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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Doubt can make a man do strange things. Jack stood with his back to the moon in the middle of the Lestaron Cemetery, staring at his father’s grave. Filled with doubt. 
 
    It was a clear night, with a tapestry of bright, beautiful stars overhead. He really wished he was in a more appropriate mood to appreciate it. 
 
    He’d waited outside the cemetery until the groundskeeper had left for the night, and then for an hour or so longer. It made no sense to ask permission for what he was about to do. Jack knew what the answer would have been, and it made more sense to act first and apologize later, given that he was going to do it anyway. 
 
    He took a few steps back from his father’s grave, his eyes glancing across the lettering on the front that read “James Farmoore.” The man he’d once called his dad was buried six feet below him. Or at least he was supposed to be.  
 
    Volandar, the now deceased leader of the Jade Circle, had told him that his father was still alive. He’d even offered to tell Jack where he was, which seemed like an impossible promise for someone lying about such a thing to make. 
 
    That alone wouldn’t have been enough. Volandar had had his own motivations, and it was possible that he could have been trying to manipulate Jack for the sake of securing him and Mira as allies. 
 
    Except Jack’s own memories didn’t contradict the theory.  
 
    His father had supposedly died in the same car accident that killed his mother, but Jack had been unable to remember the crash up until recently. And what he did remember of it placed his father nowhere near the scene, alive or dead. 
 
    Jack hadn’t bothered to bring a shovel with him. It would have looked infinitely more suspicious if he had, and of course, for someone like him, there was no need. He took a slow breath, appreciating the depth of blood essence reserves inside of him. He had Ryoko to thank for that, along with her easy willingness to let him feed off her to his heart’s content. 
 
    He exhaled slowly, casting Spectral Hand and manifesting six tendrils out of his shoulder blades as he did. The ethereal arms appeared as a cross between the limbs of an octopus and swirling shadows and smoke, with a distinct, crimson hue underlying their form. It was blood magic, an ancient form of spellcraft performed only by Aquinian vampires, or blood mages. 
 
    Jack’s skill with blood magic was still significantly heightened beyond his normal limitations. It was due to a ritual his former broodmother, Mira, had performed with him in an attempt to prepare him for a duel that would have otherwise ended in his death.  
 
    He could now manifest up to seven Spectral Hand tendrils at a time, hold Shadow Form for longer than he’d normally be able to, and even use Shadow Levitation, a spell which he’d only mastered through seeing it in one of Mira’s residual memories. 
 
    Jack brought the tendrils down into the grass, carefully dividing the area directly above the grave into a rectangle slightly larger than the average casket. He divided that rectangle into three squares and then neatly pulled those loose, going slowly to keep the grass unmarred and still attached to some of the top soil. 
 
    He hoped that once he was finished, he’d be able to reset the gravesite in a manner that left only a few traces of dirt, and no real sign of actual tampering. It was an optimistic assumption, and thinking about the trouble that would follow after him if it didn’t pan out only added to the nervous tension that was already weighing down on him. 
 
    What would his parents think of this? Or his grandfather, had any of them been alive to pass judgement? It was a question that Jack didn’t like, but not because of the answer that came to mind. His memories of both his parents and his grandfather were faint and tenuous things, coupled with the emotions of childhood, scratchy and distorted like the reel of an old VHS tape. He didn’t know what they’d think of what he was doing, or what they really would have thought about anything in particular. 
 
    Jack shifted to using his dark tendrils to carefully scoop out clumps of soil, setting them in a singular pile to one side of the hole. The dirt was rich and thick with long earthworms. The implications of that made him wriggle underneath his skin. 
 
    He’d killed people before, and yet the relatively benign act of digging up a grave still left him feeling unnerved and uncomfortable. Maybe it was just because he’d done the former more times than the latter? How many people had he killed over the past few weeks, anyway? 
 
    Enough people. Enough that the number didn’t come straight to mind. Enough that tallying up the bodies he’d left in his wake felt a little like counting ex-lovers and one-night stands, leaving him sure that he’d missed at least one in the end. 
 
    It took Jack longer than he’d been expecting to reach the casket. Six feet under was a lot deeper than the words would seem to imply. The pile of dirt next to the hole was conspicuously high by the time his tendrils finally scraped against wood. 
 
    He slipped four of his tendrils underneath the casket and carefully lifted it from the grave, wiggling it from side to side to force it loose from the spot it had settled into. He could feel the toll the act had taken on his blood essence reserves, but he still had plenty left. Jack set the casket down alongside the hole and ran a hand across the top of it, brushing dirt away. 
 
    He tried to lift the lid, but it didn’t open. When he added his vampiric strength to the equation, he heard the casket’s handle straining against the wooden frame, threatening to snap loose. Jack ran his fingers around the casket’s lid, where a decade of tightly packed earth had basically created an airtight seal. 
 
    It was as though someone was giving him a final, desperate warning to not do what he was about to do. A warning from whom? From his parents, maybe? From the universe? Just what was he truly expecting to find inside? 
 
    Jack expected the casket to be empty, though maybe that was just what his hope and his imagination had tempted him into expecting. It was a simultaneously confusing and relieving outcome. If the casket was empty, what he’d just done would be justified. If the casket was empty, he wouldn’t have to look into the ghastly, decaying visage of his father’s corpse. If the casket was empty… 
 
    Lights suddenly shone in the distance, aimed in Jack’s direction. He froze where he was, trying to drop as low as he could to reduce the presence of his silhouette.  
 
    There was a car headed down the road adjacent to the cemetery. It was driving slowly, and its headlights cast shifting shadows across the headstones as it drew near. 
 
    Jack crouched low, hurried over to a larger headstone, pressing his back against it. He could have used Shadow Form to disappear entirely, but he sensed that he was probably overreacting and didn’t want to waste the blood essence. 
 
    The car almost slowed to a stop, as though its driver might be considering a nighttime stroll through the cemetery. Jack’s heart pounded in his chest, knowing that if he was caught, it would be incredibly difficult for him to explain away what he was doing. But the car kept driving, picking up speed again as it continued down the coastal island road. 
 
    Jack waited for several minutes after it was out of sight before turning to look back in the direction of the casket. It loomed ahead of him, the dirt pile on one side and the surgically extracted grass on the other. The wind blew through the cemetery, making the trees in the bordering forest hiss as their leaves fluttered together. 
 
    He had to do it. He’d come this far, and now he had to do it. Jack repeated the words in his head as he walked back over to the casket like a defensive mantra. It needed to be done. There was no backing down. He had to do it. 
 
    Jack pulled a small penknife out of his pocket and set about breaking the dirt away from the casket’s lid. He went around the length of it and spent another minute or two brushing bits of dirt off the lid. It was a pointless gesture that had more to do with his nervousness and hesitation than anything rational. 
 
    “I have to do it,” he whispered. 
 
    He took a deep breath, letting his fingers settle on the casket’s handle. He closed his eyes and then opened them, knowing that it would do him no good to put off facing whatever he was about to see for even a couple of seconds. Jack pulled hard and threw the lid of the casket open. 
 
    He stared at what he found inside, his eyes unable to make sense of it immediately. 
 
    There was a body inside. The body of a tall man with shriveled, leathery but not overly decayed skin, and brittle hair. Brittle reddish blond hair. And a tattoo, an intricate Gothic cross that spanned most of the right side of his neck. 
 
    The man wasn’t his father. 
 
    Jack walked in a circle around the casket several times, examining it from every direction. He even risked turning on the flashlight he’d brought with him, but the illumination only proved it for him beyond doubt. He checked the headstone again, as though he might have somehow exhumed the wrong person. It was, without a doubt, his father’s supposed gravesite. 
 
    Why? The question reverberated in Jack’s head with more intensity than any of the doubts that had led him down this course of action to begin with. For what possible reason could the body of another man be inside his father’s casket? 
 
    Had his father been trying to fake his own death? No, that made no sense. There was no way that the man in the casket could have passed for James Farmoore, and it seemed impractical to use an actual body for a faked closed casket funeral. It made no sense, unless… 
 
    Unless Jack’s father had needed to get rid of a body, anyway. Perhaps he’d been planning on disappearing, and the corpse Jack had exhumed had been the last, little loose end he needed to tie up. It was ingenious, really. A cemetery was the last place where a buried body would raise suspicion. It was hiding evidence in plain sight. 
 
    It would also seem to imply that his father was a killer. 
 
    Jack sucked in air through his teeth, feeling his stomach churn in a viciously unpleasant manner. He didn’t want to believe it. It was horrifying, and it tainted what few memories Jack had of the man who’d raised him. It made sense, but a part of him pushed back against it, unable or unwilling to accept that his father had been capable of such things. 
 
    Why did it make him feel so disgusted to think of his father as a killer? He was a killer himself. Was it so hard to accept that his father might have had his own dark side? 
 
    Jack had fallen to his knees at some point. His face was wet, and he reached up with a dirty hand to wipe away the tears that had sneaked up on him. The wind blew through the trees again, and this time, the leaves sounded like an ominous reprimand. 
 
    He’d opened the casket, and now he had to accept what he’d found inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    It took him a few minutes, but Jack eventually managed to regain his composure. He hesitated as he walked back over to the casket, deciding at the last second to cut a lock from the dead man’s brittle hair in case he could use it to identify him.  
 
    It was a mystery that Jack wouldn’t be able to let lie, even if it was probably in the best interest of his psyche for him to do so. He closed the casket and used Spectral Hand tendrils to lower it back down into the hole. 
 
    It didn’t take nearly as long to push the dirt back in as it had to dig it out. Jack carefully set the grass squares into place on top, frowning as he looked at the final result of his handiwork. There was still a decent amount of dirt on the ground, and the area he’d dug up looked a little sunken compared to the rest of the cemetery. Still, it would probably pass at a glance, and within a few days, the grass would grow back in seamlessly. 
 
    He walked out of the cemetery slowly, caught up in his thoughts. Jack hadn’t taken the mansion’s car, as he hadn’t wanted the act of finding parking for it to give away what he was doing. He walked alongside the road, slowing as he approached a grassy side area. 
 
    It overlooked one of Lestaron Island’s nicer beaches, though a steep hill made it impractical to head directly between the two without following the road around. Jack sat down on the grass and sighed, wishing he could slow both the frantic flow of his thoughts and the pounding of his heart.  
 
    He stared out at the stars, the moon, and the ocean, and tried to clear his head. It was close to midnight. He hadn’t told Ryoko where he was going, and he’d need to be getting back to the mansion soon enough. 
 
    A noise came from the beach below. It was the sound of a young woman’s laughter. Jack blinked and squinted down at the surf. There was someone there, playing in the shallows. 
 
    Jack stared at the woman’s silhouette as she moved. She was dancing, kicking through the water and splashing about. She was dancing completely free, in the way that only a child or an adult who’d managed to momentarily escape from their own burdens could. 
 
    And she was also meandering deeper out into the water with each step. Jack frowned slightly as she reached waist level, and then continued further out. He stood up when she made it far enough to be up to her shoulders, wondering if he should call out to her. 
 
    The woman windmilled her arms overhead and then disappeared under the water’s surface. Jack waited for ten, twenty, thirty seconds. She didn’t resurface. 
 
    He swore under his breath, wondering if he’d just watched someone being swept out to sea. He hesitated for only a moment before taking a loping step and jumping across the stretch of steep hill separating him from the beach fifty feet below. 
 
    The ground underneath him was a sharp enough drop-off that, for any normal human, the landing would basically ensure a broken leg. Even with his vampiric physique, it still would have been unpleasant, given how much momentum the fall would impart. 
 
    Jack didn’t fall unaided, however. As soon as gravity began to take hold, he channeled his blood essence and cast Shadow Levitation. A cloud of ambient darkness rose up from the ground underneath him, buoying his body and softening his drop. 
 
    He’d experimented enough with Shadow Levitation over the past few weeks to know what the spell was capable of. It wasn’t the same as flying, and its effects were limited by the amount of illumination in the area where he was using it. At night, he could lift himself a few dozen feet in the air for a minute or two at a time. During the day, it was basically useless outside of when he was in the shadow of a building or within a darkened room. 
 
    It wasn’t fast or particularly glamourous, and it took a serious toll on his blood essence reserves, but it was still incredibly useful. Jack floated down to the beach comfortably and barely bent his knees as his feet hit the sand. He’d held his gaze on the spot where he’d seen the girl go under, but he hesitated before charging into the water. 
 
    He was wearing his grandfather’s leather duster, which was lined with a thin layer of chainmail, just about the worst thing he could go into the water with. He shrugged his way out of it and kicked his shoes off, and after another moment of consideration, he pulled off his t-shirt and jeans, too. Jack wasn’t the best swimmer, and he felt like he needed every advantage he could give himself if he was to be helping someone in the midst of drowning. 
 
    He sprinted forward into the water clad only in his boxers and gasped at the cold as soon as the water was up to his waist. The girl had gone under further out from where he was, and his teeth were already chattering when he committed and dove forward, submerging himself completely. 
 
    The chill was enough to take his breath away a second time, but Jack forced his arms and legs into motion, swimming as fast as he could. He accidentally took in a mouthful of water and grimaced at the disgusting saltiness of it. Ahead of him, he saw a flash of movement. An arm frantically reaching up past the water’s surface, maybe? 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted, forcing his head up to get the word out. “Are you okay? I’m here to help!” 
 
    The woman was back underwater again, but Jack heard the sound of feminine laughter, loud and clear. He was far enough out to be in over his head, and he felt a slight edge of nervousness as he considered what would happen if he ended up caught by the current. 
 
    Something touched his ankle and then grabbed it. Jack let out a surprised grunt and spun around, kicking his legs more carefully in case it had been the woman. It was nearly impossible to see down into the water with only the faint illumination of the stars and moon overhead. He took a breath and submerged himself, keeping his eyes open despite the stinging of the salt. 
 
    She was right there, waiting for him, her face less than a foot away from Jack’s stomach. She was not panicking, like he’d expected her to be, and she seemed almost too comfortable in the water. Jack reached out to take her by the shoulder, but the girl kicked her legs and circled around behind him before he could make contact, swimming with grace and a distinct lack of effort. 
 
    He came up for air and almost immediately felt arms wrap around his shoulders. He felt a pair of very soft and very naked breasts press into his back. 
 
    “What…?” Jack frowned, feeling confused and more than a little intrigued. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    The girl laughed again, and this time, Jack recognized an inhuman quality to the sound, as beautiful as it was. It was light and airy, like the chiming of a bell, but full of excitement and exuberance. Jack tried to turn around to get a better look at the girl, but she pulled away from him, diving underwater again. He felt her pass between his legs and then back around his waist. 
 
    She resurfaced with the moon at her back, rising up until the entirety of her upper body was above the water. She was naked, as Jack had thought, and she also wasn’t human. Her skin had a rich, ocean blue hue to it, and her hair was a faded azure in color. 
 
