that followed, and he stayed pressed against the floor until he heard that engine rev again and start to fade into the distance. He swore under his breath and glanced over at Margaret. 
 
    She’d taken refuge around the corner toward the hallway, and as she came back around into the foyer, she frowned and shook her head. Slowly, Margaret pulled her hands away from her sternum, revealing the bullet wound as though she’d been on the receiving end of an old western shootout. The blood was already staining her white blouse and dripping over her fingers. She fell forward onto her knees and let out a cough, spraying blood onto the floor. 
 
    Jack watched as Margaret fell onto her side, clearly struggling to breathe, and then closed her eyes. He hesitated for only a moment before hurrying over to her and digging his hand into her small purse. He found the keys fairly quickly and took the handcuffs off as quickly as he could, tossing them down the basement stairs as soon as they were loose. 
 
    The vehicle responsible for the drive-by had already vanished down the slope. Even if Jack had wanted to give chase, he wouldn’t have been able to. Ryoko had taken the mansion’s car into town to drop the girls off at the airport, and the sun would prevent him from drawing on his vampiric speed. 
 
    And of course, he still had one problem left to deal with. Margaret was lying in a surprisingly large pool of her own blood. The smell of it still had that beautiful, cinnamon fragrance, but it was almost overly sweet now, like the smell of a candy store.  
 
    She was unconscious. Jack knew that he could bite and enthrall her, without her being able to do anything about it. But there was so much blood on the floor already. How much could he even take from her without risking her life? 
 
    Was it appropriate for him to take her life into consideration when she had arrived at the mansion with the intent of ending, or at least ruining, his? Margaret still wasn’t moving, and Jack got the distinct sense that she might die anyway, regardless of what he did. 
 
    He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. A sinister voice in the back of his head suggested that he wait, ten, twenty minutes, and then call. It would still seem like he had been trying to help her, but when the EMTs arrived, it would already be too late. His problem would be no more, and his secret would be safe. 
 
    “911,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “What’s your emergency?” 
 
    “There’s… been a shooting,” said Jack. 
 
    He gave the emergency operator his address, and then set the phone on speaker so that he could have his hands free to put pressure on Margaret’s wound. Her blood smelled so good. Good enough to tempt him. More than good enough to make him consider whether he’d made the wrong choice. 
 
    “Ugh…” groaned Margaret. She blinked her eyes open, and then widened them when she saw what Jack was doing. He grimaced and gave her a small nod. The smell of her blood was almost overwhelming, and he was at the very edge of the limits of his self-control. 
 
    Trying not to feed, under the circumstances, was a battle that Jack could already tell that he was losing. The urge was more powerful than normal hunger or thirst. It was more akin to trying to keep from blinking or trying to hold his breath with burning lungs. There was a point where he would eventually snap if he went too long without blood. A point where the physical impulse would overwhelm his resistance and willpower. 
 
    The EMTs arrived, and not a moment too soon. Jack all but threw himself back from Margaret as one of them tapped him on the shoulder to take his place. Someone was asking him questions. He had to force himself to focus so that he could answer. 
 
    “She was here to do an appraisal of the house,” he muttered. “I don’t know how or why this happened.” 
 
    The door to the mansion slammed open, and Jack heard heavy footsteps stomping in his direction. He turned around in time to see Bruce drawing and aiming his pistol. 
 
    “Don’t move!” shouted Bruce. “Don’t you fucking move!” 
 
    “Bruce,” said Jack. “Hold on. This is all-” 
 
    Bruce closed the remaining distance between them with a surprising burst of agility. Jack saw him pull his gun back and made the mistake of assuming that Bruce was holstering it. Instead, he flung his hand forward, pistol-whipping Jack across the face and splitting his lip. 
 
    The force of the blow made Jack’s teeth hurt, and he fell down onto all fours, dazed and confused. Bruce kicked him hard in the ribs, the pain reawakening Jack’s injuries from the previous night. He groaned as he collapsed onto the ground, annoyed at how often Bruce seemed to have gotten the better of him over the past few days. 
 
    Was killing him still out of the question? Jack resisted the urge to start mentally plotting out the how and where, and instead took a deep breath. Bruce roughly flipped him over onto his stomach, and for the second time in a half hour, Jack felt handcuffs chafing his wrists. 
 
    “You might have gotten away with it before, but this is different!” Bruce was snarling as he spoke, his knee still pressed into the small of Jack’s back. “I caught you red-handed. In the act.” 
 
    He was too angry for Jack to think he could talk any sense into him. And of course he was. This was the same man who’d taken up stalking Jack in his free time. The same man whose fiancée Jack had been secretly feeding off of and accidentally crossed over the line into infidelity with on more than one occasion. Jack couldn’t blame him. Well, he almost couldn’t blame him. 
 
    The EMT said something to Bruce, but the sheriff’s deputy was too immersed in his power trip to pay the emergency worker much attention. He hauled Jack up by the shoulders and roughly pushed him out through the mansion’s entrance. 
 
    “I’m innocent,” said Jack. “The bullets came from outside the mansion, Bruce. It was a drive-by.” 
 
    Bruce didn’t listen, and he hadn’t been expecting him to. But Jack still knew that if he didn’t at least try to explain the circumstances, it would take even longer for his innocence to be proven. Bruce pushed him into the back of his cruiser and drove off down the slope. 
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    The trip to the sheriff’s office occurred in complete silence. It gave Jack the chance to take stock of the situation. His shirt was singed from Margaret’s fire magic, and his hands were covered with blood from holding her wound.  
 
    The mansion was in as bad, if not worse shape, from both the chaos of their initial fight and the drive-by. He felt a little guilty at how much extra work the cleanup and repairs would be for Ryoko, and he knew how annoyed Katie would be at the bullet holes affecting the property value. 
 
    Bruce parked in the lot around the back of the sheriff’s office, and then dragged Jack out of the car and in through the side entrance. He turned on the lights as he entered, which suggested that nobody else was inside. Jack was unceremoniously pushed forward, down a hallway, and then into a side wing with half a dozen empty jail cells. 
 
    “You’re going away,” muttered Bruce. “For a long time. I’ve finally got you.” 
 
    “Are you going to listen to my side of things, now?” asked Jack. “Because if you would, you’d know that I’m not responsible. I’m innocent, Bruce.” 
 
    Bruce looked Jack dead in the eye. There was anger in the other man’s expression, but more than just that. Another emotion, one that was hard to place and even harder to dismiss. Bruce looked like he genuinely saw what he was doing as vengeance for the real and perceived damage Jack had inflicted to the normal rhythm of his life. 
 
    “No,” said Bruce. “You are not innocent. If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that.” 
 
    He took Jack’s handcuffs off him and roughly pushed him into a jail cell. The steel door slid and locked into place. Bruce shook his head at him one last time, and then disappeared down the hall, shutting the main door behind him. Jack was left alone in the silence, with nothing but his own thoughts… and his bloodthirst. 
 
    There was a bench with a thin, plastic-coated sleeping mat over it against the back wall of his cell. Jack took a seat and tried to parse his way through his current situation. Eventually, he’d get a chance to talk to Sheriff Carter, who’d be more willing to discuss the nature of the evidence against him.  
 
    Jack didn’t own a gun, and he certainly didn’t own an automatic weapon of the kind that was used in the drive-by. Between that and the bullets having come from outside the house, he was sure that he’d be eliminated as a suspect. 
 
    He tapped his foot, feeling himself growing restless. The smell of Margaret’s blood was still a fresh, torturous memory. He probably could have taken a little from her. A small sip. She’d been losing it anyway. Why had he just let it drip onto the floor instead of sating his thirst? 
 
    Because he would have done more than just sipped, he reminded himself. But would that have been so bad? By leaving her alive, he had essentially created an enemy for himself. She would come after him again, of that he had no doubt.  She might even have backup from the Order of Chaldea with her, though given how their last fight had gone, Jack doubted that she’d need it. 
 
    Jack winced. His jaw hurt, and it took him a couple of seconds to realize that he was grinding his teeth. His mouth was bone-dry, and his throat felt painful and scratchy. This was it. This was what it felt like to push himself too far and go too long without feeding. He’d felt this before, but this time, there would be no relief.  
 
    His hands had begun to shake, and his temples pounded with a headache severe enough to make the edges of his vision pulse red. Jack was almost tempted to start banging on the bars and shouting out.  
 
    But what was it that he’d even shout for? Even if Bruce had calmed down enough to listen to him, there was nothing that he could request that would help with his bloodthirst. He’d made his choice when he’d called an ambulance for Margaret, and now he would pay the price. 
 
    Jack collapsed on the bench, feeling his headache growing more painful and oppressive by the second. He could deal with pain. Emanuel and his gang had riddled him with bullets the night before, and he’d been able to endure it. But this was different. This was a personal kind of hell. He squeezed his eyes shut tight and tried his best to focus on breathing. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “You foolish boy,” whispered Mira. “How fitting that I come to you now, to see you like this.” 
 
    Jack was still in his jail cell, lying on the bench. He could feel Mira’s arms wrapped around him, and as he turned his head to look over his shoulder at her, he felt her plant a soft kiss on his cheek. 
 
    She was wearing an expensive red dress, diamond earrings, crimson lipstick, and black high heels. Her makeup was exquisitely done, and she had her blonde locks twisted up into an elegant and complicated-looking bun. Jack had just enough mental awareness to appreciate the fact that she’d chosen to present herself to him through her Blood Sight looking like she did, even if it was probably originally intended for another purpose. She was smiling, but the expression was weak, and her forehead was furrowed with worry. 
 
    “Do I… look that bad?” mumbled Jack. 
 
    “Worse than bad, I’m afraid.” Mira sighed, and stroked her hand across his forehead and hair. “Far, far worse. Don’t let anyone see your eyes until you next feed, even if you have to keep them closed.” 
 
    “Damn,” said Jack. 
 
    “How many days has it last been, dearest Jack?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Last night,” he muttered. “But… I was injured. It took most of my strength just to heal.” 
 
    “You must have been severely injured, if that’s the case,” said Mira. “You’re on the verge of going feral.” 
 
    “Going… feral?” 
 
    Mira nodded, still stroking his hair and face with her soft fingers. 
 
    “It’s what happens when a vampire goes for too long without feeding,” she said. “Your body keeps a small amount of blood essence in deep reserve to burn through during an emergency. Much in the same way ordinary humans have fat stores from which they can survive off during times of starvation.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” muttered Jack. 
 
    Mira sighed and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “The analogy only goes so far,” she whispered. “When a vampire reaches the point where they begin operating off those deep blood essence reserves, they begin to lose touch with reality. You’re going to start hallucinating, Jack. And you’re going to lose control of yourself. You won’t be able to hold back from feeding at the next chance you get.” 
 
    “I can stay in control,” he said. 
 
    “No, you cannot,” said Mira. “What makes entering a feral state as a vampire dangerous is that all of your emergency blood reserve is burned at a rapid rate. You’ll be far stronger and faster than normal. More capable, and more violent. And all you’ll care about is getting a drink.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. He felt like he was already as bad as he could get, but the concern he saw in Mira’s face suggested that he still had further to fall.  
 
    “There’s a reason why I gave you so much encouragement to take thralls, aside from the basic convenience,” said Mira. “Going feral… isn’t pretty. I wish I could spare you from what you’re about to experience, my sweet Jack. Oh, how I wish I could spare you.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and cradled his head against her bosom. It took effort for Jack to remain still within the embrace. He felt twitchy and uncomfortable. The headache had faded a bit from what he’d experienced before, but it was hard for him to focus and think clearly. 
 