    And her breasts… For a moment, Jack felt like a teenager gawking at a busty woman. They weren’t huge, but they were perky and perfectly formed, with dark blue nipples and a delicious buoyancy to them. 
 
    “What are you?” called Jack. 
 
    Instead of answering, the girl kicked her legs, moving forward through the water almost like how Jack could glide through the air using his levitation. She looked young in appearance, maybe in her late teens, though the fact that she was clearly some kind of supernatural creature made him suspect she was probably far older. 
 
    She looked at him with a childish expression on her face and started humming. Jack’s muscles were starting to burn from treading water, but he still managed to reach a hand out in an attempt to touch her. It was as much to confirm that she was really there, as for, well, other reasons. 
 
    The girl drew back at the last second, and then dove back underwater. Jack felt her swimming around him in a spiral before surfacing again in front of him. She threw her arms around his neck, and wrapped her legs around his waist. 
 
    Then he was kissing her. It would have been hard to manage while treading water, if not for the fact that the blue-skinned girl seemed to be holding him up, suspending herself firmly in place and him along with her. She kissed him deeply, gyrating against him and mashing her perfect, naked breasts against his chest. Jack’s body reacted to her touch in mere seconds, and he suddenly felt very glad that he’d decided to strip out of his clothing. 
 
    He had just enough awareness of what was happening to know that he was probably dealing with supernatural forces that could backfire on him at any time. He steeled his will and tried to pull away from the girl, shaking his head. She let out a tiny whimpering noise, continuing to grind her crotch against the lump in his boxers. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jack. “I’m not sure what you are, but—” 
 
    She pressed her lips against his, cutting him off. The temptation was too much. Jack gripped her thigh with one hand and started to reposition her. He felt her slip her tongue into his mouth, and then he felt something follow immediately in its wake. 
 
    Water flooded into Jack’s mouth and throat, cold, clean, and shocking in the way it immediately cut off his breath. He twisted and felt the girl’s body shift form, becoming a flowing stream of water. It was like a waterfall in the shape of a woman and pressed toward Jack’s mouth and nose, trying to flow inside of him.  
 
    He exhaled with as much force as his lungs could muster, simultaneously casting Shadow Levitation to lift himself clear of the water. The girl splashed down as he rose up, reforming into her human shape. She let out that sweet, innocent laugh again, and launched herself a few feet out of the water and into the air, somersaulting near where Jack was levitating. 
 
    She returned to the water in a perfect dive, her naked body disappearing into the ocean. Jack waited for a couple of seconds, but the ocean was still. He used his levitation to move to where the water was shallow enough for him to stand and walked the rest of the way back to the beach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Jack was still damp when he arrived at the gate leading to his grandfather’s old estate. He punched the electronic code in with tired fingers, scanning his eyes across the yard on the other side. The moonlight gave the cherry trees a skeletal quality, their branches swaying like outstretched arms in the wind. 
 
    He had hired people to paint and renovate the mansion itself after the drive-by incident the month before last, but it still conjured up the same conflicting emotions within him. It was his home, but it wasn’t. It welcomed him, but in a way that felt hollow and full of old, echoing secrets. 
 
    He had a lot on his mind, and he was too tired to juggle it all at once. Jack kicked off his waterlogged sneakers and shrugged out of his leather duster as soon as he was through the door. The foyer was quiet, and the only illumination came from one of the table lamps inside the lounge. 
 
    “Ryoko?” Jack half whispered, and half called. “Is that you?” 
 
    He walked into the lounge, and immediately saw that it wasn’t. 
 
    “She’s already retired to bed for the night,” said Mira. “But I’m still awake.” 
 
    Not too long ago, running into Mira in the middle of the night would have meant that a fight was about to break out, despite the fact that they’d never truly been enemies. She was an attractive woman, easily on the higher end of drop-dead gorgeous, with long blonde hair, large breasts that she relished showing off, and hips with just the right amount of curve. She had the appearance of a woman in her early thirties but could probably pass as one a decade younger, which was to say nothing of what her true age was. 
 
    Tonight, Mira wore a pink nightgown that was a few sizes too small for her—one of Ryoko’s nightgowns, borrowed to help fill out her own wardrobe or just for fun. She sat on the couch with her legs crossed in a manner that left the bottom hem of the fabric on the verge of sliding up and revealing a flash of what was underneath. 
 
    “What are you still doing up?” asked Jack. He slowly walked into the lounge, dropping into a seat on the couch that kept a safe distance between them. 
 
    “It’s a Friday night,” said Mira. “I didn’t want to let it go to waste. But there’s so little of interest for me to explore within this cozy little town.” 
 
    Mira had adapted surprisingly well to the newest transition she’d been presented with. She was human again after god only knows how many decades of being a powerful Aquinian vampire. She’d been a blood mage, capable of taking what she wanted at any time, in any place, and now she was just normal. 
 
    Losing her vampiric abilities had essentially meant losing everything, closing the chapter on one life to begin another. Even just getting her back to Lestaron Island had been a chore for Jack. She’d turned human again during their three-way battle with Volandar and Pierce, and the normal airports in Romania were understandably hesitant to let a woman with no passport or identification of any sort board an international flight. 
 
    They’d ended up renting a private plane, which was basically how they’d flown out there, except that time, Mira had dodged the fee by enthralling the plane’s crew. Again, Jack had been left feeling a deep gratefulness toward his grandfather for leaving him a sizable inheritance. 
 
    “There’s not much to do in the mansion, either,” said Jack. “Other than Netflix. I guess video games, too, now that we’ve got the consoles set up.” 
 
    Mira laughed and shook her head. She looked over at him, letting her eyes settle on his. They were crystalline blue, without the tiny flecks of red that had once made them look so distinctive and unique. 
 
    Even after they’d made it back to the island, it wasn’t as though Mira had many choices about what to do next. More than half a century earlier, when she’d first been turned into a vampire, she’d run away from her old life.  
 
    That had resulted in her being reported as a missing person and eventually declared legally dead. Unless she created a new identity for herself, Mira would never be able to open a bank account, pay taxes, or even work a normal job. 
 
    This was not to say that she was totally helpless. She’d almost immediately begun mingling with the locals during her stay at the mansion.  
 
    Jack had told everyone that she was his new gardener, and people had asked very few questions beyond that. Well, some of the men in town had had questions about her, but those were of a different sort.  
 
    At the very least, Mira still had a roof over her head, guaranteed meals, and the freedom to continue pursuing what she truly wanted. Jack was the only one who could give her that. 
 
    “Your clothing is damp,” said Mira. “How did that happen? It wasn’t raining outside.” 
 
    “It was… a strange night.” Jack chewed his lip, considering how much to tell her. He hadn’t mentioned his plan to sneak into the cemetery to either Mira or Ryoko in advance. Now that he’d discovered the body and the mystery that went along with it, he felt justified. He didn’t like knowing that his father might have been a murderer, let alone having to explain it to others. 
 
    “Do tell,” said Mira. She slid a little closer to him on the couch, flashing a coy smile. It was hard for Jack to look at her in that too-small nightgown and think about anything other than how easy it would be to rip it off her. She had a wonderful smell, like bubblegum ice-cream, but infinitely more nuanced. 
 
    “I ran into a girl at the beach,” said Jack. “Well, not really a girl, I guess. Some kind of supernatural entity. Blue skin, light blue hair. Uh… nice features.” 
 
    “You say she was on the beach?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “It sounds like a water nymph.” Mira pursed her lips and folded her arms over her breasts. “Did anything else happen?” 
 
    “I went for a swim, as you can probably tell,” said Jack. 
 
    Mira blinked. The expression on her face was one that managed to simultaneously look concerned for his health and unable to believe his stupidity. 
 
    “You went swimming… with a water nymph?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Is that bad?” 
 
    Mira nodded slowly. 
 
    “Let me put it this way,” she said. “It’s tantamount to going for a sprint through the jungle with a panther. Or frolicking in the sand with a nest of scorpions.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “She did try to attack me at one point. She tried to force water into my lungs. It was only for an instant, but still long enough to be a little terrifying.” 
 
    Mira let out a slow, musing sigh. 
 
    “It does not bode well for this tiny island to have such a powerful supernatural entity lurking around its shores,” she said. 
 
    “Powerful?” asked Jack. “She looked like a teenage girl and acted like, well, more like a cat or a playful dolphin than a person.” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving, as I’m sure you know by now,” said Mira. “Even a young water nymph has a strong enough affinity with the ocean’s essence to create rogue waves, storms, and even tsunamis, if she so decides.” 
 
    Jack whistled. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Well, I guess we’re going to the beach tomorrow, then. It’s not like we can just leave this be.” 
 
    He started to stand up from the couch. Mira slid into him before he could. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll go to the beach,” she said, in a breathy voice. “But tonight…” 
 
    She let her hand run over the crotch of Jack’s jeans. It was torture of the most insidious variety.  
 
    “We’ve done this dance before, Mira,” said Jack. “Almost every night this week. The answer is still no.” 
 
    “Is it, though?” she whispered. “It doesn’t feel like no.” 
 
    She gave the rapidly hardening bulge in his pants a small squeeze. Jack took her hand and moved it off his crotch. 
 
    “There’s so much I can do for you, my sweet Jack,” she cooed. “Some of it you’ve experienced before. Some of it you have not. I know you want me, and I’ll be yours for the taking, once you’ve given me the Embrace.” 
 
    Since the very first night she’d been turned back into a normal human, Mira had been trying to trade sex for Jack’s vampiric Embrace, the term used for the ritual that one vampire performed to create another. She’d given him the Embrace once, against his will. It was almost poetic for him to deny it to her now. 
 
    “It isn’t happening, Mira,” said Jack.  
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “What difference does it make to you whether I’m a vampire or a human?” 
 
    She lifted up one of her legs and draped it over his. Jack reached out to move it off him, but she grabbed his hand before he could and pulled it to one of her very large and very soft breasts. His heart was pounding in his chest, and it felt like it was pumping all of his blood down to a singular, stiffening place. 
 
    “I’ve seen the things you’ve done as a vampire,” said Jack. “You’ve killed people. Enthralled innocents. I’m not going to make you into a monster.” 
 
    “Those same accusations apply both ways,” whispered Mira. “You’ve killed before, and enthralled women for your own benefit.” 
 
    “And if I had the choice, I would choose to go back to being human,” he said. 
 
    He spoke the words with more certainty than he actually felt. He wasn’t sure if he even had the option, now. Mira had given him a significant portion of her essence when she’d performed the Sacrificial Gift on him. Jack doubted whether her death would return his humanity to him as it once would have. 
 
    “You might not have that choice to make,” whispered Mira. “But you have this one.” 
 
    She unzipped his jeans. Jack flinched at the raw pleasure of her hand as it began to explore, touching and teasing. 
 
    “Just give me the Embrace,” said Mira. “I’ll let you have me. You can have me for long as you want. As many times as you want, wherever and whenever. I’ll be yours, my sweet.” 
 
    He knew that she would hold to her word. She’d probably enjoy it as much as he would, if not more. He’d already come close to giving in several times since returning to the mansion. Jack was committed to Ryoko emotionally, but she’d been very clear about the fact that she didn’t mind him straying too much as long as he always came back to her. 
 
    “You’re playing a dangerous game.” Jack took a breath, regaining his balance a little. “If you keep teasing me like this, I might just decide to take you.” 
 
    “I would welcome it,” said Mira, drawing near enough to put their lips within millimeters of touching. “For you are a man of honor. I suspect you’d do the honorable thing, in the aftermath.” 
 
    She let her blue eyes meet his and kissed him. It was a hungry, aggressive kiss. Jack flipped her down underneath him on the couch. She was totally naked underneath the nightgown. All it would take was for him to pull his boxers loose and thrust forward. Mira was already moving underneath him, urging him on. 
 
    Jack cleared his throat, and took a deep, calming breath. 
 
    “Nice try,” he said. 
 
    Mira grabbed him by the shirt scruff and pulled him in for another kiss, biting his lip slightly as he pulled back. Jack forced himself to sit up on the couch and fix his jeans.  
 
    “Every man has a breaking point,” Mira whispered, into his ear. “You’ll reach yours eventually.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Jack. “But not tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Jack didn’t head upstairs immediately. He spent a few minutes in the kitchen in front of the open fridge, as much to browse the available food as to cool himself down. Then, he headed for the servant’s chambers. 
 
    The door to Ryoko’s room was closed. Jack knocked gently before opening it. The room was dark and she was lying in bed, but Jack heard her make a cute, tired noise and rustle up from her place within the sheets. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “Nope,” he said. “No Mr. Masterson here. Just Jack.” 
 
    Ryoko had struggled to get over her habit of calling him “sir” or “Mr. Masterson” by default. It had been endearing when she’d just been his maid, but their relationship had evolved into something deeper and more complicated. She was his lover, his girlfriend, and also the only person Jack allowed himself to feed off of now that Katie had left the island. 
 
    “Jack,” she repeated. “Sorry. I’m tired.” 
 
    She turned on the small light on her night table, wiping the sleep from her eyes. Ryoko’s long black hair was messy and bedraggled, which gave her a distinctly girlish appearance. Of course, she was just a girl, a year and a half younger than Jack. 
 
    Ryoko was undeniably beautiful, with the type of pale features and petite build that brought to mind a porcelain doll. The comparison was fitting, especially as Jack considered how frail and remote she’d seemed over the past few days. She pulled the sheet up to her chest as she smiled at him, and he could see the slightest indent of her perky nipples against the sheer fabric. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Sleepy,” she said. “Fine. Really, you don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” said Jack. “But I do.” 
 
    He sat down on the bed next to her and set his hand on her leg. For the first day or two after arriving back on Lestaron Island after his battle against Volandar and the Valerian vampires, Jack had barely left the mansion. Or, to be more accurate, he had barely left his bed. Ryoko had let him feed off her and satisfy the other urges that came along with it. Over and over again. 
 
    It had been the kind of reunion that only young couples in the early stages of their relationship are ever lucky enough to experience. Ryoko had given herself to him fully, and Jack had enjoyed every second of it. It had been a wonderful couple of days, but it hadn’t lasted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Ryoko. “I know I haven’t been keeping up with my duties as your maid, sir. I’ve been… so tired recently.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “Really, Ryoko. It is. I want you to be healthy and well-rested more than I want the mansion’s window blinds dusted and the hallways we barely ever use swept clean again.” 
 
    She gave him a weak smile and shook her head. It was more than just cleaning. Jack had been forced to take on cooking duties for himself, though occasionally Mira helped out. Ryoko was barely spending an hour or two outside of her room each day. It was worrying, especially considering the other aspects of their situation. He told himself that she was just sick or feeling under the weather, but couldn’t avoid the nagging suspicion that it was something more than just that. 
 
    “At least… I can still help you with this.” Ryoko brought a hand up to her neck and blushed slightly. She looked like a shy schoolgirl, offering to hold her crush’s hand in public. If only the reality were that wholesome. 
 
    “I already fed off you this afternoon,” said Jack. “I can wait until the morning. Besides, you would need to take the potion.” 
 
    The only thing that allowed Jack to feed off Ryoko so freely was a special anti-enthrallment potion that nullified most of the negative effects of his bite. He’d been buying his supply from Palmer in Katie’s absence after carefully explaining to the reclusive alchemist the exact details of the specific recipe. Still, Jack was beginning to wonder if the potion was as much of a solution as they were assuming it to be. 
 
    “I already took it,” said Ryoko. “I take it regularly, every few hours. So you never have to worry about whether it’s okay to bite me or not.” 
 
    She shifted closer to him on the bed. There was a strange look in her eyes, a mixture of hope, anticipation, and something almost akin to lust.  
 
    “I can wait, Ryoko,” said Jack. “Really, it’s okay.” 
 
    She let the sheet drop. Her breasts were small, but unbelievably cute, and she thrust them into view, still blushing. 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack trailed off as she hesitantly wrapped her arms around him. She gave him a sleepy, soft kiss, and pressed her naked body against his. He was still shamefully aroused from Mira’s teasing, and it was enough to get the better of his judgement. 
 
    He pulled his shirt off, followed by his jeans and boxers. Ryoko rested back on her elbows, pulling the sheet back slowly, as though embarrassed to reveal herself to him completely. Her seduction was the polar opposite of Mira’s, laced with uncertainty and almost accidental. 
 
    Jack kissed her deeply, letting his hands slide across her breasts, then down lower. Ryoko nuzzled her cheek against his and turned her head to the side. She wanted him to bite her, and at that moment, Jack just couldn’t resist. 
 
    He sank his fangs into her at the same instant he entered her, drinking her blood as they both felt the hot, wet crush of the sexual contact. Ryoko let out a whimpering, ecstatic moan as Jack began to move and to drink. It was intimacy at its most dominant. She’d given him everything she had to offer, and Jack was lost in the pleasure of it. 
 
    It almost didn’t seem fair. Jack had been in Ryoko’s position once before, when he’d still been human and on the receiving end of Mira’s bite during their first sexual encounter. Sex with a vampire was an experience that stuck with someone, blanching the color from regular, non-supernatural encounters. 
 
    Ryoko writhed underneath him as Jack moved against her. She was naked, defenseless, and so seemingly innocent. He knew enough about Ryoko’s past to know that she had her own demons to deal with, but in that moment, she truly did have her guard down. And she’d lowered it to let a monster fuck her senseless. 
 
    Jack pushed into her with a rhythmic, mechanical intensity. It was more than just the afterglow of him feeding off her. More than just the fact that they were both young, naked, and horny. He cared for Ryoko. He loved her. Hearing her moan and react to him and tasting her kisses was like a rolling snowball of aphrodisiacs. Especially after how fatigued she’d been the past few days. 
 
    Ryoko gave him a deep kiss and then shuddered, leaning her forehead against his and balling her fists against his back. Jack groped one of her buttocks with his hand and thrust his shaft as deep as it would go, bottoming out inside of her.  
 
    She was trying to hold in her noises, but they still managed to slip out. It was ridiculously hot. Ryoko, prim and proper, being taken by her dominant employer and trying to keep her pleasure contained even in the throes of ecstasy. 
 
    Jack felt himself reaching full speed and pushed himself faster still. Their bodies were making lewd slapping sounds as they smashed together, but he barely noticed over the rushing hum of their pleasure. He heard Ryoko gasp and felt her tense up. He was right there too, and with one final, full-strength thrust, he found his release. She held herself against him, and he cradled her, basking in what the two of them shared. 
 
    They both lay together in her small, servant-sized bed afterward. Ryoko was breathing heavily, a little sweaty, and she had a glow about her. She rested her head on Jack’s shoulder and ran her hand through his hair. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    She was thanking him. It was the epitome of everything that he’d found off about their relationship over the past few days. She was thanking him for drinking her blood and using her for his pleasure, as though he was the one doing her a favor. 
 
    “Ryoko…” He squeezed her hand, wishing he could find the words for what he was feeling.  
 
    He’d thought a few times about what might have happened between them if he’d never been turned into a vampire to begin with. Maybe he’d still have pursued a relationship with her, and maybe she would have been receptive to it. They might have had a chance at a normal life together, with simpler power dynamics, the possibility of marriage or even kids.  
 
    The thought of kids reminded him of his parents, his father, and what he’d found in that casket. Jack closed his eyes and sighed, wishing his life wasn’t so complicated. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “You mentioned once that my grandfather kept a journal,” said Jack. “Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “It’s in his room. In the drawer underneath his desk.” 
 
    Jack nodded and reluctantly slipped out of the warm bed. He started getting dressed and could feel Ryoko’s eyes lingering on him as he did. 
 
    “Do you think…” She cleared her throat, sounding embarrassed, and a little unsure. “Do you think you’ll need to feed again in the morning?” 
 
    Her voice was a little shaky, as though she was trying to keep the hope and longing from slipping into her tone. Jack felt suddenly disgusted with himself. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “We’re going to the beach tomorrow, by the way. I think the fresh air will do all of us some good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Peter’s room still felt lived in, or rather as though a bit of his presence and shadow remained preserved in time. It was the room of an old man, neat and clean, with everything in place. There was a simple bed, desk, and wardrobe. No TV. No computer. 
 
    Jack found the journals easily enough. They were in one of Peter’s desk drawers, as Ryoko had said. The desk had the smell of a concentrated version of a library when he opened it, dusty and untouched.  
 
    His grandfather had kept several journals throughout his life, though at a glance, Jack suspected that he’d picked up and dropped the habit intermittently. The covers of each one didn’t match, suggesting he’d bought them all at different times. Jack felt his hopes dimming, but they flared back to life when he spotted a journal with the year he was looking for scribbled across the spine. 
 
    He held the old book in his hands for several seconds, just staring at the cover. There was a reason why he’d never come looking for his grandfather’s journals before. Jack remembered only bits and pieces of his childhood, and though it was hard for him to admit to himself, there was obviously a reason for that beyond the trauma of his parents’ deaths. Once he knew what it was, it wasn’t as though he could give that knowledge back. 
 
    It was always better to know than to not know, he told himself. Again and again. Until he sort of believed it. 
 
    Jack took a deliberately slow breath and flipped the journal open, bracing himself for what was to come. 
 
    He noticed something almost immediately as he read through the first few pages. His grandfather’s journal was a rather mundane account of the domestic happenings of the mansion. It was dry, boring, and there was almost no mention or even the vaguest suggestion of any magic. 
 
    Back when she’d still been on the island, Katie had once mentioned to him that she’d taken Peter’s spell books out of the mansion shortly after he’d died, given how dangerously illuminating they might be in the wrong hands. Jack chewed his lip, wondering if she’d also taken the unedited account of the part of his grandfather’s life that he was searching for. 
 
    Still, there was an odd, slightly voyeuristic quality to what he currently had in his hands. Peter had recorded the daily events of his life in the mansion, extending to include the activities and movements of James and Andrea, his parents; Tamera, Katie’s mom; and, of course, Jack and Katie. They felt almost like the notes a thorough private investigator might take on an open-ended case. 
 
    He skipped ahead a little, knowing that he wouldn’t have time to read through the entire journal. His fingers caught against a section of the book where a few pages had been removed from the spine. A chill went through him as he read the date at the top of the page and realized that it was exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    There wasn’t much there. The pages containing the days directly after the car accident had been clipped out of the book, and what was left only added up to a few scribbled sentences in forlorn handwriting. 
 
      
 
    “James has always been a selfish man. But now, I begin to realize that I am, too. I should have kept Andrea away from him.” 
 
      
 
    That was all that was written prior to the section that had been removed. It wasn’t relevant to what Jack was looking for, but he still felt an odd prickling up the back of his neck as he considered the words. His father, a selfish man? And what had Peter meant by how he should have kept Jack’s mother away? 
 
    He turned his attention to the other page, the first written after the section that had been removed. It was also the last page in the journal with any writing on it whatsoever. Jack could only read from where the writing picked back up in an ongoing sentence, but it was still enough to pique his interest. 
 
      
 
    “… and Adana were true to their word. And by Christ, I almost wish they’d been lying. I’m so sorry, Jack. I hope I live for long enough to one day give you a proper explanation.” 
 
      
 
    Jack exhaled through his teeth, trying not to let his frustration run all over him. How hard would it have been for Peter to pick up the fucking phone on his eighteenth birthday, or whenever he would have deemed the knowledge appropriate for him to share? Granted, that might have been what the old man was planning, and he had just reached the end of his line first. 
 
    Adana. The name was new information, and it was something to go off, albeit a shot in the dark. Jack closed the journal and headed back to his room to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He was hungry when he woke up the next morning. As in actually hungry, with a rumbling stomach and an irritable disposition. It was just after sunrise, and though Jack didn’t expect Ryoko to be up on the job, he was still disappointed when he found the kitchen empty. 
 
    Or near empty. Mira was there, still dressed in her too-small nightgown and in the middle of rummaging through one of the cupboards. 
 
    “That’s so nice of you,” said Jack. “Really, I appreciate it.” 
 
    Mira glanced over her shoulder at him. Her arms had been reaching up to one of the cupboards, and it left half her butt exposed underneath the hem of the gown. She smiled and slowly turned around to face him, holding his gaze in a manner that made the kitchen feel far smaller than it actually was. 
 
    “Good morning, Jack,” she said, sweetly. “What is it that I’ve done to catch your fancy? Do you like me in this outfit, perhaps?” 
 
    “Making breakfast,” said Jack. “The waffles are in the freezer, but I’d be alright with cereal, too.” 
 
    Mira rolled her eyes at him.  
 
    “I’m not your maid, sweet Jack,” she purred. “I’m your broodmother.” 
 
    “You’re my gardener,” he said. “And former broodmother. But I guess your point still stands.” 
 
    He sighed and made his way over to the fridge, feeling more crestfallen over having to fend for himself than he probably should have. He’d gotten into the habit of taking Ryoko for granted. She’d grown to be a huge part of his life, taking care of his needs in so many different ways. 
 
    There was no milk, but someone had left the empty jug in the fridge. Jack was about to point out the blasphemy of the act to Mira, the obvious culprit, when he felt her pull him into a soft hug from behind. 
 
    “Perhaps I could fix you breakfast this morning,” she whispered. “Would you like it in bed?” 
 
    Jack let out a pleased sigh as he felt one of her hands sliding across his stomach, then even lower. 
 
    “Only if it comes with no strings attached,” he said. “I’m not interested in striking a deal with the devil on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “The devil…” Mira laughed. “I suppose I am trying to get you to give in to temptation. Though what I ask for would be such a small price, considering what I have to offer, don’t you think?” 
 
    Her hand slipped into his boxers, and Jack could feel her endowments pressing against his back. It felt incredible, and he let her fingers and palm do their thing for a couple of seconds, wishing he could take it further. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson?” 
 
    Ryoko’s voice was quiet, and a little shaky, and it instantly brought Jack back to reality. He pulled away from Mira and her ongoing seduction and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said, blushing a little. “Good morning. I wasn’t sure if you’d be up yet or not.” 
 
    Ryoko looked tired and bedraggled, despite having changed into her maid uniform. She was frowning slightly, though it was directed more at the floor than at Jack or Mira. 
 
    “I can make breakfast,” she said, almost a whisper. “Sir.” 
 
    Jack winced. He’d learned over the past few weeks that whenever Ryoko stopped using his name, it meant that she’d withdrawn from him. Oftentimes, there was no obvious trigger for it. She usually didn’t mind when Mira teased Jack in front of her, but he couldn’t imagine what else he’d done that morning that might have put her in an insecure mood. 
 
    “Only if you feel up to it,” said Jack. “I can make frozen waffles for myself.” 
 
    “For yourself, and for me,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    “I think I’m going to let you fend for yourself,” he said. 
 
    Ryoko kept standing where she was for a few more seconds, saying nothing and not looking at anyone. She almost glanced in Jack’s direction, and then gave a deep bow. 
 
    “Sir,” she said in a small voice. She turned around and started to head back toward the servant’s chambers. Jack followed her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Ryoko. Are you okay?” 
 
    They stood in the hallway outside her room, out of sight and earshot from Mira. Ryoko finally met his gaze. She looked fragile, more so than he’d ever seen her before. 
 
    “Is this about how Mira was hugging me when you came out?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ryoko shook her head. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she said. “Really. I’m sorry, sir. You don’t have to mind me.” 
 
    “Jack,” he said. “Come on, Ryoko.” He gave her fingers a squeeze. “Talk to me. Please.” 
 
    Jack pulled her a little closer to him, resting his hand on her shoulder. Ryoko’s eyes darted across his mouth, and she ran her thumb across the spot on her neck where Jack usually fed. 
 
    “I… took the potion this morning,” she said. “Are you… feeling like you need to feed at all, sir?” 
 
    Jack’s insides twisted as he listened to her tone of voice. Ryoko’s face was scarlet from how hard she was blushing. She was offering to let him bite her, but he got the distinct sense that she was the one who wanted it most. And that was more than a little worrying. 
 
    “I’m fine, Ryoko,” he said. “And I think you will be too, once we get to the beach.” 
 
    “I… was going to work around the house,” mumbled Ryoko. “I wasn’t planning on going out.” 
 
    “I insist,” said Jack. “Trust me. This will be good for you.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug and tried to ignore the way she tilted her head to give him easy access to her neck, if he so wanted it. The beach was what she needed. Not his fangs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Lestaron Island was not well-known for its beaches, but the allure and effects of tourism money pouring in had been slowly changing that fact. Jack drove the mansion’s car, with Ryoko in the front seat and Mira in the back, alongside Lesser Town’s boardwalk. 
 
    It was a beautiful summer day, and a significant number of people were out and about. Several food trucks and snack shacks already boasted long lines of men and women in their swimsuits with money in hand. Jack had his window down, and the smell of cotton candy, ice cream, and fried dough wafted in on the breeze. 
 
    The beach itself was crowded, though not overly so. A group of teenagers were in the middle of a heated volleyball match, and the beachgoers who’d set up towels on either side of it were wary of the sand being accidentally kicked their way. 
 
    A female lifeguard stood atop a fifteen-foot-high tower, tanned and tired and wearing a dark pair of sunglasses. Further down the beach, a paddle board rental station seemed to be all but ignored, and Jack wondered if it was due to prohibitive pricing or just bad luck. 
 