    “Can you help me?” he asked, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice. 
 
    “Perhaps,” whispered Mira. “If I can find a way, I will help you. I promise.” 
 
    She kissed him once on the forehead and once on the lips. Jack closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, she was gone. 
 
    The throbbing headache he’d been suffering from before had faded, but what was left in its place was just as disconcerting. Jack felt hollow and numb, like the sensation of an injury before the pain kicked in. His vision moved in singular frames rather than a continuous movie, and it was hard to think through the malaise of whatever was happening to him. 
 
    He stared at his shadow, which fell across the cell’s back wall behind him. It took him a couple of seconds to realize what was off about it. The proportions were wrong, and it was unnerving to look at it and borderline grotesque. The hands were jagged, like claws, and his head had taken on a bulbous, monstrous shape.  
 
    The shadow slowly lifted a hand on its own. It twitched it at Jack once and then contorted, falling to the floor and seizing uncontrollably. Jack felt his heart racing uncontrollably, and he tried to turn his gaze away from the sight. A hallucination. Mira had said that he would hallucinate. 
 
    Viscous, black-red blood began to ooze into the room, seeping from every point of entry it could find. Jack watched as a thin pool flowed underneath the door connecting the jail to the rest of the sheriff’s office, dripping toward him as though his cell was somehow at the bottom of a slope. Dripping toward him as though it recognized him as the one who’d been responsible for spilling it. 
 
    The blood smelled familiar, but it wasn’t Katie’s or Ryoko’s. It wasn’t the blood of the people he’d killed, the man at the storage yard, or Monty. It wasn’t even the muted, regular scent of Mira’s blood. It was his own. 
 
    The memory was on the edge of his awareness, wavering in and out of the grasp of his mind like a fading dream. Jack had been in pain, half crushed by twisted metal and showered with glass. His mother had been thrown free of the wreckage during the crash, and she lay dying in the road in front of him. But he was still inside the car. Alone, in pain, with only his own blood to keep him company. He’d lost so much. Too much. He had… 
 
    The memory ended abruptly, and it took Jack a couple of seconds to realize what was wrong with it. His parents had died in that car crash. So why had he been in the front passenger seat? Where had his father been? Had he been thrown loose, too? 
 
    His shadow continued to slither across the floor, still twisting and fidgeting, as though barely keeping a seizure under control. The blood had spread to completely cover the floor, and the effect made it look like the shadow was swimming in a sea of blood. Was that his shadow, or was that him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    It took a second or two for Katie’s voice to reach him, and even longer for him to remember the context of the situation. He was still in the jail cell, lying on the uncomfortable bench bed. It was hard for him to think clearly, and he could only barely remember the advice Mira had given him through the Blood Sight. 
 
    “Katie…” he mumbled. He didn’t look in her direction at first. When he finally did, he kept one hand mostly covering his face and eyes. He couldn’t let anyone see his eyes. 
 
    Katie was standing next to Bruce, and both of them were draped in surreal auras as a result of Jack’s hallucinations. Bruce’s face was streaked with blood, and his eyes had turned into jet black pits. He seemed to hunch, rather than stand upright, taking on the appearance of a demon or imp at the behest of Jack’s subconscious. 
 
    Katie, on the other hand, was angelic. She was dressed in casual clothing, jeans and a low-cut black blouse, but she seemed to radiate light. Her brown hair rippled and flowed on the air, almost as though it was weightless, or fluttering in the wind. And her neck… 
 
    Her neck seemed to taunt him. So perfect and flawless. Like a glass of cold water, dripping with condensation on a hot summer day. 
 
    “This happens, sometimes,” said Bruce. “Some people make a fuss when they finally get thrown in a cell. He’s faking, Katherine. Don’t bother giving him any sympathy.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Katie. “Jack isn’t like that. I need to talk to him alone.” 
 
    “Like hell,” said Bruce. “This isn’t a game. You need to get over whatever drama the two of you shared as kids. He’s going to be charged with a crime this time.” 
 
    “I need to speak with him alone,” said Katie, her voice taking on the stern, commanding tone that Jack was so familiar with. 
 
    For a moment, he thought Bruce was going to buckle under the pressure. The sheriff’s deputy glanced back toward the door for a moment before grabbing Katie by the arm and pulling her a few feet away from the jail cell. The two of them had a whispered conversation, both growing more frustrated by the second. 
 
    “This isn’t about you and your stupid insecurities!” snapped Katie, raising her voice back into Jack’s earshot. “He’s my friend. I need to make sure he’s okay, and I can’t do that with you breathing over my shoulder.” 
 
    “He’s your friend?” said Bruce, dryly. “I’m not stupid, Katherine! These past few days… The way that you’ve been… I’ve given you so many chances to be honest with me.” 
 
    Even in the state he was in, Jack could see the way Bruce’s words hit Katie. Her face flushed red, and she closed her eyes, looking ashamed. It was so unfair for that particular conversation to be happening right then. Unfair for Katie. Unfair for him. Hell, even unfair for Bruce. 
 
    “Jack.” Katie walked back over to his jail cell, apparently thinking better of committing to the argument. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jack coughed, trying to clear phlegm out of the back of his throat. 
 
    “I’m excellent,” he muttered. “As you can probably see.” 
 
    He let out a short, slightly crazed laugh. Katie’s frown deepened. 
 
    “I’m trying to help,” she said. “There’s just… so little I can do. You might have to hold on for a while longer, okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jack. “Not like I have much choice. Ryoko?” 
 
    “She’s waiting in the other room,” said Katie. “Bruce wouldn’t let her come with me to see you. He said there was no point.” 
 
    She folded her arms and shot a glare at her fiancé. 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll hold on?” asked Katie. “Sheriff Carter will be here soon. He’ll decide what happens next.” 
 
    “I’ll hold on,” said Jack. He put as much confidence into the words as he had left. Which unfortunately wasn’t all that much. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Katie frowned, and she seemed unwilling or unable to take any solace from his words. 
 
     “That’s enough,” said Bruce. “I told you that you could make sure that he isn’t dead. You’ve done that now.” 
 
    Jack didn’t miss the look of anger and annoyance Katie shot at Bruce, but she didn’t argue. The two of them left the jail. Jack watched the door close and then melt into a waterfall of oozing blood. He closed his eyes again and tried not to let it bother him. 
 
    Time passed at a crawl. With each breath Jack took, he felt a sliver of his sanity melting away. Blood was all that mattered to him anymore, manifesting in his hallucinations, his thoughts, and his reality. He needed to get out of the cell. He needed a drink. 
 
    He could feel himself losing control. Mira had told him that his body would burn through the last of his blood essence as he turned feral, using it to provide himself with one last burst of strength. He could feel it in him now, and it was nearly overwhelming. 
 
    The metal bars of the cell weren’t that thick. Jack slowly waded through the blood over to them. He closed his fingers around cold metal, and felt a dark smile spreading across his face. He didn’t have enough blood essence left to attempt to use Shadow Form to slip through them, but if what Mira had said was true, he wouldn’t need to. He’d be strong enough to break the bars, soon enough. A part of him knew he could only wait for so much longer before losing control. 
 
    What would happen then? Was this a state he could come back from? Or would this be the beginning of him turning into the monster that so many people already believed him to be? 
 
    The jail’s outer door opened, the hinges letting out a high-pitched whine. Jack still had enough awareness to sit down on the bench and shield his eyes again. He watched through the slits of his fingers as Sheriff Carter walked over to his cell. 
 
    “Jack,” said Sheriff Carter. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    It was a surprisingly hard question for him to provide a sincere answer to. 
 
    “Not so well,” said Jack. “I wasn’t expecting it to be like this.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter grimaced and nodded.  
 
    “I haven’t done right by you,” he said. “Or by your grandfather. Peter was so proud of you. I guess I expected you to fall into his place here. In some ways, I think you have. But he’s got some big shoes to fill, and maybe… it hasn’t been healthy for you to try to fit into them.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter shook his head, looking toward the wall to the left, instead of into Jack’s cell. Jack realized that the man was expecting him to say something, or at least make an attempt at being present for the conversation. 
 
    “I didn’t know him,” muttered Jack. “I really didn’t, not outside of what little I remember from my childhood. But I know enough to know that… we’re different people.” 
 
    “We’re all different people,” said Sheriff Carter. “I still think he would have been proud of you.” 
 
    “I wish I could say I thought that too.” Jack let a single, sardonic chuckle. “But I’m honestly not so sure it’s the case.” 
 
    Everything Jack had heard about the great Peter Masterson had made him out to be a man of morals and principle. The type of man who literally had an official code he lived by, the same code that stated in no uncertain terms that vampires were not to be trusted.  
 
    Jack didn’t think his grandfather would have been proud of who he was, or rather, who he was becoming. His grandfather would have been like Margaret. He would have hunted Jack down, and it would have been the right thing to do. 
 
    “There’s no way to know what how he would have felt, but that’s alright,” said Sheriff Carter. “Every man reaches a point where he has to decide who he is and what he’s about. It’s a choice, in the end. For all of us.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter didn’t say anything for a minute or two. He was there in the room with Jack, but at the same time, he seemed like he was far away, lost in his memories. 
 
    “Anyway, I didn’t come in here to lecture you,” said Sheriff Carter. “You’re free to go.” 
 
    “I’m…” Jack shook his head, almost doubting his ears in the same way he’d started doubting his eyes. “…What?” 
 
    “The poor realtor who got caught in the crossfire woke up and corroborated your version of events,” said Sheriff Carter. “Made it clear that you weren’t the one firing those bullets. I’m still concerned about why your mansion was under attack in the first place, but that’s a question for another day.” 
 
    Jack heard Sheriff Carter’s words, but it took him several seconds to truly process them. Margaret had vouched for him. He couldn’t begin to fathom what her motivation was, but at the moment, he wasn’t sure he cared. All that mattered was getting free. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it,” said Sheriff Carter. “You owe your thanks to that poor woman for pulling through in the end.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He stood up from the bench, swaying on unsteady legs and forcing himself to focus through his mental fogginess and hallucinatory haze. He still had one question left, one that he felt like Sheriff Carter might be capable of answering. 
 
    “Do you remember… the car crash that killed my parents?” he asked. 
 
    Sheriff Carter stiffened slightly. 
 
    “That’s an odd thing to bring up right now,” he said. “But yes, I remember it. I’ve been in this town a long time, Jack.” 
 
    “It’s hard for me to remember completely,” said Jack. It was hard for him to keep his thoughts in line, but he forced himself to focus, knowing he needed the answer. “Did… both of my parents die in that crash?” 
 
    Sheriff Carter glanced away from Jack. When he made eye contact with him again, there was something distinctly distant about his expression. 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” said Sheriff Carter. “Best just let it be. Maybe you should—” 
 
    “Please!” said Jack. “Tell me. I… need to know.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter sighed and looked behind him, as though hoping for an interruption and not finding one. 
 
    “It was a horrific accident, Jack,” he said. “Your mother died in that crash and… your injuries were also severe. There were some strange circumstances surrounding the incident that even I don’t understand. Your father was never seen again after it.” 
 
    “He was never seen again?” asked Jack. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He blinked. The blood hallucinations were coming back in full force. He couldn’t look at Sheriff Carter without seeing two identical crimson trails dripping from each corner of his mouth. 
 
    “I mean what I said, Jack,” said Sheriff Carter. “We assumed he was involved in the crash somehow, because of that. That maybe he’d been in the car and his body had just never been recovered. Didn’t make a lick of sense, otherwise.” 
 
    “You never followed up on it?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I was still the sheriff back then, and trust me, I did think that it was strange,” said Sheriff Carter. “When I spoke to Peter… It just seemed like he needed to move on. He was in pain after losing his daughter, and her husband was gone. I didn’t pry any further than I needed to in the process of doing my job. As far as I know, Jack, your father is dead. Either from that crash or because of it.” 
 
    As much as Jack wanted to push the sheriff for more information, he couldn’t find the questions to do it. He remembered his father only through his childhood memories, and they felt distorted in a way that went beyond the effects of time. The car crash. His leaving the island so abruptly afterward. His father’s missing body. How did it all fit together? 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack. “If you remember anything else from back around that time, can you…?” 
 
    Jack trailed off, suddenly feeling dizzy. One of his knees buckled, and he had to grab the bars of his cell to steady himself. His head hurt, and he could feel the blood pulsing through his veins, hot and demanding. 
 
    “I think it’s time we get you out of here,” said Sheriff Carter. “You need some sleep in a proper bed.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter fished a large, jingling ring from his pocket and twisted one of the keys into the lock of Jack’s cell door. Jack took a calming breath, fighting a sudden, unwanted compulsion to attack the man. 
 
    “You should give your maid a raise,” said Sheriff Carter, chuckling. “She’s loyal to a fault. Stayed out in the lobby for ten hours straight, just waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    “Ten hours?” muttered Jack. “It’s been that long?” 
 
    Sheriff Carter frowned at him. 
 
    “I’ll go get her now,” he said. “Think it might help you regain your bearings. Confinement does strange things to a man’s mind, sometimes.” 
 
    He left Jack standing outside his cell, returning with Ryoko a moment later. She was still in her maid uniform, and from the redness around her eyes and her smudged makeup, she’d obviously been crying. 
 
    “Sir…” Ryoko hurried over to him and wrapped him in a tight hug. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Jack wanted to comfort her. He wanted to make it clear that it wasn’t her fault and that the blame belonged to him and him alone. But he couldn’t think of anything other than her sweet, overwhelming smell. Her neck was so close to his mouth already. He let his lips nuzzle against the sensitive skin there, not caring about where they were. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “Let’s go out to the car.” 
 
    She took him by the hand and started leading him through the sheriff’s office. Jack kept his eyes squinted and his gaze downcast to keep Sheriff Carter from noticing his condition. 
 
    “Take it easy, Jack,” said Sheriff Carter, as they passed by. “Rest up these next few days.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he does,” said Ryoko. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    It was nighttime outside, which caught Jack off guard. Ryoko had parked on the street, and she opened the car’s back door for him instead of the one up front. She slid in ahead of him, and Jack closed the door as he followed behind. 
 
    He moved without thinking, his instincts and urges finally overwhelming him. Jack grabbed her and pulled her underneath him. He didn’t want to be rough with her, but his body wasn’t obeying his mind’s commands. He couldn’t control himself, and that scared him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” whispered Ryoko. “I know. I understand, Jack.” 
 
    She brushed some of Jack’s hair back from his forehead, and then turned her head to the side, exposing her neck to him. Jack hugged her tight, squeezing his fingers against her shoulder and one of her buttocks as he sank his fangs into her neck. 
 
    The relief was instant. It was like stepping into a hot shower. Jack’s head cleared, and the lingering hallucinations faded. Ryoko’s blood tasted so good, and it sent a rush of euphoria through him that was better than any drug. She was a goddess, and she was kind. She’d saved him. 
 
    The moment stretched on, and Jack kept drinking. He blinked, realizing how much he was taking from her, and then forced himself to stop. Ryoko was shuddering and biting her lip, and her eyes were halfway closed. She was moving against him, undulating her hips, and trying to pull Jack closer with her arms. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack, suddenly realizing something. “Did you take the potion first?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment and then nodded. 
 
    “I brought it with me,” she said. “Katie had to make more. The workshop downstairs was a mess.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    He sighed, finally able to properly consider the situation, now that he was thinking clearly again. The Order of Chaldea and Emanuel’s gang were both problems that he needed to deal with. Given that Margaret would pose no threat from a hospital bed for the next few days, it was easy for Jack to see which one took priority. 
 
    “I have to go after Emanuel,” said Jack. “He’ll attack us again if he finds out that I survived the drive-by.” 
 
    “Jack.” Ryoko frowned at him and shook her head. “This is all because of me. I don’t like the idea that you have to put yourself in danger because of me.” 
 
    “It might have started with what they did to you,” said Jack, stroking her cheek. “But it’s going to end with what I do to them. And it will come to an end soon. I promise.” 
 
    The words tasted sinister as he said them out loud. Sheriff Carter had told him that every man reached a point where they had to decide who they were and what they were about. This wasn’t about revenge or violence for its own sake. This was about Jack finishing what he’d started. 
 
    They drove back to the mansion in companionable silence. Jack gave Ryoko a tight hug and another kiss as soon as they were out of the car. He deeply appreciated everything she’d done, and he wondered if she knew just how much he’d come to rely on her. She made him feel things, emotions that he wasn’t sure he fully understood. 
 
    “It’s still a mess inside, sir,” she said. 
 
    Jack smiled and flicked her on the nose. 
 
    “I’m going to bite you again if you don’t eventually start remembering to call me Jack,” he said. 
 
    Ryoko looked like she was trying to keep from smiling. 
 
    “I might enjoy that, you know,” she said. “Sir.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to pin her against the garage wall and ravish her right there and then. Instead, he headed into the mansion, wincing as he saw the extent of the damage to the foyer alone. Most of the front windows had been shattered. Ryoko had hung tarps up in the place of glass, but it wasn’t enough to keep the night’s chill out of the mansion’s first floor. 
 
    She’d mopped up most of Margaret’s blood from the tile, but the spot where it had been spilled still had a pinkish hue to it. The mansion’s front door had a dozen obvious bullet holes across its surface, and the back wall that faced toward the driveway was distinctly more porous than it had originally been. 
 
    Katie was waiting for them in the lounge, sitting in front of the fireplace where it was still warm. She stood up when she heard them approaching and immediately hurried over. She looked nearly as upset as Ryoko had been and surprised Jack by wrapping him into a tight hug. 
 
    “You fucking idiot,” she said. “Getting yourself arrested? Do you even know how bad that could have been?” 
 
    Jack let himself enjoy the hug more than he probably should have. Katie worrying about him brought back memories of them as kids, running around the neighborhood and getting into trouble. He let go of her after a few seconds, and she seemed to only reluctantly pull back. 
 
    “I know how bad it could have been,” said Jack. “Hell, I know how bad it was. It’s not a situation I ever want to put myself in again.” 
 
    An involuntary shudder ran through him as he thought about how far gone he’d been in the jail cell. No, he couldn’t go through that again. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to pull himself back from it, even after the symptoms had let up. 
 
    “All I could think about was what your grandfather would have said to me, if he’d known,” muttered Katie. “If he’d seen you in there, like that, after all the bad decisions I’ve already made that have led to this point…” 
 
    “None of it was your fault,” said Jack. “Really.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, but she didn’t meet his eye, and the gesture seemed halfhearted. 
 
    “Well, at least you’re out now,” said Katie. “Are you feeling alright? Do you… need to feed?” 
 
    “I already did.” Jack smiled and glanced over at Ryoko. 
 
    “Oh,” said Katie. “Right. Of course.” 
 
    She had an odd expression on her face, as though Jack rebuffing her offer carried more meaning to her than it should have. She looked from him to Ryoko, blinking a couple of times, and then nodded. An awkward silence persisted for a couple of seconds, until Jack finally cleared his throat and brought up the next point of discussion. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “The Order of Chaldea knows about me. They sent an undercover agent to the mansion, and she tricked her way in. It’s part of the reason why I was arrested in the first place.” 
 
    Katie nodded. “I’d figured as much. I saw plenty of evidence of pyromancy downstairs. What did she look like?” 
 
    “Red hair, cute face,” said Jack. “Uh… She was very proportional, if you, well, know what I mean.” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. “She had boobs. Yes Jack, we get it. Did she give a name?” 
 
    “Margaret,” said Jack. “But I’m not sure if—” 
 
    “I know who she is.” Katie’s eyes flashed with recognition, and not in a good way. “Oh, I know her, alright. Fuck.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like she’s a friend of yours,” said Jack. 
 
    “It’s… complicated,” said Katie. “The point is, her being the mage in town makes the rest of my plan a little less straightforward.” 
 
    “The rest of your plan?” 
 
    “We can’t just leave things alone now that this gang has attacked the mansion,” said Katie. “Sheriff Carter and Bruce aren’t going to be able to handle this gang you’ve gotten us entangled with on their own. We need to gather evidence. Find their hideout. Take pictures of their crimes. Get enough proof of wrongdoing for a federal agency to step in.”  
 
    “That sounds reasonable,” said Jack. He agreed with her, to a point. They needed to find the gang, and that part of her plan was in alignment with his own.  
 
    “I think we can find them,” said Katie. “With this. Assuming Margaret can be convinced to help.” 
 
    She held up a partially intact rifle round. Most of the tip had crumpled, and its shape was deformed, but it was still recognizable for what it was. Jack glanced down the hallway toward the foyer, wondering how many bullets were still embedded in the mansion’s wall. 
 
    “How is that going to help us?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Most true mages dabble in divination,” said Katie. “The magic of knowledge and location. I never bothered, since I mostly studied under your grandfather and didn’t receive much formal training. But Margaret… could technically use divination to track this bullet to the gun that fired it. Unfortunately, I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get her to help us.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” said Jack. “The only reason I’m out of jail right now is because she corroborated my version of events. She might have other reasons for doing that, but who knows? It’s worth asking her, I think.” 
 
    Katie rubbed a finger across her lips, considering for a while longer. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “It isn’t like we have many other options. Fuck.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to fill me in on whatever history the two of you have,” said Jack. 
 
    “None of your business,” said Katie, turning to face away from him.  
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to speculate wildly,” he said. “But seriously. We should head out immediately. The sooner we get this over with, the better.” 
 
    “Visiting hours aren’t going to be open at the hospital,” said Katie.  
 
    “When has that ever stopped us before?” asked Jack. “I can get us in, and then it’s just a matter of finding out which room she’s in and getting to it.” 
 
    Katie smiled mischievously and nodded in approval. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “I brought my cat suit. I should change into it, just in case we run into trouble.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “I’ll go grab my coat.” 
 
    He’d left his grandfather’s leather duster up in his room. The library book Margaret had taken to be evidence of his guilt was lying dog-eared on the floor. Jack folded it closed and placed it into his dresser instead of leaving it out in the open, not that it was likely to be found again. 
 
    The duster was in the bottom of that same drawer. Putting it on made him feel a little more confident, as though he had an extra card up his sleeve to fall back on. He hoped that the night wouldn’t end up calling for it. 
 
    “Sir?” Ryoko was waiting at the door for him. She’d returned to cleaning while Jack and Katie had been talking and had a dust tray full of shattered bits of drywall and plaster in one hand. “Are you heading out for the night?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I am.” 
 
    He walked over to her slowly, taking the dustbin out of her hand and setting it down on the floor. He let his hand cup Ryoko’s cheek, and then kissed her softly on the lips. 
 