    He parked the car in the public lot across from the beach and slipped his flip-flops back on as he climbed out. The sun was high in the cloudless sky, and it did make him feel a little uncomfortable. As an Aquinian vampire, he could endure sunlight, but it stripped away his blood magic and physical enhancements, which he’d casually grown to rely on over the past few months. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “It looks pretty crowded. Why don’t I go scout us out a spot?” 
 
    A few murmurs of agreement came from Mira and Ryoko within the car. Jack grabbed his towel and jogged across the road toward the beach, his flip-flops slapping against the hot pavement with each step. 
 
    There was a group leaving just as he was arriving, and he hurried to take their newly opened spot on the sand before anyone else could. He couldn’t help but smile at the beautiful weather, and he had to nudge his thoughts back in the direction of why he was really there. It was the same place he’d spotted the water nymph the previous night, and there was a chance she’d still be around somewhere. 
 
    “This is perfect,” said Mira as she and Ryoko caught up with him. “Plenty of room for me to work on my tan.” 
 
    She flashed a smile at him, and Jack did his best not to ogle her. Mira was wearing a tiny, silver string bikini of the variety that gave off the appearance of having a fifty-fifty chance of going completely sheer and translucent on contact with the water. Even if it didn’t, it wasn’t as though the miniature triangles of tied fabric left much to the imagination. 
 
    She’d also worn a wide-brimmed straw hat and a black sun-skirt that was, in fact, translucent. Jack realized that he wasn’t the only one trying not to look at her. Half the men on the beach were going so far out of their way to steal glances at her exposed cleavage that it almost seemed like they had nervous tics. 
 
    “Ahh…” Mira made a small show of spreading out her towel, obviously enjoying the attention. “It’s been so very long since I’ve spent a day at the beach.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and then forced himself to tear his attention away from her. Ryoko was just stepping onto the sand and seemed a lot less comfortable with the attention she was being given than Mira was. 
 
    Ryoko was eye-catching in her own right, but for very different reasons. She had on a blue one-piece swimsuit with a small skirt around the waist. It covered all of the interesting parts of her petite figure, and bizarrely, made them seem even more enticing. 
 
    Her hair was still done up in the bun that she normally wore it in, and she carried a large umbrella, probably for the sake of hiding from both the sun and anyone who glanced in her general direction. She looked uncomfortable, though Jack was unsure whether it was due to the situation, or just a facet of the general mood she’d been in recently. 
 
    “It’s… really loud here,” she said. 
 
    “Blame all the screaming kids,” said Jack. “Let’s just hope they run out of energy soon.” 
 
    He helped Ryoko spread out her towel and jammed the bottom end of her umbrella deep into the sand to keep it upright. She sat down and leaned back on her hands, and a slight smile touched her lips. Seeing that was enough for Jack, and he grinned back at her. 
 
    “Want me to put sunblock on you?” he offered, like the gentleman he was. 
 
    “Ooh…” said Mira. “I wouldn’t mind taking you up on that.” 
 
    Mira’s towel was to the side of their spot, and already half a dozen men and older teenage boys were meandering toward it, as though magnetically drawn. Mira stretched out with her legs crossed, propped up on one elbow, almost as though she was posing for their viewing pleasure. 
 
    “I think Ryoko needs the sunblock more than you do,” Jack said, dryly. “And I’m sure you can find someone else to help you out, if you really need it.” 
 
    “I’m interested in finding someone else, my sweet Jack,” Mira said, in a breathy voice. “Though I’m sure you’ve realized that by now.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Ryoko. “Really.” 
 
    “I’m still going to do you first,” said Jack. “If only for the sake of making her pout.” 
 
    Ryoko let out a tiny, ridiculously cute snort. Jack had forgotten how much he loved seeing her in good spirits. He got down on his knees next to her on the sand and gestured for her to roll over. 
 
    “Now,” he said, squirting a gob into his hands. “It’s going to feel really cold.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” said Ryoko. 
 
    She wasn’t ready. The instant Jack’s hand’s made contact, she almost flinched out of her skin. He laughed and carefully began working the lotion into her fair skin. 
 
    He let his palms massage over the back of her shoulders and arms, slipping his fingers under the edge of her swimsuit, in case it shifted at all when she started moving. He rubbed lotion into her legs, up to the bottom of her buttocks, covering her as completely as he could. 
 
    There was an intimate, protective quality to the gesture, despite how small of a thing it was. He loved Ryoko but so often found it hard to express that to her with his words, given how withdrawn she could sometimes be. He loved her, and he just wanted to keep her happy, healthy, and safe. 
 
    Jack made the mistake of breathing through his nose as he began coating her neck with the sunblock. She smelled amazing, even more so than usual. Her smell was a mixture of fresh mint and indiscernible, subtle sweetness. Ryoko reacted automatically as his fingers met the spot where he usually bit her, pushing her butt up in the air slightly and digging her fingers into the towel.  
 
    How much of her recent troubles were because of him and his need to feed off her regularly? It was a question Jack had been trying to avoid, if solely because it had no easy answer. It wasn’t as though he could find someone else to feed on that easily, given how much trust it required. He’d asked Mira before, and she’d been firm in her refusal, telling him that she was only interested in him biting her as a means to give her the Embrace, which would turn her into a vampire and render her blood useless to him. 
 
    “Do you want me to do your front, too?” asked Jack, as he finished up. It was a cheeky question, given how easily she could do it herself. A part of him longed to keep touching her for just a little while longer. 
 
    “No…” said Ryoko. “That’s fine. You should help Mira.” 
 
    Her words said one thing, but her sad, wispy tone said another. Jack looked over at Mira, who frowned and gave him a small shrug. Despite the fact that she’d once been a cold and calculating vampire, she wasn’t heartless. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright with sharing him with me right now, Ryoko?” asked Mira. “I could probably find another willing body to assist me, if I absolutely had to.” 
 
    She gestured over her shoulder at the nearest group of men leering at her, and gave them a teasing wave with her fingers. A few of them froze, too intimidated to take advantage of being on the receiving end of her attention. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Ryoko. “Really. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    Jack leaned over her and planted a soft kiss on her cheek.  
 
    “If you’re sure,” he said. 
 
    He moved to straddle Mira, who’d already stretched out on her stomach across her towel. Her bikini was so tiny that Jack felt a little lewd with his legs across her, even though there wasn’t all that much contact between their bodies. 
 
    “Be gentle,” Mira cooed. “And be thorough. You wouldn’t want me getting a sunburn, now would you, my sweet Jack?” 
 
    Jack leaned in closer, letting his mouth draw close to her ear. He knew he had an audience, and he knew that most of the men on the beach would have given an arm and a leg to trade places with him. 
 
    “I’ll be thorough,” said Jack. “But gentle? No promises.” 
 
    Mira made a purring noise and shifted slightly underneath him. Jack dumped a gob of sunblock into his palm and started working on her neck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Mira and Ryoko were different women, with different personalities, different outlooks on life, and of course, different bodies. It was a fact that Jack already knew yet somehow found himself rediscovering as he worked the sunblock into Mira’s curves. 
 
    She was more vocal than Ryoko had been, letting out little sighs and occasional whispered words, as though he was giving her an oil massage. Jack’s thoughts were still on Ryoko and her recent mood, but other parts of his body seemed more than happy to enjoy and react to Mira and her nearly naked body. 
 
    “My bikini bottom doesn’t cover all of my butt,” whispered Mira. “Do you mind, dearest Jack?” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth and accidentally breathed in through his nose. Mira’s sweet, bubblegum-vanilla smell coupled with the sensation of her body underneath him for a one-two punch. He was a little ashamed of himself for how badly he suddenly desired her. 
 
    “Be sure to really work it in,” said Mira. “I’m not modest. You can touch me wherever you feel the need to.” 
 
    She rolled over as he finished her butt. Jack started to stand up, but she grabbed his wrist before he could.  
 
    “I can never manage to put an even coat on,” she said. “Do you mind?” 
 
    She rested back on her elbows. Jack had to adjust his swimming trunks for… reasons. One of the triangles of Mira’s bikini had shifted to the side slightly, letting the barest hint of pink areola poke out from the side. She fixed it and then smirked at him, gesturing to her chest and neck. 
 
    “You can start here,” she said. “And if you’d be a bit more willing to meet my terms, you could finish here, too. Over and over again…” 
 
    Jack’s mind went fuzzy with lust, and he couldn’t even find the words to respond. He felt a hard, slowly stiffening impulse to do something really stupid but was saved from it when the lifeguard sounded the alarm from up in her tower. 
 
    The lifeguard had a megaphone, but it was directional, and Jack couldn’t make out the words she shouted out into the water. He scanned the ocean, trying to see what the disturbance was. In the distance, just beyond the buoys that marked the safe distance where people could swim out to, he spotted what he’d come to the beach to find. 
 
    The water nymph was too far out to be recognizable by her appearance, and her blue skin looked more like a pale, cold white at that distance. It was the way she floated up on the water, rising to waist height momentarily, that gave her identity away to Jack. The lifeguard shouted something else and then seemed to relax as the nymph, mistaken for a daring swimmer, veered back toward the safe section of the beach. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Jack told Mira, passing her the tube of sunblock. “I’ll be back in a little bit.” 
 
    Mira scowled at him. 
 
    “But you didn’t finish putting the sunblock on me,” she pouted. “Jack! Come back here!” 
 
    He dipped under Ryoko’s umbrella. She had her knees up to her chest but didn’t otherwise look unhappy. He gave her a quick kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Will you be okay here for a few minutes on your own?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” she said. “I mean… of course, Jack.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on Mira, will you?” he asked. “Make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    He glanced toward the men who were still stubbornly mingling on the outskirts of their beach site, hoping for a chance to serve their buxom goddess. Jack wasn’t as worried about what chaos Mira might cause now that she was a regular human, but he still felt like he needed to be a little careful, just in case. 
 
    He resisted his initial urge to charge into the water Baywatch-style and swim out toward the water nymph. It was what he’d done the previous night, and the creature had almost drowned him in response. Instead, Jack grabbed some money from his wallet and headed over to the paddle board rental station. 
 
    “Do you have any previous experience?” asked the man in charge of it. 
 
    “Of course,” lied Jack. “Here. Keep the change.” 
 
    He grabbed a green paddle board with a light, double-sided oar and hurried into the water. It wasn’t all that hard for him to imitate some of the other riders he’d seen, starting on his knees to gain balance. The paddle board was larger than a surfboard but still not on par with a canoe or kayak when it came to stability and seaworthiness. However, it seemed like it would do just fine for the moment. 
 
    Jack slowly rose to his feet and found that he quite liked the sensation of gliding across the ocean. He was still in the designated swimming area, but most of the tourists gave him a wide enough berth for him to swing the paddle freely. 
 
    The sun felt good on his bare back and chest. There was a light ocean breeze that drifted from side to side, tousling the curls of his hair. The water became choppy for the occasional second here and there, testing his balance and licking at his ankles. 
 
    It was really fun, almost to the point of making it hard for him to focus on what he was supposed to be doing. He used the paddle to pick up speed, traveling at an angle toward the buoy that signified the furthest that people were allowed to swim or paddle board out, under the lifeguard’s watch. 
 
    Luckily for Jack, there were dozens of people on the beach and only one lifeguard. He watched her carefully and waited until she climbed down from her tower to head to the restroom before pushing out into the forbidden expanse of blue ocean. 
 
    He knew that he was taking a risk, regardless of whether he managed to encounter the water nymph again or not. Jack had spent his childhood around the ocean, and he’d learned early on that it wasn’t something to be trifled with. If the current or tide shifted at the wrong time, he’d be fighting a battle with his oar against a foe greater than the combined strength of a hundred men. Or rather, a hundred vampires. 
 
    The people on the beach seemed to shrink in size as he paddled further out. Ryoko and Mira were both sitting under the umbrella now and appeared to be sharing a moment of solidarity with each other as they fended off the attentions of some of the volleyball players Jack had noticed earlier. Opportunistic vultures. 
 
    He dug his oar into the water again, getting a good slice and enjoying the sensation of his paddle board gliding forward. Quite suddenly, Jack felt a presence take notice of him. It was like the feeling of going around a corner and somehow knowing that he was being watched. He lifted the oar out of the water and looked around and then down. 
 
    The ocean was a deep, clear, crystalline blue. Jack dropped back down to his knees, then his stomach, bringing his face almost in close enough to touch the water as the paddle board slowed to a stop. He saw his own reflection for an instant. Then he saw through it to what lay beyond. 
 
    The water nymph was watching him. She swam directly underneath the paddle board in a position that placed her body and face even with his. Her eyes were wide, like a curious feline, and he realized what an apt comparison it was as he noticed the details of her vertically-slitted irises. He reached a hand out in an attempt to touch the water nymph’s face, and she immediately reared back, her naked breasts lagging a second behind the rest of her from the water’s drag. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “I didn’t come out here today to hurt you.” 
 
    It was mostly true. As long as the water nymph didn’t prove to be a threat to the island or its people, Jack didn’t see a reason to do anything about her. It seemed almost like a deep, personal hypocrisy for a vampire secretly living amongst humans to kick up a fuss about a water nymph in her natural habitat. 
 
    The nymph stayed out of range of his hand, even as Jack started splashing the water a little and trying to attract her in close again. After a minute or two, he came to a decision. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I’m coming in. Just be cool, alright? I’m not a threat.” 
 
    Slowly, and with telegraphed movements, Jack turned to the side on the paddle board and started to lower his legs into the ocean. It was, without a doubt, the most vulnerable he could remember feeling in an extremely long time. The sun was out. He didn’t have his blood magic, or hell, even much of his vampiric strength or regeneration. He would drown just as easily and quickly as a normal human if the water nymph reacted badly to him. 
 
    Jack kept his arms on the paddle board for a few seconds, kicking his legs and letting his body adjust to the cold water of the ocean. He felt something tickle the back of one of his calves and got the distinct impression that it wasn’t a strand of seaweed. 
 
    There was a safety strap on the paddle board that he hadn’t noticed earlier, and Jack made the executive decision to secure it around his wrist. It would keep him, at the very least, tethered within ten or so feet of the board. He tried not to give too much thought to how far ten feet might seem to someone drowning in the middle of the ocean. 
 
    He took a slow breath,  let go of the paddle board, and submerged himself completely. The saltwater stung his eyes a little, but he only needed to have his eyes open for a few seconds to see that his gambit had paid off. 
 
    The water nymph was no more than a half foot away from him, posed in the water with her hands on her hips and an amused expression on her face. Jack had to shift his arms through the water to hold his positioning, and she watched him with an intense kind of focus. 
 
    Alright, he thought to himself. What happens now? 
 