    “Please, be careful,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to finish this for my sake.” 
 
    “I don’t,” said Jack. “These men are a threat now, regardless of what started it in the first place. But I will make them pay for what they did to you.” 
 
    Ryoko’s eyes lingered on his, and Jack saw an uncharacteristic flash of anger in them. 
 
    “I hope you do,” she said. “But I care more about you coming back safe.” 
 
    “I will,” said Jack. 
 
    He kissed her again and pulled her into a tight embrace. 
 
    “Jack?” Katie’s voice came from the hallway, interrupting the moment. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Jack pulled back from Ryoko’s embrace and looked past her at Katie. He did his best not to gape at the skintight fit of her leather catsuit. It left very little to the imagination, and as always, it reminded Jack that Katie’s usual outfits significantly understated her endowments. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Jack was hungry in the traditional sense of the word and ended up grabbing a couple of granola bars to snack on as he followed Katie out of the mansion. They took her car, more because of Katie’s innate bossiness than as a group decision, but he didn’t mind letting her do the driving. 
 
    It was a little past ten when they pulled onto the road leading down the slope. An odd tension hung over the air. Jack’s intuition told him that it didn’t have anything to do with the situation they were heading into. 
 
    “You might have to use your blood magic to get us into the hospital,” said Katie. “Do you have enough blood essence to pull it off?” 
 
    “I should,” said Jack. 
 
    “You can feed off me, if you need more,” said Katie. 
 
    He looked over at her, feeling his gaze being drawn somewhat involuntarily to her neck. 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve offered tonight,” said Jack. 
 
    “And?” Katie scowled at him. 
 
    “You’re usually a lot more reluctant,” said Jack. “It’s almost like you want me to feed off you.” 
 
    Katie’s face reddened slightly, and she immediately started shaking her head. 
 
    “I…” She cleared her throat, clearly flustered. “You… Don’t say things like that!” 
 
    “I don’t mind, if that is the case,” said Jack. He couldn’t help but smile as he watched her reaction. “In fact, maybe I do need to feed, after all.” 
 
    “Quit… being weird.” Katie slowed the car, coming to a stop at a red light as they entered Lesser Town. “If you really need to, I’ll let you. But you don’t have to use that tone of voice.” 
 
    “What tone of voice?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You know which one.” Katie looked over at him, and Jack felt his heart skip a beat as their eyes met. Neither of them said anything for a tense, loaded moment. A moment that felt like it stretched on for a miniature eternity. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Katie. “My point is that I’m here. But only if it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Jack. He frowned, finding himself unable to contain his next question, even though he knew he shouldn’t be asking it. “Katie… Are things alright between you and Bruce?” 
 
    She scowled at him, tightening her grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Are things alright with you and Ryoko?” she countered. “And even if they weren’t, would it be any of my business to butt in?” 
 
    Jack didn’t know what to say to that. She had a point. 
 
    “They’re fine,” said Katie. “We argued a lot today, though. He thinks I’ve been acting weird lately.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to point out that she probably had been. 
 
    “The thing is,” continued Katie, “I love Bruce. But part of my reason for loving him is how easy things are between us. He’s a simple, straightforward man. With no supernatural baggage and no secrets.” 
 
    Her comparison hit a little too close to home for Jack to brush off without saying something. 
 
    “He probably wants a simple, straightforward relationship, then,” said Jack. “Maybe it would be for the best if I stuck to feeding off Ryoko.” 
 
    Katie didn’t say anything, and her silence made Jack wonder if his words had come across a little colder than he’d intended. He took a slow breath, inhaling through his nose and accidentally making himself aware of her wonderful, titillating smell. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s for the best, anymore,” she muttered. “I’m so confused. Sometimes I feel like each day is this struggle, both to keep from hurting other people, and... to keep from getting hurt myself.” 
 
    Katie pulled into the hospital’s parking lot and brought the car to a stop against the curb. She looked over at him expectantly, and Jack felt an almost overwhelming temptation to bite her. He cleared his throat instead, forcing himself to look at her face, rather than the nape of her neck, or the slight cusp of cleavage poking out from the unzipped portion of her tight leather catsuit. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We should get moving.” 
 
    “Right,” said Katie. 
 
    Lestaron Hospital served a small enough constituency to be rather quiet at night. The main entrance was locked, and the lights on the other side of the automatic glass doors were already turned off. Unfortunately, the entrance used keycards in place of traditional locks, so there wasn’t anything Jack could do with his blood magic. He and Katie had to continue on around the building’s other side. 
 
    They found a thick, metal door next to a drop-off bay that Jack could open. He took a slow breath, taking stock of his blood essence as he formed a Spectral Lockpick between his fingers. He was surprised by how topped off his reserves were. Ryoko had given him far more than he’d realized, and it made the fact that she’d immediately started cleaning when they’d returned to the mansion even more impressive. 
 
    Katie took the lead, knowing the hospital’s layout better than Jack did. There were two nurses making the rounds up and down the hallways, but neither posed much of a problem for them, as it was easy to duck out of sight into empty rooms. 
 
    As soon as Jack and Katie noticed that only the currently occupied rooms had their lights on, finding Margaret was easy. She was awake, lying upright in a loose-fitting hospital gown, half covered by sheets. Her hair was messy and loose about her shoulders, but she seemed alert, raising an eyebrow as she saw Jack and Katie enter. 
 
    “Now this is quite the surprise,” said Margaret. “Would you mind closing the door? I would hate for one of the nurses to discover the two of you and cause a fuss.” 
 
    Jack looked over at Katie, whose freckled face was already twisted into a wicked scowl. He closed the door. 
 
    “Margaret,” said Katie. “You could have given me a heads up that you were going to be on the island.” 
 
    “Still territorial to a fault, I see,” said Margaret. “And given what I now know, I’m glad I didn’t.” 
 
    Margaret had a dry smile on her face, and Katie looked like she was a few jibes away from losing her temper and slapping the other woman. Jack placed himself squarely in between them before the tension could build any further. 
 
    “I take it you two know each other?” he asked. 
 
    He looked over at Katie first, but she avoided his gaze. 
 
    “We do,” said Margaret. “When Katie was younger and a bit more open-minded, she was a prospect for the Order of Chaldea. A very promising one, at that. The Order made an effort to recruit her, but she was a little too rebellious, and too deep under the sway of her master’s ideals.” 
 
    “That’s just another way of saying that I had a fucking moral compass,” said Katie. She shook her head and looked over at Jack. “The Order is basically militarized at this point. The only people with the Potential that join up these days are the ones interested in being turned into mindless magical soldiers. That’s the real reason why Peter wanted nothing to with them.” 
 
    “Oh, but we both know that isn’t true,” said Margaret. “We do what needs to be done. It isn’t always pretty, but it’s for the good of the world. Your master, despite his reclusive ways, still helped us out whenever it suited him. And we were fine with that, as a working relationship.” 
 
    Margaret sighed and focused her attention on Jack. He could almost mark the point where her gaze shifted from viewing him as a person to viewing him as a target, an objective to kill or capture. 
 
    “This is bad, Katie,” said Margaret. “The real reason I didn’t get in touch with you immediately is because of the information I had. I’d assumed, for justifiable reasons, that this was a hostage situation. I thought that you were his thrall… and it’s still a valid question. Are you his thrall?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Margaret,” said Katie. “He’s an old friend, and he’s Peter’s grandson. He came to Lestaron Island to handle Peter’s estate and was ambushed by one of Peter’s old enemies. He isn’t like the ancient vampire clans and the wild nightwalkers that the Order of Chaldea usually hunt.” 
 
    “If anything, that makes him more dangerous,” said Margaret. “Furthermore, it puts you in a rather compromising situation. My superiors won’t be able to ignore this.” 
 
    Katie shrugged, but despite her aloof exterior, Jack could see how concerning she found Margaret’s words to be. 
 
    “I’m a big girl,” said Katie. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s about what I expected from you,” said Margaret. “A pity. I was hoping that I’d get the chance to repay you, you know. Make up for the bad impression I left on you the last time we met. Enjoy each other’s company, like we used to.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Katie. 
 
    Margaret took a slow breath and folded her arms. 
 
    “Pierce is doing well, by the way,” she said. “I told him that I was coming to see you.” 
 
    Katie’s stoic expression faltered, and Jack saw a slight blush burning in her cheeks. Jack wanted to leave the two women to their conversation, but the silence stretched on for an unbearable amount of time. 
 
    “Who’s Pierce?” he asked, against his better judgement. 
 
    Katie tried to answer, but Margaret spoke at the same time and in a louder voice. 
 
    “He’s a member of the Order, and a prodigy in his own right,” said Margaret. “He was recruited around the same time we were trying to recruit Katie, and he accompanied several senior wizards to Lestaron Island when they made the proposal of bringing her into the guild originally. He and Katie were… close.” 
 
    The smile on Margaret’s face was self-satisfied and smug. Katie’s face was as red as Jack had ever seen it. 
 
    “He got along rather well with Peter, too,” continued Margaret. “I believe he spent a two-week independent study on Lestaron Island a year or so after your refusal, didn’t he? To study under the legendary reclusive mage, himself. Did the two of you get much studying done, Katie?” 
 
    “It… wasn’t like that!” stammered Katie. “And besides, it’s… none of your business! Why even bring that up?” 
 
    “He still talks about you, you know.” The way Margaret spoke the words made it sound as though the fact displeased her. “He wanted to come with me, but the Elders needed him for something else. He sends his condolences for your grandfather and wants to know if he can visit you soon.” 
 
    Katie bit her lower lips slightly, looking conflicted and still rather red in the face. Jack waited for a couple of seconds before clearing his throat. 
 
    “If the two of you have finished catching up, let’s get to the point of us coming here,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, but of course,” said Margaret. “Do tell.” 
 
    Jack nodded, frowning slightly as he finally stopped to consider her reaction to them. 
 
    “You know, you’re acting a lot more reasonable than you did when we first met,” he said. “It’s a little suspicious.” 
 
    Margaret’s smile broadened, and she leaned back in the hospital bed. 
 
    “That’s because of a wonderful thing called morphine,” said Margaret. “And also… because you saved my life. I still don’t understand exactly why you did that. It’s dangerous for me to point this out, as weak as I still am, but it would have worked in your favor to let me bleed out.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I guess. But I wouldn’t have felt right doing something like that.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting statement to hear coming from the mouth of a vampire,” said Margaret. 
 
    “Look, we came here because we need your help,” he said. “I’m tracking down the gang who shot you. Can you help us trace a bullet back to the gun that fired it?” 
 
    “I could,” said Margaret. “But I’m not like Katie, Jack. I have a general rule against consorting with my enemies, and I generally hold to it.” 
 
    “I saved your life, though,” said Jack. “Think of it this way. If I’m tracking this gang, you can be sure that I’ll still be in the general area for at least a few more hours. It’s the only objective I have right now. If I can’t make progress on this, I’ll probably just leave town and make your job that much harder, going forward.” 
 
    Margaret rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed by the threat. She was still smiling though, and she let out a chuckle after a couple of seconds. She glanced over at Katie. 
 
    “I see why you like him,” she said. “You always did have good taste in men.” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Katie. 
 
    “You’ve convinced me,” Margaret said to Jack. “Give me the bullet. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Katie fished the deformed lead bullet out of her pocket and passed it over to Margaret, along with a piece of paper and a pen. Jack watched, quietly curious, as Margaret sketched out a circular pattern that reminded him a little of a pentagram. She wrote several sentences within it, written in a language that Jack could neither read nor recognize, and then placed the bullet in the paper’s center. 
 