    Before he could come up with a plan of action, the water nymph made her move. She jerked forward a few inches and, as though it was the most natural thing in the world, gave him an underwater kiss. It was a quick peck on the lips, more of the grazing, nuzzling type of gesture that a pet might favor its owner with. Jack blinked in surprise, and then exhaled stale air as the water nymph began to swim circles around him. Literally. 
 
    She moved with the speed and grace of a dolphin or mermaid, swirling underneath his legs, around his waist, and then over his head. Jack’s lungs started to burn, and he had to break the surface to take another breath. The water nymph chose that moment to launch herself completely out of the water, sailing through the air above him in an acrobatic reverse dive. 
 
    Time seemed to pause for an instant as Jack took in her beauty. She was still as naked as she’d been when he’d first encountered her, and entirely hairless from the neck down. Drops of water reflected the sunlight off her skin like shimmering diamonds. Her blue hair trailed behind her in a single, wet lock, with little trickles of water dripping from the tip. 
 
    It almost felt like she’d issued a challenge as she reentered the water on the other side of him, breaking the surface with only the slightest of splashes. Jack sucked in a deep breath, removed the safety tether, and hurried after her, pumping his arms and legs in unison to try to match her speed. A high-pitched, clicking laugh pierced through the water at an intense enough frequency for him to hear it, and Jack grinned as he tried to keep his eyes on her speeding around him. 
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    It became a game between them. The water nymph would swim in close or jump over him, and Jack would try to grab her or touch her. He wasn’t quite sure what would happen, once he did, but just making the attempt seemed to encourage his swimming partner to become even more playful. 
 
    She would touch him too, whenever she could find a sneaky opportunity. She’d poke the bottom of his feet or run her fingers down the back of his neck. Jack almost took a breath of water when, at one point, she slipped a finger into the waistband of his swimming trunks and gave them a teasing snap. 
 
    It wasn’t until they’d been playing for a while that Jack returned to the surface to breathe and noticed for the first time that the beach was no longer in sight. 
 
    He frowned, feeling his confusion shift to dread as he turned in a slow circle and saw nothing but blue ocean in every direction. He couldn’t even see a smudge of land on the horizon or any indicator of what direction he’d originally come from. 
 
    “I… am a fucking idiot,” he muttered. “I am so incredibly, unbelievably stupid.” 
 
    The water nymph surfaced within inches of him and stole another quick, girlish kiss. Jack scowled and pulled himself back up onto the paddle board. 
 
    Almost as soon as he’d gotten his balance, the paddle board began to move, slicing forward through the water at a far faster speed than what he could have managed with the paddle. He looked down into the ocean’s depths and saw the water nymph dragging his simple craft along with one hand by the loose safety tether, kicking both legs in rhythm, her naked body almost looking silver in the gleaming sun. 
 
    “Are you taking me back to the beach?” shouted Jack. 
 
    He doubted the water nymph could hear him, let alone understand the English language, and he wasn’t surprised when no answer was forthcoming. Jack sighed and held onto the paddle board as tightly as he could. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for them to approach their apparent destination. It wasn’t the beach, and it wasn’t anywhere that Jack was familiar with. A small coral atoll in the shape of a crescent moon poked out of the water in the distance. It was no more than a quarter of a mile across, as far as he could tell, but had accumulated a thick strip of vegetation and palm trees. 
 
    “Is this your home?” asked Jack. He knew the question wouldn’t receive an answer, but he asked it as a way to convey his curiosity. The water nymph poked her head above the water for a second, letting out her high-pitched, clicking laugh again. 
 
    The water around the atoll was a gentle teal color, and Jack could see clearly enough through it to pinpoint the moment when it became shallow enough for him to stand. He hopped off the paddle board and walked the rest of the way onto the beach. The water nymph didn’t follow him at first, only leaving the deeper water after a couple of seconds of careful, cat-like contemplation. 
 
    Jack met her on the edge of the shore, watching as she drew near to him. Though she made no move to cover her nudity, there was still something shy and girlish about her movements. She reminded him of Ryoko a little, but more innocent and with a natural, oblivious kind of confidence. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” asked Jack. “Do you want to show me something?” 
 
    The water nymph blinked several times in rapid succession, and then reached out with one finger, poking him in the cheek. Jack felt an odd tension at having her so close to him, as naked and eerily beautiful as she was. He risked a glance down at her purple nipples, which were rather pointy and perked slightly upward as water droplets glistened on her breasts like drops of drew. 
 
    She suddenly exploded into movement so fast that Jack flinched back before he even knew what she was doing. She lashed out at him, and he wasn’t quick enough to stop her. He tripped backward onto the sand as the water nymph seized him by the swimming trunks and pulled them down in a single, swift movement. 
 
    She didn’t just pull them down. She pulled them completely off him, and then took off into the water, letting out that reverberating, clicking laugh again. Jack felt his face flush with embarrassment even though there was nobody present to observe his bare body. He sprinted after the water nymph, feeling a little silly as his lower parts bounced around a lot more freely than he was used to. 
 
    The water nymph didn’t retreat that far, and Jack got the sense that she was being playful and giving him a sporting chance. She circled back once she’d reached waist-deep water, swinging his swimming trunks over her head and hopping up and down. Her breasts jiggled in almost perfect symmetry, and it was a sight that Jack found both captivating and weirdly arousing. 
 
    “Give those back!” he shouted, as a foolish grin snuck onto his face. “You little brat!” 
 
    He drew near enough to her to make a grab for them, but she pulled them just out of reach of his hands. Jack tried to grab her instead, seizing her by the arm and slowly pulling her into him. The water nymph laughed, slipping loose and diving under the water to escape from him. 
 
    She resurfaced behind him, pulling him into a quick hug that caused her breasts to glide across his shoulder blades. Jack whirled and dove at her, tackling her into the water around the waist. Despite her blue skin and sleek appearance, she felt warm to the touch. She wriggled within his arms, squirming and pressing her soft breasts and body against him. Then she kissed him. 
 
    Jack’s arousal had been building steadily, fed by the nymph’s innocent display of her own nudity and playful teasing. He kissed her back, pushing his tongue into her mouth and feeling a watery, rushing, and not entirely unpleasant sensation greet him in return. The water nymph wrapped her legs around him, wiggled her hips from side to side, and opened her thighs. 
 
    It was that easy. She seemed willing, and moreover, it felt as though she was the one seducing him. Jack gripped a buttock in one hand and a breast in the other and pushed into her. She was tight, and her entire body jiggled like a plump water balloon as he thrust forward. 
 
    They’d drifted back into the shallows at some point, and Jack lowered her down to the wet surf, kissing her deeply as the waves continued to crash into them. He pushed into her hard, fast, and rhythmically, as though delivering a teasing punishment in return for the mischievous robbery of his swimsuit. 
 
    The water nymph let out little uninhibited cooing noises, moving with him. She ran her hands through his hair and kissed him over and over again, keeping her eyes wide and focused on him.  
 
    Jack felt a natural, primal lust that amped up with each of his movements. It was a heated, magnetic encounter, almost like a one-night stand fueled by chemistry rather than booze. The water nymph’s carefree attitude was infectious.  
 
    All of his thoughts and worries fell to the wayside as he kissed her breasts and buried his shaft deep within her. The waves kept him cool even as he began to work up a sweat, both punishing and rewarding the nymph for her playful seduction of him. 
 
    He felt bliss wash over him as he released inside of her. For an instant, everything felt simple, easy, and perfect. The water nymph let out a long series of giggles. She pulled back a little and tugged on his softening shaft, in a clear and very innocent attempt to extend the encounter. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes,” said Jack, grinning at her. “Honestly, that was fun. If you can behave yourself around the shores of Lestaron Island, I wouldn’t mind stopping by the beach again to…” 
 
    He trailed off as he looked up and past the water nymph, through a gap in the trees of the atoll. The was a small, rusted metal yacht beached on the other side of the shore. Jack frowned and stood up slowly, not wanting to believe what he saw on the deck of the shipwreck. 
 
    The remains of at least two skeletal humans lay across the bow section, still wearing the clothes that they’d died in. The water nymph made a purring noise and planted a quick, innocent kiss on his cheek. 
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    “Did you bring them here?” asked Jack. “Did you… kill them?” 
 
    The water nymph looked at him blankly, clearly unable to understand the question. She cupped her breasts with her hands and lifted them up slightly, letting them fall with a generous jiggle as they came loose from her fingers. 
 
    “You did…” said Jack. “You must have.” 
 
    It was easy for him to picture. Maybe it had been a couple on a boat, enjoying a day on the ocean. He could see them discovering the water nymph, much as he had, and being mystified by her. He could see the water nymph acting playful, leading them out to her island, and then… 
 
    Jack coughed as the memory of the way the water nymph had used her powers to clog his nose and mouth during their first encounter. He tried to keep his expression neutral as he considered what would need to happen next. 
 
    The water nymph frowned, as though she could instantly sense the change in his disposition. Jack took a step forward, and she took a step back. He took a slow breath, and then surged toward her, trying to get a hand on one of her wrists. 
 
    It was a sunny day, and it undercut his attempt. Without his vampiric speed, Jack was only as fast as an above-average human. He missed the water nymph and his chance to bring the situation to an easy and reasonable conclusion. 
 
    She took several long, loping steps, her naked body moving with eroticism and grace. She broke into a dive as soon as the water was up to her knees, and her body gleamed for an instant as she moved through the air, dissolving into a mass of liquid like the contents of a tipped glass of water. 
 
    Jack swore under his breath. He grabbed the paddle board and pushed it out onto the water. He had no idea where he was headed, but it wasn’t as though he could just stay on the coral atoll and take his chances. The sun had started to dip slightly in the sky, and he used it to orient himself north, since the beach he’d taken off from had been on Lestaron Island’s south side. 
 
    He only needed to take a few swings with an oar to pick up speed, which didn’t make sense. Jack wobbled slightly on the paddle board as he began to move fast enough for the wind’s drag to be a factor. He dropped to his knees, trying to spot the water nymph underneath him, towing the paddle board as she’d done before. He didn’t see her anywhere, but that didn’t make the strange current he was apparently caught up in any less suspicious. 
 
    A few minutes went by. Jack used the time to come up with a plan of action. If he could just get close to her again, it might be possible for him to get his fangs into her neck. He had no idea how enthrallment worked when it came to supernatural creatures, but it was the best chance he’d have to bring the water nymph under control while the sun was still out. 
 
    A smudge appeared on the horizon, expanding slowly in size until Jack could identify it as Lestaron Island, his childhood and current home. Watching the beach draw closer at what felt like a snail’s pace only served to emphasize just how far out in the ocean he’d been. It gave him flickers of anxiety to imagine what would have happened if he’d stayed on the coral atoll, or worse, never found it to begin with. 
 
    The lifeguard spotted him right as he reached the buoy again, and she immediately let loose with her whistle and started climbing down from her tower. Jack jumped off the paddle board and into the water, hoping that he could find the water nymph again before the situation spun out of his control. 
 
    A few hundred feet to his right, he heard someone let out a panicked shout. He looked over in time to see a teenage boy frantically struggling to keep his head above water. It looked as though an arm made from the water itself was looped around his neck, and a second later, he vanished completely under the surface. 
 
    Jack had already started toward the struggling teenager when another person nearby, a girl around the same age, let out a water-choked scream and sank like a rock. He gritted his teeth, knowing that there was almost nothing he could do to get to either of them in time. 
 
    The sky had been crystal-clear when Jack had left the coral atoll, but at some point in the intervening minutes, several dark storm clouds had taken over the sky. Lightning flashed in the distance, followed by an ear-splitting crack of thunder, and rain began to pour down heavily enough to put most tropical storms to shame. 
 
    It was a mixed blessing. The water around Jack became significantly choppier, but everyone in the water immediately began to head toward the beach, excepting himself and the lifeguard. She arrived at the spot where the two teenagers had gone under on a paddle board of her own, right around the same time Jack did. 
 
    “Can you take one of them?” shouted the lifeguard. 
 
    Jack nodded, but it was clear from her tone that she already knew it was too late. Jack pulled the girl’s cold, waterlogged body onto his paddle board and carefully brought her back to the beach. 
 
    He didn’t know CPR, but another woman stepped forward to help in his place. He watched as the lifeguard and the second woman tried valiantly to revive the two teenagers for more than twenty minutes straight. He watched until his frustration and guilt over not having immediately recognized the water nymph for the danger she was threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Mira. She was thoroughly soaked by the rain, and she hugged her shoulders, shivering slightly from the cold. 
 
    “I guess.” Jack frowned and looked past her, toward their spot on the beach. “Where’d Ryoko go?” 
 
    “Back to the mansion,” said Mira. “She wasn’t feeling well. Said that we should call her for a ride when we’re ready to go.” 
 
    Her words were a little concerning to him, given how low-energy Ryoko had been as of late. It made it hard for Jack to focus on the situation at hand. 
 
    “Did she say anything else?” asked Jack. “Like, why she wasn’t feeling well?” 
 
    Mira shook her head. Jack scowled and looked over his shoulder, in the direction of the oncoming ambulance siren. A sheriff’s cruiser followed directly behind it, and both cars skidded to a stop on the edge of the boardwalk. 
 
    A group of two EMTs hurried to bring the victims onboard, but their skin had already started to take on a pallid color. Jack looked away, feeling more responsible than he probably should have. It felt like he could have done more. If he’d picked up on the water nymph’s tendencies in time, or thought ahead to what would happen when she encountered the people on the beach, then maybe… 
 
    “Jack Masterson.”  
 
    Sheriff Carter’s voice was stern, though not unfriendly, a little like Jack’s grandfather’s voice had once been. He was old, with only a few wisps of white-grey hair left and a face filled with wrinkles from the accumulated effects of decades of working a job that often placed him in the sun. His eyes were still sharp, though, and he shook Jack’s hand firmly as he greeted him. 
 
    “Sheriff Carter,” Jack said, not quite managing to smile. “It’s good to see you. Though I do wish we could occasionally meet under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Seems it’s always that way with you,” said Sheriff Carter. “What you can you tell me about what happened here?” 
 
    If he’d spoken the words in a different tone, they might have sounded a little accusatory. But the sheriff had known Jack’s grandfather, and he tended to dismiss the way both were so often involved with suspicious incidents as being an eccentricity that ran in the family. In a sense, it kind of was. 
 
    “Two teenagers,” sighed Jack. “Both drowned. I was on my paddle board when it happened. Helped bring one of them to shore.” 
 
    Sheriff Carter nodded, and his eyes took on a sad quality as he glanced toward the corpses and saw the ages of the deceased. They’d been teenagers, but young ones. Still just kids, really.  
 
    “Is that it?” asked Sheriff Carter. “Could have been a stray riptide. Or maybe just an accident.” 
 
    “Could be,” said Jack. 
 