    “Can you hold something over the fire alarm?” asked Margaret. “I’d rather not risk it going off…” 
 
    Katie nodded and looked at Jack expectantly. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that he was the only one of the three with a garment that could be taken off without exposing himself. He slipped out of his duster and passed it to Katie, who stood on a chair and held it in place over the fire alarm. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Margaret. 
 
    She took a slow breath and carefully twisted the paper around the bullet, folding and rolling it around the ruined projectile almost as though she was wrapping a gift. Margaret licked her lips and winked at Jack, holding the finished product between two fingers. 
 
    She muttered an incantation under her breath, and the paper burst into flame, turning to ash in less than a second. The smoke released from the controlled burn moved slowly through the air, forming into complicated, purposeful shapes. Margaret stared into the smoke, frowning and nodding after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’ve got it. I’m not sure that it’s good news for the two of you, however.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Jack. 
 
    Margaret pulled out her phone and brought up the maps app. She centered it on Lestaron Island, and then carefully zoomed in on a low-resolution section of ocean to the northeast. She placed a marker to confirm the coordinates, and then passed her phone over to Jack. 
 
    “There,” she said. “That’s where the gun is.” 
 
    “In the middle of the ocean?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Could be,” she said. “One of the perpetrators of the drive-by may have ditched their gun into the ocean, and it could have been dragged there by the current. Or they could be in a boat right now, on their way to another secret location.” 
 
    “Or there could be an unmarked island,” said Katie. “A small sandbar, or coral atoll. Human traffickers love places like that, outside of regular legal jurisdiction. It keeps them from running into as many problems in their line of work.” 
 
    “That’s also a possibility,” said Margaret. “Unfortunately, I can’t tell you much more based off a single bullet.” 
 
    “It’s enough,” said Jack. “We’ll figure something out from here.” 
 
    He nodded to Katie, and they both stood to leave. 
 
    “Jack,” said Margaret, as he reached the door. “You seem like a reasonable young man.” 
 
    Jack turned back around to face her. He frowned, noticing the serious expression on Margaret’s face. 
 
    “I’ll ask you this time, instead of attacking you,” she said. “Give up. Surrender to me, once you’ve tracked down these criminals.” 
 
    Jack had already started shaking his head no, but Margaret held up a finger, bidding him to let her finish. 
 
    “This is pure speculation on my part, but the nature of your… condition must be putting the people nearest to you through a lot,” she said. “People you care about. People you love. Either you’re hurting them through your actions or placing them in difficult circumstances by mere proximity.” 
 
    Katie had already started down the hall and was out of earshot. Jack couldn’t claim that what Margaret was saying wasn’t at least partially true, but still… 
 
    Was he ready to give up? And what would it even mean if he did? 
 
    “If I were to surrender,” he said. “What would happen then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Margaret. “Given how you saved my life, I would of course speak on your behalf.” 
 
    “Did you come here to capture me, originally?” he asked. “Or did you come here to kill me?” 
 
    Margaret shrugged. 
 
    “You should surrender now, Jack,” she said. “It will make things simpler, in the long run. I’ll have backup the next time I encounter you in an official capacity.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything else to her. He left the room, shutting the door firmly behind him as he stepped out into the hall. Katie was waiting for him at the intersection, and she raised an eyebrow as they fell into step. 
 
    “What was that about?” she asked. 
 
    “What was the whole Pierce thing about?” asked Jack. 
 
    “That…” Katie made an annoyed noise under her breath. “Is none of your business.” 
 
    Jack actually agreed with her, for the most part. He wasn’t all that interested in delving into the details of Katie’s past trysts, but his curiosity over the specific timing of it got the better of him. 
 
    “Was it before you and Bruce got together?” he asked.  
 
    “I.. It was… I mean…” Katie scowled at him and balled her hands into fists. “Bruce and I had a very slow courtship. We were close friends, basically, before we started dating.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. It brought a petty smile to his face to imagine how much having a competitor for Katie’s affections early on must have annoyed Bruce. 
 
    “Close friends,” said Jack. “Right… Are you going to take this Pierce fellow up on his offer to visit?” 
 
    “Jack!” hissed Katie. “This is none of your fucking business.” 
 
    It really wasn’t, and he knew it. It was Katie’s business, and maybe Bruce’s. But Jack couldn’t deny the fact that a part of him did care. As much as he’d enjoy watching Bruce squirm at having one of Katie’s “old friends” back in town, he wasn’t entirely sure that he would be able to have a mature and adult reaction to it, either. 
 
    The two of them reached the door they’d entered through and carefully slipped out into the night. They got back into Katie’s car, and she pulled onto the street. 
 
    “So what now?” asked Jack. “It doesn’t seem like we can do anything, unless you’re down to swim.” 
 
    “Your grandfather has a boat,” said Katie. “Or, I guess I should say that you do, now. The coordinates Margaret identified aren’t too far from Lestaron Island. We can make it out there in an hour or two.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked. “It’s the middle of the night. It’ll be pitch-black on the water.” 
 
    “Clear skies overhead,” said Katie. “Trust me, it won’t be that dark. The trip will be pretty straightforward with GPS tracking. We need to do this now, before the gang confirms that you’re still alive, and during a time when you can use your abilities to be sneaky.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow, not feeling as confident as Katie sounded. He kept his objections to himself as she drove through Lesser Town, down to the docks. She parked and led him along the abandoned pier to a small boathouse off to the side. 
 
    A speedboat with three outboard motors and a mid-sized cabin was swaying on the water inside. Jack wasn’t surprised when Katie pulled the keys out of her pocket and climbed onto the deck.  
 
    “Come on,” she said. “We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this?” said Jack. 
 
    Katie made a face and beckoned to him. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re going out onto the open ocean in the middle of the night,” said Jack. “There could be storms. Or rogue waves. Or sharks.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Katie’s face. 
 
    “You’re afraid of the water,” she said. “Oh my god. That is so funny.” 
 
    “I am not!” said Jack. “I just have a healthy respect for the elements.” 
 
    “Do you mind setting your healthy respect aside for a while so that we can make progress on investigating some criminals?” 
 
    Jack sighed and climbed onto the boat beside her. Katie made sure the engines were fueled before starting them up and then took the wheel, steering them out onto the water. 
 
    He was surprised by both how loud the boat was while it was up and running and how fast they traveled. Lestaron Island was only a couple of lights fading into the distance behind them after a few minutes. And as much as Jack hated to admit it, the feeling of being out on the water with almost nothing on the horizon in all other directions did unnerve him a little. 
 
    It was hard for Jack to say much to Katie without having to shout over the sound of the engines. He kept his eyes on the water, occasionally tensing up as Katie plowed over larger than average waves. It took him a couple of seconds to recognize their destination when they finally came upon it after close to two hours. 
 
    It wasn’t a ship, and it wasn’t the place where the gun they were tracking had been ditched. A large, stormproof building had been constructed atop a rocky, island spire with high cliffs and no beaches. Several boats were moored outside, and the operation reminded Jack a little of an oil drilling platform, secluded and clearly built for a purpose. 
 
    Katie killed the boat’s engines, letting it coast in toward a cliff on the opposite side from where the boats were. Jack licked his lips, considering what would need to happen next. He’d come to the island for a reason, one that he wasn’t sure Katie was going to like. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Katie. “We can scale the cliffs and see if there is a way to sneak in. All we need are a few photos of their crimes, and we’ll have enough evidence to deal with these fuckers.” 
 
    “Right.” Jack smiled, feeling conflicted about what he was about to do. “Katie?” 
 
    “What is it?” She turned around, facing toward Jack instead of the front of the boat. 
 
    He pulled his hand out of his pocket, flipping the tiny leather pouch of sleeping powder he’d purchased from Palmer, and dumping it out into his hand. Katie frowned in confusion as he held it in front of her face for her to inspect, and then blew it in her face. 
 
    Palmer had promised Jack that it was fast-acting, and the results proved him to be an honest merchant. Jack had to slide forward to catch Katie to keep her from tumbling against the ship’s wheel. He gently lowered her down to the deck, and then carefully steered the ship to keep it from pulling in too close to the rocky cliffs. He might have been able to navigate the open waters on his own, but he could at least manage that much. 
 
    He didn’t want Katie to see what he was about to do. He didn’t want her to even know about it, though he suspected that she’d be smart enough to connect the dots once she eventually woke up. Jack fumbled for a few minutes with the anchor before figuring out how to let it drop, securing the ship in place. Then, he carefully made the jump from the ship’s bow onto the cliff and began scaling his way up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    The cliff wall had a dank, musty smell to it, but Jack’s hands found purchase easily enough. It had looked harder from the boat, and within ten minutes, Jack was standing at the top, crouching as he watched the gang’s hideout in the distance. 
 
    From the outside, it looked like a 21st century pirate fortress. A fence with razor wire ran around the perimeter. Solar panels decorated the roof, and a massive rain recycler was attached to one side. The walls of the main building were solid concrete, which was one of the few building materials that would survive the kinds of storms the small island would be vulnerable to. 
 
    It was a spartan, self-sufficient facility, and it seemed analogous to the hearts of the men capable of doing what Jack knew the criminals inside did. They were slavers, murderers, and rapists. The kind of men who stood apart from society due to their intense cruelty. 
 
    Jack approached the hideout slowly, keeping low and making each of his steps silent. The fence posed little problem for him and his Spectral Sword, which cut through the metal like a knife through soft butter.  
 
    A single guard stood on watch outside a metal door in the front of the building. He was sitting in a chair, staring at his phone, with an assault rifle lazily leaned against one knee. Jack pressed his back against the building and slowly moved into position behind the man. His focus was on staying silent. He doubted the guard would be able to see much with his eyes adjusted to the bright phone screen, rather than the dark night. 
 
    The guard made a small, interested noise, and then coughed into the crook of his arm. He never got a chance to take another breath. Jack wrapped his arm around the man’s neck, levering it with enough force to close off the man’s windpipe, along with any chance of him managing to get out a scream. 
 
    The guard struggled, but that only made his death quicker as his muscles exhausted what little oxygen was left in his blood. He went still in less than thirty seconds, and the only sound announcing the encounter was that of the rifle clattering against the rock. 
 
    Jack waited until he was sure the man was dead and not just unconscious. It was far more satisfying than it had any right to be. And it was easy. It felt like finally tracking down an annoying fly and getting the perfect angle to crush it out of existence with the swatter. 
 
    He placed the dead man back in his chair, positioning him to look as though he might just be asleep. Jack turned his attention to the door, casting Spectral Lockpick and quickly defeating the lock. He opened it slowly, slipping into the hideout and gently closing it behind him. 
 
    He was a little surprised by what he found inside. The building’s exterior seemed almost militarized in appearance, but the interior felt comfortable and actively lived in. Jack walked through the entryway, spotting several bins where the gang apparently took their shoes off on entry.  
 
    The first door he passed by was open, and Jack peered into a living room with a soft carpet and high-end entertainment center. It made him feel strange to imagine the gang members relaxing in that room, perhaps even playing one of the video game consoles that he could see stuffed into the cabinet underneath. 
 
    The next room completely exhausted any sympathy he might have had for them. Jack stared into a chamber full of cages. There were no carpets or creature comforts in this room. Just the smell of human misery and a few bloodstains on the concrete floor. None of the cages were currently occupied, but Jack had no doubt that they’d once held people.  
 
    Seeing it made him feel an odd emotion. It wasn’t fury or hatred, but something more calculated and actionable. A purposeful buzzing in his hands. It almost felt like having a restless leg, tapping away with an incessant purpose. Except his chosen outlet for this energy was going to be a little messier. 
 
    The men deserved it. And it needed to be done. After how they’d hurt Ryoko and killed her uncle, and after the attack on the mansion, Jack almost didn’t have a choice. The situation demanded a conclusion, and he was the only person capable of bringing one about. 
 
    Despite the time of night, Jack found it odd that he hadn’t encountered more men awake. He reached the next room, and this time, he had to gently push his way in through a door that had been left open just a crack. It was dark on the other side, but his night vision was good enough for him to make out the relevant shapes. 
 
    The room was a dormitory, probably one of several, given that there were only four beds. One of them was occupied, and Jack approached the sleeping man in silence, taking steps that fell in rhythm with the man’s breathing. He stood next to his bedside for a moment before summoning his Spectral Sword. He lifted the dark, ethereal blade up, and then slammed down into the man’s chest. Simple. A basic movement. Over in a second. 
 
    This time, Jack’s prey did make some noise. He gasped as Jack’s sword pierced through his chest, and let out a pathetic cry as he tried to get his hands around the blade and pull it out. Jack let his sword dematerialize. It had already done its damage. 
 
    He heard someone call out from another room, followed by approaching footsteps. Jack spotted the room’s light and lashed out at it with Spectral Hand, letting the shadowy tendril shatter the bulb with a satisfying pop. Then, he walked over to the door and leaned against the wall behind it. 
 
    “Rufus?” shouted a voice. “What the fuck is going on in here?” 
 
    Jack felt an excited rush as he heard his new target stepping into the room and flicking the light switch, to no avail. He let the man walk further in, and then slammed the door shut just as the man turned on a flashlight. 
 
    “Jesus!” The man stumbled back from Jack as the flashlight’s beam focused on him. “Who the fuck are—” 
 
    He never got the last word out. Jack summoned his sword and swung it in a single, furious movement. It cut clean through the man, severing his torso from his lower body at a crooked angle. The man’s legs stayed upright for an instant after he was already dead before toppling to the ground next to his upper half. Blood spewed out onto the floor, enough to make the air feel sticky and humid. 
 
    The fight, if it could be called that, had been short but loud. Jack could already hear approaching footsteps from elsewhere in the base. He slipped back out through the door, smashing the hallway light and sneaking away from whoever was coming to investigate. 
 
    “What’s with all the noise?”  
 
    Whoever was asking the question sounded half asleep. Jack peered around the corner, watching as they pushed into the room he’d just left and went through the same process of trying the light switch. 
 
    “What the hell…?” asked the man. “Rufus, did you spill something? What is this… What…?” 
 
    Jack listened as the man let out a terrified noise that was a little too winded to be a proper scream. He knew that he could double back and finish him off easily if he wanted. He was about to, when he heard the base’s front door swing open, followed by heavy footsteps of at least a half dozen men. 
 
    “Check every room.” Emanuel’s voice was distinct and recognizable. “And go in pairs. I’m not interested in losing any more people tonight.” 
 
    Jack slipped through the nearest door and into a large, communal dining room with a single table at the center. A chandelier dangled from overhead, and he used a tendril to break the lightbulbs in it. There were several doors leading to other rooms and hallways where more illumination came in from, but at least he’d given himself a few shadows to work with. 
 
    He waited in the corner nearest to the door the men would eventually come in through. They were sticking together as a group. It was smart, but probably a strategy born out of fear, rather than a deliberate tactic. 
 
    “It’s him,” muttered one of the men, in a voice Jack could barely hear. “It’s that same guy. The one that killed Monty. The fucking psycho.” 
 
    “It’s not him,” said Emanuel. “You saw the state he was in when he left the warehouse. And Khumar took a car by his house, just in case he has any friends.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” said Khumar. “I just… don’t know.” 
 
    All of them sounded scared except for Emanuel. Jack was surprised by how much that pleased him. He waited, staying patient as the men slowly made their way through the base. He heard the exact moment they discovered the bodies he’d left in the dormitory. 
 
    “What the fuck?” shouted one of the men. “Jesus fuck! I didn’t sign on for this!” 
 
    “Don’t even think about running,” said Emanuel. “I will put a bullet through the back of anyone I see turning tail. This is our base. Whoever thinks they can take us on here will soon learn otherwise.” 
 
    Jack continued to wait. He stayed where he was, even as the men began trickling into the room past him. They were dragging something with him, a body bag that Jack assumed contained one of the fallen gang members. Someone nearly spotted Jack with their flashlight. He reacted immediately, gathering enough blood essence to cast Shadow Form and turn himself incorporeal. 
 
    It worked perfectly, for once, and Jack found the sensation fascinating. It let him swim through the shadows as though they were icy water, while simultaneously losing all sense of physical form. He became the shadow, sensing the world through the dark outlines they contained. Then, he reformed, his body pulling back together as the smoky darkness of Shadow Form coalesced back into his normal physical presence.  
 
    He was in the opposite corner, and he was ready to make his move. He stepped out in front of the hallway that led back toward the base’s entrance, cutting off any avenue of escape. This wasn’t going to be a fair fight, and it certainly wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    “Fuck!” shouted one of the men. “No, no, no! It’s him!” 
 
    “Who else would it be?” asked Jack. He rushed forward, summoning his Spectral Sword and stabbing it through the chest of the man who’d spoken. There were six men in the group, five, now that he’d killed one. All of them flinched back in horror, except for Emanuel, who managed to fight off his nerves and fire his pistol at Jack.  
 
    The bullet went wide, though it was more a fault of the darkened room than Emanuel’s aim. Jack leapt backward anyway, slipping into the shadows. He wanted the men scared. It would make things that much easier for him. Emanuel was doing his best to keep the situation under control, holding his arms out and gesturing for the others to stay calm. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Emanuel. “You truly are something. It amazes me that you’re even here, right now. I take it you had on a bulletproof vest the other day?” 
 
    Jack smiled to himself. “That’s a reasonable conclusion to come to. It’s wrong, but it does make sense. How else would I have been able to survive all that gunfire?” 
 
    He kept moving, casting Shadow Form and creeping from corner to corner, preventing Emanuel from getting a solid idea of where he was. The rest of the men were too nervous to be much of a threat, but Jack could tell from the posture of their leader that he was still capable of aiming and firing accurately. 
 
    “You are quite the character,” said Emanuel. “It’s a shame we had to meet each other under such complicated circumstances. We have so much in common.” 
 
    Jack appeared in the far corner of the room, opposite the direction most of the men were facing. 
 
    “Do we?” he said. The men flinched and hurried to spin around to face him. One of them fired, but Jack was already somewhere else. The mobility that Shadow Form gave him in a dark environment was almost unfair. 
 
    “Fear is my weapon,” said Emanuel. “It is fascinating to me to see someone else try to use it against me and my men.” 
 
    “Try?” This time, Jack appeared directly behind one of the men. He grabbed him by the shoulders, digging his fingers hard enough to gouge into the man’s flesh through his shirt. The trigger-happy man from before fired, and the muzzle flash illuminated his face this time. It was Khumar, and he was scared. 
 
    The bullets struck the man Jack had been hiding behind, just as he’d intended. He faded away again, rotating around the group. The remaining men had finally begun using their flashlights to limit the number of hiding places left to him. It didn’t matter much, as he was starting to tax his blood essence reserves, regardless. 
 
    “Oh, they might be scared,” said Emanuel. “But I’m not. And you aren’t, either. Killers aren’t afraid of violence, not in the way of those unaccustomed to the savage beauty of death.” 
 
    Jack held his tongue, tamping down an intense urge to refute Emanuel’s point about them being similar. He couldn’t risk it now. There were still four men left standing, and all of them had guns. He could still win the fight, but he couldn’t get cocky. 
 
    “No, you aren’t scared of dying, Jack Masterson,” said Emanuel. “Or of killing. But I think I have an idea of what would scare you.” 
 
    Emanuel walked over to the body bag they’d dragged into the room with them earlier. Jack’s heart caught in his throat as he realized who was inside as it was being unzipped. Emanuel dumped Katie out of her bag and then pulled her to her feet. She had a gag taped into her mouth, and she still looked hazy from the sleeping powder.  
 
    “Loss,” said Emanuel. “Now that’s scary in a different kind of way. It’s a little funny, isn’t it? Your crusade against us began over a woman. Now it will end with a different woman. If only you were in a position to learn from having such a weakness.” 
 
    Emanuel forced Katie to her knees. She was shaking, and she tried unsuccessfully to force words out past the gag. 
 
    “Come out into the open,” said Emanuel. “Or I’m going to have Khumar put a bullet in this girl’s head.” 
 
    Emanuel nodded to Khumar, who moved into position next to Katie. He brought his gun up and pressed the barrel against her temple. Katie went completely still as the metal touched her skin, like an animal frozen in the presence of a predator. 
 
    Jack felt like more of an idiot than he ever had before in his life. Of course they’d go out to investigate the boat. He’d left Katie there, asleep, undefended, all because he didn’t want her to have to see the type of person he really was. Because he didn’t want Katie to see him enjoy killing as much as he did. 
 
    She looked around the room, her eyes meeting his in the dark for an instant, though he was the only one who realized it. Even more than the fear that Jack could see in her expression, what unnerved him most was the defeat, and the acceptance. She knew how this would end.  
 
    If Jack revealed himself, it was likely they would both die. They’d seen him survive a normal hail of bullets once before. They would shoot him until his body was basically pulp, ensuring that he wouldn’t be able to recover even with his vampiric healing. 
 
    Katie knew that there was no way that they would both leave that room alive. She knew it and had come to terms with it, because she had that kind of strength. Jack slowly shook his head, still hidden by the darkness, wishing for a miracle. He wanted a second chance to do right by her. A chance to go down a path that led him and his cherished friend, the girl he’d promised to marry as a child, to a future containing both of them. 
 
    And he knew that he wasn’t going to get it. 
 
    Khumar’s finger tightened against the trigger. He swallowed, glancing over at Emanuel. 
 
    “I won’t wait for long, Jack.” Emanuel licked his lips, smiling as he waited for a response. He shrugged when he didn’t get one and nodded to Khumar. “Do it.” 
 
    Jack was already flinging himself forward, and he had to freeze to keep from revealing himself when he saw Khumar, in a bizarre turn of events, unclench his hand and drop the gun. Khumar shook his head and ran his hands through his hair, looking like nothing so much as a man breaking under the stress. 
 
    “…No!” said Khumar. “He… He’ll kill me first. I’m not fucking doing it. Fuck you, Emanuel!” 
 
    Khumar was right. Jack did kill him first. He slammed his sword through Khumar’s stomach, feeling a surge of relief at both managing to save Katie and finally take revenge on the other man who’d attacked Ryoko. 
 
    The other gang members reacted in a panic. One of them fired wildly, most of the bullets hitting the walls and ceiling, except for one, which impacted against Khumar’s dying body. Jack decapitated him with a lazy reverse swing and then cleaved into the shoulder of the man standing next to him. Emanuel had his gun aimed at Jack, but he didn’t fire. He was the only one left, and he seemed to be trying to position himself so he had a clear path toward the hallway that led to the entrance. 
 