    A woman wearing the tan uniform of the Lestaron Sheriff’s Department sidled up next to Sheriff Carter. She was tall, with a wiry build and olive skin. Her hair was dark brown and styled into a short pixie cut, and if not for the distinctly feminine quality of her lips and face, he might have mistaken her for a man. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Sheriff Carter, with a nod. “This is Deputy Jessie Amari.” 
 
    Jack shook her hand, and Jessie gave him a polite nod but no words. 
 
    “A new deputy?” asked Jack. “Did something happen to Bruce?” 
 
    Bruce, Katie’s former fiancé, was probably the person who’d harassed Jack the most in his time on Lestaron Island. He and Katie had separated a little more than a month earlier, and he hadn’t heard much from him since. 
 
    “Bruce is… pursuing opportunities elsewhere,” said Sheriff Carter with a small grimace. 
 
    “Ah.” Jack could tell he wasn’t going to get anything more out of the conversation or the crime scene. “Well, good luck with your investigation. I think I’m about done swimming for today.” 
 
    The sheriff nodded. He looked extremely tired as he moved past Jack toward where the EMTs were loading the bodies onto stretchers. 
 
    Mira was already striking down their small beach site, rolling up towels and setting everything into a neat pile. Jack took his cell phone out of his pocket and handed it to her. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Mira. 
 
    “To call Ryoko,” he said. “I’m not heading back to the mansion immediately and don’t mind walking.” 
 
    Mira furrowed her brow, glancing from the phone to his face. 
 
    “You… trust me, with your phone?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve trusted you with more than that before,” said Jack. “Why? Does it make you feel weird?” 
 
    Mira stepped in closer to him, letting out a low, rolling purr and cupping his cheek. 
 
    “It makes me feel so very annoyed that I can’t show my feelings for you properly,” said Mira. “My sweet Jack. If you’d only return me to my previous form, I would be able to reward you for each and every sweet, caring gesture you make.” 
 
    “Funny you should say that,” said Jack. “I’ve always considered not giving you the Embrace to be one of said sweet, caring gestures.” 
 
    “You have a very strange perspective,” whispered Mira. 
 
    They’d drawn a little closer together, and despite the horrible handiwork of the water nymph still evident on the beach behind them, Jack was tempted to throw her down onto one of the towels on the sand. He took a slow breath and gave Mira a quick, teasing peck on the lips before she could pull away. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” said Jack. 
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    Jack had a good idea about where he needed to go next. The water nymph had a predictable method of attack, and though it was simple, it had already proven to be a threat to him, with or without his vampiric abilities. Also, it was a method of attack he was reasonably sure that he could find a counter for. 
 
    He headed up the boardwalk in flip-flops and a t-shirt. The beach wasn’t far from one of the thin, coastal roads that wound up the cliffs that faced the ocean on Lestaron Island’s southeast side. Few people bothered to head up that way, and Jack didn’t have to worry about cars as he enjoyed the scenery of the route. 
 
    It took him half an hour to arrive at his destination. A tiny shack with a thin roof of rusted aluminum and unpainted walls lay at the end of a long driveway on the flat, unused section of land at the top of the cliffs. The shack looked more like what a retired carpenter might build if they regained partial usage of their hands in the aftermath of a stroke. From the outside, at least. 
 
    Palmer was in his side-yard, tending to a blazing fire that was barely contained within an old steel barrel. He was a tall man, completely bald, with gaunt features and a pallor that reminded Jack of a relapsing drug addict. He wore a grey A-shirt along with jean cutoffs and was currently in the process of tipping a see-through bag filled with unidentifiable green powder into the trash fire. He flinched back as he let go of the bag, only just dodging a plume of red flames and sparks that exploded upward. 
 
    “Bloody fucking hell!” shouted Palmer. “Never again! Never one single, tit-sucking, cunt-fucking, time again!” 
 
    “Never again what?” asked Jack. 
 
    Palmer hesitated instead of grabbing another of the bags strewn about his feet. He tossed his hands up as he looked over at Jack, breaking out into a huge grin. 
 
    “Jackie Masterson,” said Palmer. “Good to see you, lad. How’s the harem treating you?” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. “Two women does not a harem make. Especially when one of them withholds sex as a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you have it so fucking hard,” said Palmer, still smiling. 
 
    They greeted each other with a firm hand clasp. The two of them had become drinking buddies, if not friends, during Jack’s time on the island. Outside of the residents of the mansion, Palmer was one of the few people on the island with a grasp on the supernatural. 
 
    “So tell me,” said Jack. “Never again what?” 
 
    Palmer made a “pshhh” noise and gestured to the bags. 
 
    “Discount alchemy ingredients,” he said. “I must be a fucking wanker for falling for the scam in the first place. All of it’s cut to the point of being as useful as the lint I pull out of my dickhole.” 
 
    “Thanks for that mental image,” said Jack. “You didn’t try to use any of it in place of your usual stuff, did you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Palmer. “Shame on you for even suggesting it.” 
 
    “I only ask because—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Palmer. “Your BDSM potions.” 
 
    “Anti-enthrallment potions,” said Jack. “I can’t have them failing.” 
 
    “I stuck to the recipe you gave me,” said Palmer. “Is that what you’re here about?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “No, something else,” he said. “Do you have a minute?” 
 
    Palmer tossed another bag, this one filled with a purple, gelatinous substance, onto the fire. It let out a plume of gushing, multicolored sparks that reminded Jack of a prematurely detonated firework. 
 
    “For you?” Palmer flashed a toothy smile. “I have several, maybe upwards of ten, even!” 
 
    The trash barrel’s flames dimmed slightly, and a distinct popping noise came from deep within. 
 
    “A few people drowned today down at the beach,” said Jack. “It wasn’t an accident, either. The culprit is a water nymph.” 
 
    “Oof,” said Palmer. “Those things are cute and all, but deadly as venom.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that now,” said Jack. “You got anything that could help me out against it? Some type of anti-drowning potion?” 
 
    Palmer laughed, and Jack felt a slight prickle of embarrassment on his face. He wasn’t as well-versed with the magical world as he wanted to be. It wasn’t really his fault, given how little time he’d been aware of it and involved, but it left him feeling the breadth of his ignorance at times. 
 
    “I got something for you,” said Palmer. “Worry not.” 
 
    He left the trash fire and headed into his shack. Jack didn’t follow after him. He’d been into Palmer’s illusory estate once before, and he wasn’t overly comfortable with the way the magical projection fooled his eyes. It looked like a palace inside, complete with scantily clad women and a sprawling floor plan. But it was all just an illusion, created by spells and enchantments. 
 
    “Here.” Palmer came back out with a small bottle in hand. “This isn’t an anti-drowning potion, but it’ll do the trick for you, I think. It’s a breath potion. It will expand the capacity of your lungs by a factor of ten. If you can normally hold your breath for ninety seconds, this potion will let you hold it for…” 
 
    Palmer played with the fingers of his free hand, frowning deeply. 
 
    “A while,” he finished. “Long enough, probably, for you to stand a chance against this water nympho.” 
 
    “Water nymph,” said Jack, smiling. “I guess that will have to do. It won’t help me if she forces water into my lungs, but as long as I can keep that from happening, I should be okay. How long does it last for?” 
 
    “Two hours,” said Palmer. “That’s the general effect, mind you. No guarantee your lungs could hold air for that long.” 
 
    “I assumed as much,” he said.  
 
    “Right…” Palmer wiggled the potion back and forth. “That’ll be fifty of your American dollars.” 
 
    “I’ve covered your tab for the last three times we’ve been to Stickly’s Tavern,” said Jack. “Let’s call it even.” 
 
    Palmer sighed and handed him the potion. The clouds overhead had darkened further, and the wind was starting to pick up. It wasn’t weather that boded well for Jack, who would have to walk all the way back to the mansion. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Palmer. He walked over to the fire and started reaching for another bag. 
 
    Jack was about to shake his head when he remembered something. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of someone named Adana before?” he asked. 
 
    Palmer froze in the middle of tossing more of his useless ingredients onto the fire. 
 
    “Someone…” said Palmer. “I think you mean something. Least, if you’re talking about the bloody Adana I know about.” 
 
    “What is it, then?” asked Jack. 
 
    Palmer stood up straight. He swallowed and looked past Jack toward the dark clouds in the distance. Lightning flashed, followed by the low rumble of thunder. 
 
    “There are some things that you honestly just don’t want to fuck around with,” said Palmer. “Believe me when I say this. Adana is one of them.” 
 
    “Tell me,” said Jack. “Please? I’ll cover your tab again next time we’re at the bar.” 
 
    “You’ll probably end up doing that anyway,” muttered Palmer. He hesitated. “Fine. But you’d better take this information and sit on it, Jackie. This is no bloody game, you understand?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Adana is a demoness from the Other Realms,” said Palmer, in a slow, deliberate voice. “She’s a sinister fucking cunt. The stories I’ve heard about her… don’t bear repeating. Her and her demon brother, Mezolak, well… they’re like something out of a horror movie. One of the good horror movies that’s almost too scary to watch.” 
 
    “She’s a demoness?” asked Jack. “So she’s like a monster or a ghoul?” 
 
    Palmer chuckled and shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, she’s a monster alright, but not like you’re probably thinking,” said Palmer. “They call her the temptress. She’s one of the few demons that can briefly manifest in the Mortal Realm when summoned. Plus, she’s the type that’s always looking to make a deal with humans. Literal fucking deals with the devil.” 
 
    Jack considered what Palmer was telling him as another thunderclap sounded overhead. Rain began to fall, moving past a drizzle to a heavy, thick downpour in a manner of seconds. 
 
    “What does it take to summon her?” Jack shouted, over the rising ambience of the storm. 
 
    “You’re out of your mind,” said Palmer. “No. I’m not telling you anything more. Too much of a risk.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” said Jack. 
 
    “You can’t, and that’s beside the point,” said Palmer. “I like you, Jackie, but this isn’t just a risk to you. Summoning Adana would put the entire town at risk, if not the entire fucking world. No. Best you just forget that name.” 
 
    Palmer grabbed the remaining bags of counterfeit alchemy ingredients and garbage outside and tossed them into the dwindling barrel fire. It dimmed for a moment, and then let out a tremendous plume of fire and smoke that reminded Jack of an exploding volcano. The rain continued to slam downward, countering the fire’s exuberance and soaking Jack’s clothes. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said, as Palmer headed for his shack. “If I did want to summon her…” 
 
    “Fuck off,” said Palmer. “The answer is no. Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    He slipped into his shack and slammed the door before Jack could get in another word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the mansion was cold, wet, and thoroughly unpleasant. By the time Jack made it to the gate, he was as soaked as though he’d jumped into the water with his clothes on. He found himself feeling grateful that he’d left his phone with Mira, lest it be ruined by the elements. 
 
    As soon as Jack made it in through the front door, he took his shirt off and tossed it to the floor. The sounds of the wind and thunder echoed through the empty foyer, and even though it was only early in the evening, the black clouds choked out what would have remained of the sun. 
 
    Mira was reading a book in the lounge, and she let a silent chuckle when she saw Jack’s waterlogged state. He set the breath potion down on the table and crossed his arms, leaning against the back of the couch.  
 
    “Well,” said Mira. “Look what the storm dragged in.” 
 
    “It’s pretty insane out there,” said Jack. “Do you think it has anything to do with the water nymph?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Mira. “Though storms aren’t exactly uncommon on an island like this.” 
 
    A few silent seconds went by. Palmer’s words about Adana continued to echo in Jack’s head. Curiosity killed the cat, he reminded himself. But what killed the man he’d found buried in his father’s grave? 
 
    “You’re pensive,” said Mira. “What’s on your mind, dearest Jack?” 
 
    “…Do you know anything about a demoness named Adana?” 
 
    Mira sat up a little straighter. She slid a silk ribbon into her book to hold her place and closed it. She folded her arms across her breasts and licked her lips, looking far more serious than she had a few seconds earlier. 
 
    “What brings this up?” asked Mira. “Speaking of Adana is… not generally something that people do without good reason. At least, people who know about her.” 
 
    Jack knew he wouldn’t be able to get her to help without being straight about a few of the secrets he’d been keeping. 
 
    “For the past few months, I’ve been trying to figure out what really happened when my parents died and I was sent away from the island,” he said. “That’s where I was last night. Digging up my father’s grave.” 
 
    Mira’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “That’s… quite the place to start,” she said. “Did you discover anything of note?” 
 
    “There was a body in his casket,” said Jack. “It wasn’t his.” 
 
    Mira frowned and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “How does this relate to Adana?” she asked. 
 
    “I looked through Peter’s journals,” said Jack. “Found the one from the year I was sent away. Most of the pages from around the time of the accident were ripped out, but there was one sentence that referred to Adana. He cursed her name.” 
 
    “Probably for good reason,” said Mira. “…Hold on. Peter kept journals? Where are these?” 
 
    “There isn’t much in them that’s very interesting,” said Jack. 
 
    “I don’t care, I’d like to read them,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. 
 
    “If you help me summon Adana,” he said, speaking carefully, “I’ll let you read all of them.” 
 
    Mira was already shaking her head. She stood up from the couch and walked around to the other side, so she could stand next to him. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she whispered. “I wish you could have the answers that you seek. But I sincerely doubt you’ll find them through a demoness known for possessing people and tricking mortals out of their bodies.” 
 
    “I need to know,” said Jack. “You know how to summon her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Assuming I did,” said Mira, “I would require more from you in return than just the memoirs of an old friend.” 
 
    She looked at Jack directly, letting her deep blue eyes settle on his. He scowled and exhaled through his teeth. The last thing he wanted to do was give Mira what he knew she wanted, but who else would be able to help him? Even if Katie had been around, he doubted that she would have even let him finish his sentence once he mentioned summoning a demon, let alone aid him in summoning it. 
 
    “Mira…” he said. “You know how I feel about this.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “But I also know that you’re reasonable. I promise I’d behave. Truly, I would! You’d have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    She smiled and let her fingers brush across his shoulder. Jack still hadn’t gotten used to interacting with her as a human. Their relationship had evolved into one of equals, which said a lot about how powerful Mira had been as a vampire and how capable and intelligent she still was, even without her blood magic. 
 
    “The only reason you have a comfortable life right now is because of me,” said Jack, sharpening his tone. “You don’t have a license or a bank account. If I decided to stop helping you, Mira, you’d be out on the street.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” she said. “But I also know you, Jack. It’s because I know you that I set this as my price. Do you think I want you to attempt a demon summoning?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve never seemed to shy away from danger in the past.” 
 
    “Calling what you’re suggesting ‘dangerous’ is like calling the sacking of a city an ‘incident.’ You are biting off quite a lot with this. Perhaps more than you can chew.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Jack. “If I’m careful and know in advance not to trust the demoness or present any weakness to her, I don’t see what the issue would be.” 
 