    “I could still shoot her,” said Emanuel. “I have good aim. And I’m not scared of you killing me, as I made clear before.” 
 
    Jack stepped in front of Katie, blocking her from Emanuel’s line of sight with his own body. 
 
    “That sword,” said Emanuel. “The way you… disappear like that. You’re something else. It seems unfair that I make a discovery like this, right now, of all times.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. Emanuel waited, as though hoping he could draw him into a conversation if he left room for him to respond. Anything to delay the inevitable. 
 
    The gun in Emanuel’s hand went off. Jack turned so that he was facing away, completely covering Katie with his body. He pushed into the hallway and through the first open door he saw. Emanuel fired again, and then crouched to pick up an assault rifle dropped by one of the other men to replace his empty pistol. 
 
    Jack charged back into the room, moving like a phantom as he used his dwindling blood essence reserves to cast Shadow Form and fade into and out of position. Emanuel wasn’t necessarily a more capable opponent than the others, but he wasn’t afraid, and that made him far more dangerous. 
 
    Jack appeared off to Emanuel’s side, hoping to strike him unaware. Emanuel spun, firing quickly enough to catch Jack in the shoulder with a bullet. Jack’s duster refused to let the round piece through, but it still left a deep, crushing bruise on the flesh underneath. 
 
    He spun in closer, making it harder for Emanuel to get a shot off. He slammed his fist into Emanuel’s face, spinning the man around and making him spit blood as he regained his balance.  
 
    “Enough,” said Emanuel. “That’s… enough.” 
 
    Jack hesitated as he stood over the man, even as he recognized it as a mistake. What was the point of listening to him? The fight was basically over. 
 
    “You win,” said Emanuel. 
 
    “I’m not just going to let you walk out of here,” said Jack. 
 
    “No, I suppose you aren’t.” Emanuel flashed a smile, his teeth bloody from Jack’s earlier punch. “Well then.” 
 
    He tipped the barrel of the rifle upward, bit down on it, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    It happened so fast that Jack almost didn’t believe what he’d just seen. Emanuel’s body twitched once as he fired and then went completely still, like an empty vessel. Jack nudged the body with his toe, feeling his shock fade into a strange disappointment.  
 
    Katie had moved from where he’d left her. She was leaning against the wall, trying to make her way toward the exit. Jack hurried over to her, pulling one of her arms over his shoulder and helping her stand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. “They didn’t do anything to you, did they?” 
 
    Katie pushed him away roughly. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Don’t… come near me.” Katie shook her head. “You…” 
 
    She held up one finger, and then turned around and vomited onto the floor. 
 
    “Katie, it’s okay,” he said. “I took care of them.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, and she took a step back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Katie refused to say another word to him. She left the base while Jack was still checking rooms to make sure that he hadn’t missed anyone. When he made it back to the boat, she was in the process of winding the anchor back up. Jack got the distinct sense that if he’d showed up a minute later, she would have already left. 
 
    A hollow, sinking feeling slowly filled his heart as Katie guided the speedboat back to Lestaron Island. He couldn’t get the way she’d looked at him out of his head. She’d seen him clearly in a way that he wasn’t even sure he saw himself anymore, and what she’d seen had horrified her. 
 
    The silence lingered as Katie coasted into the boathouse. Jack climbed out but waited for her as she secured the boat to the dock. The sun was rising outside, and the light felt hideously bright to Jack’s eyes and skin. 
 
    “Katie,” he said, as she finished. “Will you at least talk to me?” 
 
    Katie walked out onto the pier, only turning to face Jack once she’d put a good ten feet between them.  
 
    “I understand now,” she said. She didn’t smile at him. Her expression was cold in a way that made Jack’s heart feel like it was on the verge of breaking. 
 
    “You understand what?” he asked. “Katie, what are you talking about?” 
 
    His voice broke a little as he asked the question, and he knew it was because he didn’t really want to hear the answer. 
 
    “Since this first happened to you, I’ve been wondering what Peter would have done, if he were still alive.” She took a slow breath and set her jaw. “I was trying to pretend that he’d have empathy for you. That he’d find a way to compromise, and let the code go. For your sake.” 
 
    Katie slowly shook her head. The wind picked up, and it scattered strands of brown hair across her face and made the fabric of Jack’s duster rustle incessantly. 
 
    “But this is what the code is for,” said Katie. “You weren’t a monster, not at first. I could still look at you and see the cute little boy I knew back when we were kids. But now… I don’t know who I see. Or what.” 
 
    “It’s still me, Katie.” Jack took a step forward, and the fact that it caused Katie to immediately take one back in response was like a slap in the face. 
 
    “I’m a fool,” said Katie. “For enabling you, and for so much more. I’m complicit in all of this.” 
 
    “They were bad men, Katie,” he said. “You know they were. This needed to be done.” 
 
    “They were all bad men?” asked Katie. “Every single one of them? How would you even know? How do you know some of them weren’t coerced into it? Would you have killed Ryoko if she’d been there?” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He really didn’t like her framing it like that. 
 
    “You’re overreacting,” said Jack. 
 
    He finally closed the distance to her and took her wrist. Katie pulled away as though he’d touched her with a hot iron. She hopped out of his reach and gave him that same look. The one he’d seen on her face right before she’d thrown up. The one that made Jack feel as though she saw a monster in his place. 
 
    “You scare me, Jack,” she said, quietly. “And when you feed, the way it makes me feel... It scares me even more. It makes me think that even with the potion, all this time, I’ve been under your spell. Unable to look at what’s been right in front of me.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Katie. “I… don’t think I can be around you anymore.” 
 
    They were such simple words, but Jack had to turn away from her as he heard them. It felt like she slammed a knife into his gut. She’d stuck by him through so much. She’d been his guiding light, a huge part of the reason he’d decided to come back to Lestaron Island in the first place. She’d been the girl he’d promised to one day marry, and now she couldn’t even stand to look at him. 
 
    He listened to Katie’s footsteps fading into the distance, only looking after her in time to see her car pulling onto the road. That was fine by him. Jack needed some time alone with his thoughts. Some time to think about what he was supposed to do next. 
 
    He felt like he was walking through town aimlessly, but he eventually came to a stop outside Lestaron Hospital. This time, he entered through the main entrance and waited patiently while the nurse at the front desk confirmed that Margaret was willing to see him. 
 
    She looked better than she had the night before, despite still being in a hospital gown. Her face had more color to it, and the sunlight streaming in through the window made her red hair look vibrant and warm. And her smell… Jack had been too caught up in his emotions while he’d been talking to Katie to realize how much his bloodthirst had begun to affect him. 
 
    “Well,” said Margaret. “This is a surprise. A good surprise, I hope?” 
 
    “I’m just here to talk,” said Jack. 
 
    Margaret smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “You are a strange one,” she said. “Quite strange, indeed. Did your investigation into whoever shot me yield any results?” 
 
    Jack took a breath. 
 
    “The people responsible have been taken of,” he said. He wasn’t about to elaborate on what he’d done throughout the night any more than that. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I was able to help,” said Margaret. “If you want to repay that particular favor, do you mind mentioning to the nurse that I seem to be in pain on the way out? They cut down my dose of morphine this morning.” 
 
    “Is there a cure?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “For… what I am,” he said. “Is there a way to cure vampirism?” 
 
    Margaret’s face grew serious. She made eye contact with him for several seconds and then slowly shook her head. It was what Jack had been expecting. Katie hadn’t known about a cure, either. 
 
    “The only way for you to return to normal would be to kill the vampire who turned you,” said Margaret. “It sounds simple, but in most cases, it’s a fairly daunting prospect.” 
 
    Jack nodded. The idea of killing Mira was more than a little intimidating to him, both because of what it would entail mentally and the obvious, practical challenge.  
 
    “I think that you already knew the answer to that question,” said Margaret. “So tell me. Why did you come here to visit me, Jack Masterson?” 
 
    “I’m not sure anymore,” he said. “About what I’ve been doing. And… what I’ve been becoming.” 
 
    Margaret shifted forward in the bed, wincing slightly as she moved in a way that her injury didn’t agree with. 
 
    “Surrender,” said Margaret. “I can see the weight that you have on your shoulders. You don’t have to carry it. If you surrender to me, at least you’ll get a bit of control over where you’re headed.” 
 
    “And what would surrendering mean?” he asked. “Imprisonment? Execution?” 
 
    Margaret didn’t answer him, and Jack suspected that it was probably the second of the two. 
 
    “I can’t just surrender,” said Jack. “But I don’t want to keep heading down this path.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Margaret. 
 
    Jack licked his lips. 
 
    “Tell your superiors in the Order of Chaldea that I want to talk,” said Jack. “I’ll wait for them at home. I have some repairs to do there, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d be willing to come out to the island, especially given my current circumstances,” said Margaret. “But I doubt that they’ll come to talk to you, Jack. I’m saying this to be completely honest, not to strong-arm you.” 
 
    “Try to convince them,” he said. “Let them know that if they knock on my door instead of trying to sneak in or break it down, I’ll have a conversation with them.” 
 
    Margaret smiled at him, but the expression looked tired, and a little forced. 
 
    “I’ll let them know,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The sun felt oppressive as Jack made his way up the slope toward the mansion. It wasn’t only because he was more sensitive to it than normal people. It was also a constant reminder of how long it had been since he’d gotten any sleep. He was tired and unsure of whether any amount of rest would help with the way he currently felt. 
 
    He headed through the front and was a little taken aback by how much more work Ryoko had done on the cleaning. Tarps still covered the broken windows, but she’d started repairing the bullet holes in the wall, working her way from left to right and filling each one with drywall compound. 
 
    Jack headed upstairs and into his room. He sat down on his bed and forced himself to breathe. He couldn’t get Katie’s expression out of his head. The horrified look in her eyes. The disappointment, in both herself and him. 
 
    “Sir?”  
 
    Ryoko appeared in his doorway, clad only in a fluffy white towel. Her hair was wet, and her face was flushed, as though she’d literally just stepped out of the shower. Somehow, she still managed to seem poised and professional, though her smile dimmed as she saw his face. 
 
    “Ryoko…” said Jack. “I…” 
 
    He winced, accidentally inhaling through her nose and getting a taste of her smell. It was almost overwhelming, and he felt sick to his stomach at how badly it made him want to bite her. Ryoko made it worse by coming closer to him, stopping only when she was just in front of him. 
 
    “I just finished showering,” said Ryoko. “But if there’s anything you need…” 
 
    Her voice was so kind and understanding, and it only made Jack feel worse about what he was. About what he needed. 
 
    He stood up, feeling his bloodthirst getting the better of him. He expected Ryoko to push him away, or to at least give him the same kind of look that Katie had. 
 
    Instead, she favored him with an open, eager smile. A part of Jack’s burden melted away in that instant, replaced by a light, flirtatious tension. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    She reached for the towel and let her fingers play with the fold. Jack felt a smile of his own sneaking onto his face. He gave a small nod, and he watched as she flicked the towel loose, letting it drop to the floor at her feet. 
 
    She was beautiful, and the sight of her naked body, offered freely to him, felt like a repudiation of the basis of his hollow mood. Ryoko was the same as him. She could be here with him and see the darkness without needing to look away. 
 
    She was blushing a little, and standing in a way that made it seem as though she was holding back the urge to cover her breasts with her arms. Jack smiled, letting his eyes rove over her cute nipples and the perky, girlish tilt of her bust. 
 
    Ryoko stepped in closer to him. She slipped her hands into his duster, letting it slide to the floor, and then she continued to undress him, taking his shirt and jeans off. Jack was unused to seeing her take initiative like that, but he felt like it couldn’t have come at a more appropriate time. 
 
    “Will you bite me, first?” whispered Ryoko. She slid forward against him, letting her petite breasts press against his bare chest. “I took the potion already.” 
 
    “You want me to bite you?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ryoko nodded, sliding her hand into his boxers and leaning her head to the side. Jack planted a soft kiss on the nape of her neck, and let his teeth drag across her soft skin. He felt her shudder, and then sank his fangs in, drinking deeply. 
 
    Somehow, it felt like what they both needed. Jack savored Ryoko’s sweet taste, letting his hands roam over her as she writhed in ecstasy. When he finally pulled his mouth back, he barely had time to lick the last of her blood from his lips before she was kissing him passionately. 
 
    They fell onto the bed. Jack had to make an effort to keep himself under control. Ryoko’s hand groped at him and pulled his boxers down, and he felt her soft palm against his shaft, gently stroking. He gave her a deep kiss and let his thumb run over one of her nipples. 
 
    Jack grabbed her by the thighs and repositioned her toward the center of the bed. He let himself hover at the edge of pushing into her, teasing her a little. Ryoko looked like she was holding back a smile, and he savored the way her expression fluttered as he finally pushed forward, sliding into her. 
 
    Her reactions were seductive in the cutest possible way. She responded to each of his movements with little gasps of pleasure. They were like little, lewd squeaks, and Jack could see her trying and failing to hold them in. She let out one that caused her voice to crack a little as he pushed in as far as he could go. 
 
    The foreplay was over. He started thrusting faster, and letting his hands grope her with less restraint. Ryoko matched his rhythm as he built up speed, bucking her hips and digging her fingers into his shoulders slightly. 
 
    Jack tried to be gentle, but felt himself giving in to a deep, primal urge to be a little rough. He squeezed and slapped her buttocks. He lifted one of her thighs and used it to give him the leverage to really pump into her. He pinned her shoulders and whispered things into her ear. He let the same monster that had scared Katie so much out and listened to Ryoko moaning in response to it. 
 
    The bed shook and banged against the wall as he took her. The sheets came askew, leaving the mattress nearly as naked as they were. Ryoko’s petite body seemed to fit him perfectly in the moment, and he took her for all she was worth. 
 
    It was just them in the mansion, and it would just be them moving forward. The thought was liberating. Jack listened to the noises Ryoko was making slowly rise in pitch until they finally exploded over. He didn’t last much longer than she did. He squeezed her against him as tightly as he could as he came and followed it up with a deep, sensual kiss. Ryoko wrapped her legs around him, holding him inside of her. 
 
    “Feel any better, sir?” Ryoko whispered, once they’d regained their breath. 
 
    Jack grinned at her and nodded. He ran a hand through her soft hair and let out a deeply satisfied sigh. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “See? Isn’t this nice? She’s basically a thrall already.” 
 
    Mira’s voice was soft and hot against Jack’s ear. He was still lying in bed, with Ryoko resting her head on his chest. Mira had taken up position behind him, dressed in her white nightgown and unconcerned with the fact that Jack was with another woman. 
 
    “I thought I told you not to use your Blood Sight to spy on me,” said Jack. 
 
    “I don’t think you did,” said Mira. 
 
    “Well, I certainly meant to,” he replied. 
 
    Mira caressed his cheek with her hand, and then reached over to Ryoko. Her fingers passed through the maid’s hair, unable to make physical contact given the illusory nature of her presence to everything but Jack. 
 
    “I like her so much more than the other one,” said Mira. “She’s more like us. More practical.” 
 
    “What do you want?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira slid in closer, nibbling his ear and letting out a soft, sultry purr. Jack felt his lower half stirring, and he scowled downward at his traitorous body part. 
 
    “I’m on my way back,” said Mira. 
 
    It took a couple of seconds for the implication to register with him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remember?” whispered Mira. “You were in trouble the last time we spoke. I’m coming to help you out of it.” 
 
    “I don’t need help,” said Jack. “It’s fine. The situation has been resolved.” 
 
    His heart thudded in his chest. Mira coming back to Lestaron Island would pose so many problems. It would complicate everything. And yet somehow, it still made him tingle with excitement and anticipation. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” whispered Mira. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    And as such, Lady Eletha demanded supreme fealty from Billick. She strode into his palace flanked by her valkyries, wearing the sensual, open cut dress of the elven dawning ceremony. Billick, defeated in both battle and pride, stood naked in his court room. His contemporaries watched on, knowing that their only hope for thriving in the next era lay with the heir about to be conceived. 
 
    Before the war, Billick had boasted of his intent to bed Lady Eletha. Perhaps that was part of the irony of her demands, placing the burden of conception into his lap along with complete surrender. Now, she walked toward him with long, languid steps, the horizontal slits in her dress revealing glimpses of pink nipple as they shifted across her bosom. 
 
    Billick made a show of sneering openly, but it was clear that he was a defeated man. Even as aroused as he was, there was no confidence left in his eyes. If anything, his expression hinted at self-loathing and annoyance in the deep satisfaction Lady Eletha took in their reversal of roles. 
 
    She pushed her hand against his chest, knocking him back into the chair that was once to be his throne. Pulling up her dress from the hem, she lowered herself onto him. He was ready for her, and reached his hands up to feel her body and take control. 
 
    Two of Lady Eletha’s valkyries seized his wrists before he could. Lady Eletha nodded to a third, who came up beside her and took hold of Billick’s long ears, rubbing the appendages and teasing the erogenous zones there with soft movements. 
 
    Lady Eletha sank lower onto him, and Billick’s mask faded away. He let out a defeated moan and tried to glare at her, only managing a halfhearted effort. Lady Eletha pulled at her plunging neckline and thrust her bare breasts into his face. Slowly, she rocked her hips back and forth. She planned on taking her time with him. 
 
      
 
    “Halrin Kentar! Are you truly this daft?” 
 
    Hal flinched at the sound of his sister’s voice, nearly dropping the translation he’d been studying. Lilith was headed up the hill in his direction, carrying her skirts high as she stepped through the rain speckled grass. 
 
    He felt his cheeks reddening as he considered the history he’d been reading. Many of the ancient elven texts that Roth assigned him to translate centered on topics that were less than appropriate for polite discussion. Some of them even veered into explicit detail, giving a raw, unfiltered glimpse into the lurid history of the elder race. 
 
    “Do you need something, Lilith?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith bounced with each step as she made her way toward the tree Hal was resting against, her strawberry blonde curls falling loose across her freckled, youthful face. Behind her, carriages approached the Kentar Estate in an unbroken line, appearing to flee from the beautiful setting sun and indigo infused clouds in their wake. 
 
    “It’s father’s victory party,” she said. “He’s going to be expecting you there.” 
 
    Hal shrugged. 
 
    Of course he will be. Along with all his sycophants, desperate to win his favor however they can. 
 
    “Father is always expecting one thing or another,” said Hal. “I’m sure he’s learned to manage his disappointment over the years.” 
 
    Lilith made an annoyed noise and crossed her arms, the motion causing the curls of her hair to pull and bounce like paper spirals. She stomped toward Hal, pouting as her eyes ran over him. For an instant, he feared that she was going to look at his work, and he scrambled to set the stack of paper just out of reach. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Lilith. “I know you too well, brother, to think that this morose mood comes naturally to you.” 
 
    She sat down next to him, leaning her back against the tree trunk, and took hold of one of his hands. Lilith was only twelve, a full eight years younger than Hal, but she was precocious and surprisingly perceptive for her age. Hal sighed and made a vague gesture, hoping she’d just let it drop. 
 
    “Father denied your request for dueling training,” guessed Lilith. “Again?” 
 
    Hal slowly nodded. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” he said. “The Collected Provinces may be at peace now, but that might not always be the case. And he’s one of the most prominent Voicemen, especially now that he’s been reelected. How does he expect me to protect him or you, should something happen? With a single ball from my pistol, which I also haven’t been trained with?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want that kind of life for you,” said Lilith. 
 
    Hal scowled, not at her, but at his circumstances. 
 
    “Father used those exact same words,” said Hal. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect an element of collusion between the two of you.” 
 
    Lilith made an offended noise, and Hal couldn’t keep a tiny smile from betraying his teasing. She was too easy, sometimes. Or perhaps she was just playing along, doing what she could to drag a better mood out of him. 
 
    “It’s not just the training though, is it?” asked Lilith. “He must have said something more than that to darken your temper so.” 
 
    “It’s not what he said…” Hal ran a hand through his hair. “It’s what he does. Who he favors…” 
 
    “You think he favors Mauve over you?” asked Lilith. “Mauve isn’t his son, Hal. And he isn’t your brother, despite how close he’s become to all of us.” 
 
    Mauve was the son of Eddard Broven, the Voiceman who’d originally pulled Hal’s father, Karnas Kentar, into politics. When Eddard had passed away, Mauve had still been a young child and the last of his family line. Karnas had taken him into the Kentar household without a second thought. 
 
    Mauve and my father get along well enough that maybe it would be better if he was his real son. 
 
    Hal pushed the thought away, realizing how petty it was. Mauve had been his best friend for almost his entire life. While Karnas had gone as far as to hint that he’d be open to allowing Mauve to marry Lilith one day, if he wished to join the family legally, Mauve was just as free spirited as Hal when it came to his future. 
 
    “I know,” said Hal. “And you’re right. It’s just frustrating. I’ve seen Mauve on the dueling grounds before. He’s the best swordsman under 25 summers in the province. It’s like father takes a perverse pleasure in allowing him the freedoms that he denies to me.” 
 
    Lilith frowned and said nothing. After a few seconds, she sat up straight and glanced over at him, her green eyes open and hopeful. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up!” She reached into one of the pockets of her dress. When she pulled it out, her hand was clenched into a fist over something. “Close your eyes!” 
 
    Hal felt as though he’d rather roll his eyes than close them, but he obeyed. He felt Lilith draping a necklace over his head. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You can open them now.” 
 
    Hal looked down at what he’d been given. The necklace was an odd thing, a circle of leather cord with a small, clear stone in the shape of teardrop hanging from it. It was smooth and uniform, lacking any imperfections that he could see.  
 
    The stone had a strange effect on the light that passed through it. It wasn’t prismatic, but it still created minor distortions, almost like a full glass of water. A small, metal clasp with a loop for the cord to run through had been secured to the tip of its teardrop shape, leaving the larger half to hang downward. 
 
    Hal glanced up at his sister, who watched him with an excited expression on her face. 
 
    “I found it washed up on the edge of the river,” said Lilith. “What do you think of it?” 
 
    “I can’t really wear a necklace,” said Hal. “Rings are the only jewelry appropriate for grown men.” 
 
    All the excitement faded from her face, replaced by open disappointment. She bit her lower lip, and Hal knew beyond doubt that she was seconds away from crying. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” he said, quickly. “And I can just wear it under my shirt. Thank you, Lilith. I’ll treasure it always.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug, and felt her rest her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I love you, Hal,” she whispered. 
 
    She kept hugging him even as Hal started to release her from the embrace. Her hands moved across her eyes quickly as he caught sight of her face again, brushing away wasted tears. 
 
    “Now,” continued Lilith. “You need to head down the ballroom and join the festivities. And for the sun’s love, Hal, patch things up with father. Tonight isn’t about you, it’s about him.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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