    “It isn’t just Adana that you’ll contending with,” said Mira. “Demon summonings have a specific magical echo that resonates in their wake. You’re already on the Order of Chaldea’s radar, my sweet Jack. Summoning Adana… would put you on their most wanted list, so to speak.” 
 
    Jack winced slightly. The logical part of him knew that it was a horrible idea for a dozen different reasons. But he needed to know the truth. The mystery had gotten into him like an untreated infection, and the fever was starting to affect his thinking. 
 
    “I’ll consider giving you the Embrace,” Jack said, in a quiet voice. “If you help me with this, I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “You’ll think about it?” asked Mira. 
 
    “If you can stay out of trouble for a few months, and prove that you won’t be the same kind of vampire that you were before, I’ll give you the Embrace,” he said. 
 
    He expected her to immediately refuse, but she considered his terms for a long moment, and then nodded. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “But know this, Jack. I will hold you to your end of the bargain.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, feeling a little relieved that he’d managed to convince her. Unfortunately, that relief didn’t extend to the tension and anxiety he felt at the idea of performing the summoning. His shoulders felt stiff and heavy, and his heart was pounding a little too hard in his chest. 
 
    “Deal.” Jack extended his hand to shake hers. Mira playfully slapped it aside and kissed him instead. 
 
    She gave him a deep, passionate kiss, letting her tongue briefly dart into his mouth like a snake peeking out of the grass. Jack felt a little overwhelmed by how naturally he responded to having her body against his. She was so soft, from her butt to her breasts. And if he did turn her into a vampire again, she’d have no reservations about letting him take her. 
 
    “Let’s head down to the workshop,” said Jack. “We can discuss the details there.” 
 
    “Oh, you know just what to say…” Mira ran her hand through his hair, not pulling back from him immediately. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    “The spell is going to require a few additions,” said Mira. “The first of which being a clean, unspoiled area on which to draw the summoning circle.” 
 
    Jack nodded, leaning against the table of the workshop. There wasn’t much open space inside the small, hidden room. Katie had never returned to the mansion to pick up her alchemy equipment after leaving to join the Order, and most of it was still scattered around the shelves and cupboards. 
 
    “Will the wine cellar work?” asked Jack. “There’s room on the center of the floor.” 
 
    “It should,” said Mira. “Peter’s workshop is probably contaminated with some of his residual magical essence, so we wouldn’t want to use it regardless of whether we had the space.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “So what else do we need?” 
 
    “What else do you need, is what I think you mean to ask,” said Mira. “I can only offer my guidance. You will have to handle casting the spell and performing the ritual.” 
 
    Jack frowned, feeling a little unsure about what she was suggesting. 
 
    “You can walk me through it though, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I can,” said Mira. “First, you’re going to need a significant amount of blood essence. As much as you can take from your thrall without hurting her.” 
 
    “From Ryoko,” corrected Jack. “Not my thrall.” 
 
    Mira rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Second, we’ll need a few additions for the ceremony. Some candles and incense to help establish the correct ambience.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Mira. “You’ll need to wash yourself thoroughly as well. And you’ll need to meditate and clear your mind before attempting the spell.” 
 
    “Right…” said Jack. 
 
    “Finally,” said Mira. “You’re going to need one of Peter’s magical foci, something of his that has his memory of Adana on it to help orient the spell. It isn’t strictly necessary, if you know the incentives to provide to coax a demon out, but in your case, I think it’s a must.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “I guess I could go get his staff? It’s still at the cemetery.” 
 
    Mira smiled slightly and nodded. She was the one who’d originally put the staff there as a way of saying goodbye to Peter. Of course, she’d broken into the workshop and stolen it from Jack in order to do so, but that was water under the proverbial bridge. 
 
    “His staff would work perfectly,” said Mira. “Knowing Peter, I have no doubt he’s previously dabbled with spells involving the Other Realms. There should still be an echo of those occasions within it.” 
 
    “The Other Realms,” muttered Jack. “What are they, exactly? I feel like I should know at least that much before jumping into this.” 
 
    “That is…” Mira hesitated, and tapped a finger against her lips. “A more complicated question than it might seem. The Other Realms represent a magical spectrum of places disconnected from the world and reality we abide in. The Other Realms are where, for example, it’s speculated that the magical essences that shape and affect our world are in their distilled state. Magical scholars have speculated that at least one of the Other Realms is where the essence goes to, when a spell is cast.” 
 
    “Uh,” said Jack. “I’m not sure that really answers my question.” 
 
    “And that’s because your question does not have a good answer,” said Mira. “The Other Realms are not places mortals can travel to and return from. Arcane philosophers and magical scholars have been studying them for as long as they have recorded their existence. Sticking objects through portals and examining the damage done to them on return. Trying to slip video cameras through, which as ambitious as it sounds, has never worked.” 
 
    “So nobody really knows for sure?” asks Jack. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Mira. “But I know enough about demons from the Other Realms to tell you that you’ll need to be extremely careful once you’ve summoned Adana. I cannot emphasize that enough, Jack. She will be dangerous, of that I am sure.” 
 
    He felt a chill flutter through him, forcing the hairs on the back of his neck to stand up straight. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Well, there’s no point in wasting time. We can get the stuff tonight. Just let me check in with Ryoko first.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “I’ll await you in the car.” 
 
    They both headed upstairs, and Jack made his way to Ryoko’s room. He knocked gently on the door before sliding it open. Ryoko was in bed, and she sat up slightly as he entered. 
 
    “Mr…” She caught herself, giving her head a little shake. “I mean… Jack.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He sat down on the bed next to her, setting a hand on her shoulder. Ryoko didn’t answer immediately, taking a slow breath first. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. 
 
    “Mira said you didn’t feel well at the beach,” said Jack. “Was it just the sun, or…?” 
 
    “Just didn’t feel well,” said Ryoko. 
 
    She wasn’t looking directly at him, and it made Jack start to worry. He’d only seen her like this once before, after her uncle had died. Back then, she’d still forced herself through her daily routine. Of course, it hadn’t been that long since. Jack wondered if maybe since she’d managed to suppress it then, it was finally catching up with her now. 
 
    “Ryoko, come on,” said Jack. “Talk to me. Please.” 
 
    “I…” Ryoko swallowed and closed her eyes. “I thought I was… talking to you.” 
 
    Jack didn’t know what to say to that. He squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anything I can get you?” he asked. “Do you think a night’s sleep will help?” 
 
    “Do you… need to feed?” Ryoko rubbed at her neck with one hand. “It’s okay. I can still do that for you, I think.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head slightly. The last thing he wanted to do was feed off Ryoko while she was feeling like this. He’d seen what the effects of his bite did to people, the ecstatic, emotional high that could only logically be followed by an immediate crash afterward. And that wasn’t even considering the physical effect of her losing a portion of her blood. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Jack. 
 
    “Please?” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    Jack felt his skin crawl as he heard the word. She wasn’t offering herself for him to feed off her. She was pleading with him to do it. To give her his bite again. Could it be like a drug to certain people? Everything he’d heard and seen concerning the way enthrallment worked pointed toward an obvious, definite yes.  
 
    And it wasn’t as though the counter potion was a perfect solution. Supposedly, it blocked the basic, long-term effects of enthrallments. But the pleasure of his bite was still getting through. Pleasure, even on its own, could be more than enough to affect someone’s emotional state. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” said Jack. “I… think you need rest, Ryoko. More than anything.” 
 
    He needed to bite her for the summoning ritual. The idea of waiting a few days to cast it annoyed Jack, but it wasn’t as though he was working under a time limit. He cared more about Ryoko than he did about finding the truth about something that had happened a decade earlier, even if it was a ghost from his past. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” whispered Ryoko. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” asked Jack. 
 
    She finally looked at him. There was something weak and wounded about her expression, but in a subtle way. She didn’t look like she’d been crying. She looked like she’d reached a point where she was too tired and emotionally exhausted to find even her tears as a release. 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t… the way I am,” whispered Ryoko. “I wish…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence. Jack stretched out on the bed next to her and pulled her into a tight, full-body hug. Ryoko leaned her head forward, presenting her neck to him, even though he’d already told her that he had no intention of biting her. 
 
    “I have to go with Mira to get some stuff from town,” he said. “We’re taking the car. We’ll be back soon, okay?” 
 
    Ryoko didn’t say anything. Jack kissed her cheek, hugged her again, and left the room feeling worried and ineffective. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    “Right,” said Jack, as he buckled his seat belt. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    He pulled the car out of the mansion’s garage and into a wall of pouring water. The storm had grown in intensity since he’d gotten home, and even though it was barely past dinnertime, it was pitch black outside. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Mira. “I’m unsure if this is a natural storm.” 
 
    “So you do think it has something to do with the water nymph, then,” he said. 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Mira. “It could be a retaliatory gesture for some perceived slight that happened during her time on the beach earlier today.” 
 
    A perceived slight. Jack winced, wondering if the annoyance he’d shown at discovering the bodies on her island might qualify. She’d started drowning people immediately afterward, and the storm had begun brewing when he’d left the beach. 
 
    “Let’s just assume that it’s a natural storm for now,” he said. 
 
    Not only would it make his night simpler, but it was their only real option. Going after the water nymph in the middle of a storm would be foolhardy, even with the breath potion Palmer had sold him. 
 
    He drove slowly with his windshield wipers on full speed, and they squeaked rhythmically with each pass over the glass of his windshield. Lightning played across the sky, occasionally dipping down to strike in the distance. 
 
    “How was your maid feeling?” asked Mira. 
 
    “You called her my maid,” he said. “That’s a step up from referring to her as my thrall. Maybe eventually, you’ll even learn her name.” 
 
    Jack could sense Mira rolling her eyes without needing to turn to look at her. 
 
    “She seemed deflated when she left the beach earlier today,” said Mira. “She is a fragile sort of girl.” 
 
    “She is,” said Jack. “I might not be able to go through with the ritual tonight if she isn’t feeling up to letting me feed. Unless…” 
 
    He licked his lips and looked at Mira for a few seconds as the car came to rest in front of a red light. She picked up on his implication and shook her head. 
 
    “Dearest Jack,” she said. “We’ve spoken on this before. My blood is off-limits to you in that sense.” 
 
    “I’ve already agreed to give you the Embrace, if you behave,” said Jack. “You must trust me enough to know that I’m not trying to sneakily turn you into my thrall.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” she said. “That would not be your style.” 
 
    “So why not then?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I am not food for you,” said Mira. 
 
    “Doesn’t it intrigue you a little, though?” he asked. “You were a vampire for so long. The only time you were ever on the receiving end of a bite was that one time before you were first turned, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “That is true,” Mira said, with a touch of reluctance. 
 
    “Aren’t you curious about what it would feel like, coming from me?” Jack reached a hand over, running a finger along the nape of her neck. Mira grabbed his hand and squeezed it, letting her lips pull back into a drawn smile. 
 
    “Perhaps I am… a little curious,” said Mira. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he said. “I promise. It would let us try the ritual tonight. And it would certainly go a long way toward building goodwill, concerning the Embrace.” 
 
    “Are you saying that if I let you feed off me, you’ll return me to my former status as a vampire sooner?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I guess I am.” 
 
    Mira thought about it for a couple of seconds, and then leaned her head to the side. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “We shall see what the night holds. I do trust you, Jack. But this is a lot for you to ask of me.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “There’s actually a vial of anti-enthrallment potion in the glove compartment if it we end up needing it. I wouldn’t bite you without protection, obviously.” 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” said Mira, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Jack turned the car around a corner, and then slowed as he approached the parking entrance of the local dollar store. 
 
    “We can probably get the candles here,” said Jack. “Maybe the incense, too.” 
 
    Mira raised an eyebrow as she looked at the store’s sign, which read “DOLLAR MARKET” in bright neon. Several letters had burned out over the years, and the “T” on the end flickered as though it was on the verge of being next. 
 
    “You inherited all of Peter’s money, and yet you’d willingly shop at a place like this?” asked Mira. 
 
    “It’s open, and we’re here,” said Jack. “You can’t argue against convenience.” 
 
    He parked the car as close as he possibly could to the entrance, and then he and Mira sprinted the distance through the unrelenting deluge of the storm. The automatic doors opened with a hermetically sealed hiss to allow them entry, and the two of them made their way into the aisles.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to find what they were looking for. Jack carried the basket as Mira piled in candles, jasmine-scented incense, and a box of chalk, which she explained would be necessary to draw the actual summoning circle on the cellar’s stone floor. Once they had everything, the two of them headed for the checkout counter. 
 
    The employee on duty was looking away from them, fixing a display of batteries located along the store’s front wall. When he turned around, his eyes met Jack’s, and both of them froze. 
 
    “Uh…” Jack winced as recognition set in on both sides. “Hello, Bruce.” 
 
    Bruce’s expression shifted into a narrow glare. He was a good-looking guy, with tall, tanned skin, a strong jaw, and conventionally attractive features. Jack had disliked him for his own reasons, but on a superficial level, he’d never really wondered all that much about what Katie saw in Bruce. 
 
    Which made it feel a hundred times more surreal to see him wearing a blue retail vest with a name tag on it and holding a pricing gun in his hands. Bruce had been the obvious candidate to be the next sheriff once the current one retired. Now he was working a classically dead-end job. 
 
    “I’m on break right now,” said Bruce, in a stiff voice. “You’ll have to see if one of my coworkers can help you.” 
 
    Jack glanced around, frowning a little. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like there are any other employees even here right now,” he said. 
 
    Mira squeezed his arm. 
 
    “That would appear to be his point,” she said. 
 
    Bruce glanced at Mira for the first time, and his scowl deepened.  
 
    “You can always go and shop somewhere else,” said Bruce. “Like I said. I’m on break right now.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Jack. “That’s so petty. Sure, we’ve had our issues, but…” 
 
    He frowned. If anything, he was the one who should have had the proverbial axe to grind. Bruce had left him for dead while facing down a ghoul. He’d sucker punched Jack on multiple occasions and even resorted to stalking him at one point. 
 
    But then again, Jack had gotten close to Katie behind his back. Close enough for things to have happened. 
 
    “We haven’t ‘had’ our issues,” said Bruce. “We have fucking issues, Jack. Present tense.” 
 
    His words were harsh, but there was something lacking from Bruce’s tone that made Jack wonder how much anger the other man truly harbored. 
 
    “What happened with Sheriff Carter?” he asked. He asked the question sincerely, with no pity or mockery in his voice. Bruce didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” said Bruce. “Fuck off. Why are you still here?” 
 
    “Because you won’t let me pay for the items I picked out, maybe?” said Jack. “Come on. I don’t want to be here any more than you do. What’s it going to take?” 
 
    “What’s it going to take…” repeated Bruce. He chuckled and shook his head. “Alright. I’ll play nice, if you answer a single question for me.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jack, biting back his frustration. “Anything.” 
 
    Bruce took a slow breath through his nose. He glanced down at the checkout counter, and when he brought his gaze back up to meet Jack’s, he almost looked like a different person. Vulnerable, confused, and harboring old hurts. 
 
    “What’s the real reason why Katie left the island?” asked Bruce. “She said that… she took a job somewhere on the mainland. But I know that wasn’t it. And I don’t think it was because of you, either. She only came back for a single afternoon. Only packed a few bags, not even close to all her stuff. Then she was gone.” 
 
    The switch in Bruce’s demeanor was so sudden that Jack had to repeat the words a second time in his head to understand the question. Why had Katie left Lestaron Island? To join up with the Order of Chaldea. But what had been the catalyst for that decision? Jack didn’t like to think about it very much, but he would give Bruce the answer, even if it didn’t make sense to him. 
 
    “She said…” Jack swallowed, collecting his thoughts. “She said she was sick of watching the men she loved turn into monsters.” 
 
    He was a little worried that using the word “men”, which was so very plural in nature, might trigger Bruce. It was close to a direct quote of what Katie had said to him, however. Bruce nodded slowly, then tapped his fingers on the counter. He didn’t react in any other visible way, but he reached for the items in Jack’s handbasket and began ringing them up. 
 
    Bruce didn’t say another word as Jack paid and continued through the transaction, and Jack didn’t say anything else to him. He wasn’t interested in prying into whatever meaning Katie’s words held for her former fiancé. He accepted his change, gave his onetime antagonist a small nod, and left the dollar store. 
 
    “He does not look well,” said Mira, as they climbed back into the car. “Peter’s apprentice was rather ruthless in the way she managed her relationships.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I guess she was.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    They drove in silence for a few minutes. The cemetery was on the other side of town. Jack slowed the car as he pulled up on the street and then swore under his breath. A thin beam of light was weaving through the grave plots, illuminating a cone of falling rain and swirling fog. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. “There wasn’t a guard here the other night.” 
 
    “Are you surprised that the groundskeeper would take preventive measures after discovering that one of his flock had been exhumed under the dark of night?” asked Mira. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting anyone to notice,” he said. “I guess I left a little too much dirt behind.” 
 
    He drove around the block once and then parked the car on the corner, out of sight from whoever had been given the job of overseeing the cemetery that night. 
 
    “This shouldn’t pose much of a challenge for you,” said Mira. “Cast Shadow Form. It’s dark enough tonight that you’ll have free rein of the lawn, as long as you don’t pass directly in front of the flashlight.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Jack tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I’m just getting sick of being soaked by this rain.” 
 
    Mira let out a laugh that was equal parts mocking and sympathetic. Jack steeled his resolve and slipped out of the car. He winced as the rain instantly soaked through his clothes. It was getting colder out, and he had to clench his jaw to keep from shivering reflexively. 
 
    He still had close to half of his blood essence left, and it wasn’t a problem to cast Shadow Form. Jack felt his body losing its physical form as he did, dissipating into an ethereal, smoky substance that blended easily into the dark. 
 
    It was an odd sensation, a bit like having an out-of-body experience. Jack could still think, and he could still “see” in a certain sense of the word. He experienced the shapes and contours of the world as he glided through the cemetery, and he could make out the night watchman’s position as he slipped past close behind him. The man shivered and instinctively flicked the flashlight in Jack’s direction, but by then, he’d already moved on. 
 
    He let himself reform in front of his grandfather’s grave, the inky smoke that composed his body under the spell coalescing into a human shape as he released it. His body had a slight negative afterglow, a sense of heavy unwieldiness, but it began to subside after a couple of seconds. 
 
    The night watchman was looking the other way, and Jack stepped through the rain to pick up his grandfather’s staff. The old wizard’s weapon looked inconspicuous and could have easily passed for a longer than average walking stick. Jack gripped the wood of what had once been just a thick, gnarled tree branch and immediately felt a prickling sensation spread across his fingers and palm. 
 
    The weapon held vast amounts of power within it, though it couldn’t be utilized directly. The analogy Katie had once given him was that it was like a magical battery that could no longer be recharged, given that the staff was still attuned to Peter. While it didn’t make for a useful weapon, it could still serve as a powerful focus for a certain kind of spell. 
 
    The night watchman was still heading away from him, and Jack didn’t bother to cast Shadow Form again as he made his way back to the car. He passed by his father’s “grave,” which admittedly did show a few obvious signs of tampering. It was hard for him to feel too badly about it, given what he’d found inside the casket. 
 
    He was sopping wet by the time he climbed back into the car and had to wipe a sheen of water from his eyebrows and face before starting the engine. 
 
    “You poor boy,” said Mira. “You look like a drowned rat.” 
 
    “Funny, cause that’s about what I feel like, too,” he said. “Let’s get back to the mansion.” 
 
    It wasn’t a long drive, and ten minutes later, they were back inside the mansion and down in the basement. Mira carefully went through all of the items they’d assembled, tapping a finger against her lips and looking pensive. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “This should be everything we need.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and fidgeted at the neckline of her blouse with her fingers. 
 
    “You sound a little unsure,” he said. 
 
    “For good reason,” said Mira. “In truth, I wish you would consider another path forward instead of this.” 
 
    “I have to know the truth,” said Jack. 
 
    “If it’s what you want, I will help you,” said Mira. “I did agree to do as much, after all. But I must implore you to be extremely careful, Jack. Steel yourself against temptation now, while you still can.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Can we get started now?” 
 
    He’d been planning on waiting and giving Ryoko the time she needed to recover, first, but the temptation was almost overwhelming. At the very least, he could start setting up and make the decision whether or not to continue after seeing how rested she was.  
 
    “It would be best if you take a shower first,” said Mira. “The cleaner you are, the less likely it is that you will harbor any impurities that might disrupt the ritual.” 
 
    “I can get behind that.” Jack pulled the front of his t-shirt forward a little, which was soaked to the point of sticking to his skin. 
 
    He made his way upstairs and started the shower, stripping off his wet clothing and tossing it into the hamper, which was already full and spilling over. It had been days since Ryoko had last done the laundry. He frowned and had to shake away a few nagging worries as he considered how strange she’d been acting. 
 
    He started the shower, letting the steam build to fill the bathroom before climbing in. The water felt incredible against his face and chest, and for a few minutes, he let it wash away his fatigue and doubts. 
 
    The bathroom’s door creaked open, pulling Jack from his reverie. It was hard for him to see who’d entered through the bathroom’s steam until they began speaking. 
 
    “You know,” said Mira, “I came to a decision that I thought you might wish for me to share with you, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    Jack pulled the curtain aside slightly. Mira had changed into a fluffy white bathrobe, and she walked directly up to him, standing just outside the shower. 
 
    “You came to a decision?” asked Jack. “Is this something I’m going to like?” 
 
    “Oh, I think you will,” said Mira. “I’ve decided to let you feed off me.” 
 
    Mira smiled at him, and then she let the robe fall from her shoulders. She was completely naked underneath. 
 
    Jack had seen enough women naked before to have grown accustomed to the different general builds that the female physique could fall into. Ryoko was petite, with small, fun-sized breasts, gentle curves, and a very compact sensuality to her. Katie had been somewhere in the middle, with slightly larger than average breasts and a butt that fit with her girl-next-door aesthetic. 
 
    Mira had the kind of body that men dreamed about and subsequently turned off their alarm clocks for. Her breasts were large and full, with a buoyant firmness to them that Jack suspected had been preserved by her time as a slow-aging vampire. Her nipples were like buttons of lewd sensuality, each one big enough to answer, at a glance, the question of whether her endowments were real or not. 
 
    She had that impossible hourglass figure, with a taut waist and hips with just the right amount of thick. Her butt swayed from side to side with delicious movements with each step she took forward, betraying the slightest hint of a jiggle. She had a tiny, forbidden strip of faint blond hair on her crotch, and Jack couldn’t help but wonder how it would feel against… certain parts of his own anatomy. 
 
    “It seems so much more convenient for it to happen in here,” said Mira. “I need to take a shower, anyway. And this way, we won’t have to worry about making a mess.” 
 
    The combination of her words and her nudity had Jack at full mast as Mira stepped through the curtain and into the shower. She’d tried to stop him from doing anything with her before, back when he’d still been holding out on giving her the Embrace. He didn’t think he could stop himself now even if he tried. 
 
    “I like the way you think.” Jack reached out with a finger, touching her neck and letting the tension build to an aching degree. “This will be your first time in a while… won’t it?” 
 
    “Mmm,” hummed Mira. “My first time. Yes, I suppose it will be. You’ll have to be gentle with me.” 
 
    “That’s a hard ask,” said Jack. “But I can promise that if I’m rough, you’ll still enjoy it.” 
 
    He stayed where he was as Mira moved to position herself more directly under the shower’s stream, which left their bodies mere inches apart. Jack reached a hand out and ran his thumb across Mira’s lips. She opened her mouth and gave the tip the tiniest of bites, keeping her eyes locked on his throughout. 
 
    “Turn around,” said Jack. 
 
    Mira slowly turned around, only breaking eye contact with him when she absolutely had to. She ran her fingers through her hair, which was now wet from the water and hanging in dampened locks. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked. She pushed her butt out, briefly letting it grind into Jack’s shaft. It felt really, really good, and he had to take a quick breath to focus his thoughts on what he needed to be doing.  
 
    “Perfect.” Jack stepped forward. He set one hand on Mira’s waist and the other on her shoulder, feeling her immediately arch her back in response. He started to move into position and smiled a little as his breath drew in range of the apparently very sensitive nape of Mira’s neck. She shuddered and leaned her head to the side. 
 
    “Ticklish?” asked Jack. He was smirking, and he wanted nothing more than to turn her around to see the expression on her face. 
 
    “It’s… a little different,” she said. “Being on the receiving end.” 
 
    Jack slid in closer to her, letting his lips brush her neck. She wiggled again, which made the contact between her butt and his crotch feel absolutely wonderful. 
 
    “Is it too much for you to take?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Just go slow,” said Mira, the confidence returning to her voice. 
 
    Jack kissed her neck, and she shivered in a way usually reserved for women deep in the throes of pleasure. There was no point in putting it off for any longer. 
 
    He sank his fangs into Mira’s neck. She let out a cry of passion which caught partially in her throat, leaning her head as far back as she could with Jack still biting her and steadying herself against one of his legs with her hand. 
 
    Her blood tasted like candy. Like bubblegum, but with an expensive, nuanced quality to it that kept the sweetness from being overpowering. She tasted so good, and the fresh blood made Jack’s arousal surge as he continued to drink. He ran one hand over her breasts and let his other explore between her legs. 
 
    He kept drinking, knowing that he’d need a significant amount of blood essence to pull off the spell if what Mira had told him was accurate. He took more than he probably should have, and when he finally pulled his mouth back, Mira fell forward into the wall of the shower. 
 
    “Mira,” said Jack, frowning. “Are you alright? Maybe you should…” 
 
    She turned to face him, shivering with the afterglow of his bite, and caressing her crotch with one hand. She bit her lower lip, and then threw herself forward onto him, pulling Jack into one of the most intense embraces of his life. 
 
    She gave him a kiss with full tongue and literally hopped onto him, draping her arms over his shoulders and wrapping her legs around his waist. Mira wasn’t a petite woman, but Jack, aided by his vampirically enhanced physique, had no issue lifting her weight.  
 
    He squeezed one of her buttocks with his hand, and then slowly lowered her down onto his shaft. The angle was so perfect that he couldn’t have missed, and they both let out gasps of realized anticipation as he entered her. 
 
    “My… sweet Jack,” whispered Mira, in a pleasured voice. She let one of her hands intertwine through his hair, and briefly pulled his face forward to bury it in the expansive cleavage of her breasts.  
 
    Jack gripped her with all his strength and began to bounce her up and down. Their bodies were slick with water, and the method would have likely been ill-advised if not for Jack’s strength. He felt the pleasure pulsing through him as he used Mira’s body like a living, breathing sex toy. It was dominant, and it was fitting, given how their relationship had changed in the past month. 
 
    Mira let out confident cries of pleasure, each one wavering slightly, like excited shouts on a bumpy rollercoaster. She shifted her arms and legs, but it didn’t matter much what she did with them. Jack was the one holding her, the one taking her, and he was being very deliberate about it. 
 
    He pressed forward, pinning Mira against the wall of the shower and continuing his sexual onslaught. She bit her lower lip; her moans shifted to silent, erotic gasps. Jack could feel the tension of the pleasure inside of her, and knew that she was about to reach her climax even before she did. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Oh… Jack!” 
 
    She pulled forward, squeezing him tightly, and Jack let himself be tender with her, despite his own throbbing need for release. He ran a hand through her wet hair and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “That… was wonderful,” whispered Mira. “I am so very, very proud of you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Jack cleared his throat. 
 
    She looked him in the eyes, blinked a couple of times, and then glanced down at the elephant in the room. 
 
    “Where are my manners?” whispered Mira. She set her feet back down on the floor of the shower, and then slowly slid her hands down Jack’s body, falling to her knees. “You still need some attention, my dear, sweet Jack.” 
 
    She smirked up at him as she gripped his shaft in her hand, holding his gaze and making it clear that she was about to take some of her power back. Jack watched as she licked her lips, then licked him. He groaned as he felt her push her mouth forward and take in most of his length. 
 
    Mira could do amazing things with her lips and mouth. Amazing things. Jack was the one on the defensive as she bobbed her head back and forth, sucking and swirling her tongue. Suddenly, she’d stop and do nothing at all, or maybe just press a finger against the tip, teasing and edging Jack in a manner that bordered on sadistic. 
 
    When she finally returned to using her full mouth, Jack was already past the point of no return. He gripped Mira’s head and unloaded, and she proved to him that blood wasn’t the only thing she knew how to suck down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    They stayed in the shower for several minutes more. Mira instructed Jack on scrubbing himself as clean as humanly possible, mainly as a way to eliminate all potential impurities for the spell. 
 
    She climbed out first, and when Jack finally finished and dried himself off, he found that she’d left clothes out for him in his room: a white t-shirt and comfy black sweatpants. It sent a pang of worry through him as he thought of Ryoko, who was usually the one doing that. Ryoko was usually the one doing a lot of the things that Mira had done that night. 
 
    Jack slowly made his way down into the cellar and found that Mira was already in the process of preparing the space for the spell. She’d somehow drawn a perfect circle on the floor, as wide across as Jack was tall. Within it was a five-pointed star, creating a workable pentagram in chalk to serve as the base for the summoning. 
 
    “How is this going to work, exactly?” asked Jack. “What am I actually going to be doing?” 
 
    “It’s not as complicated as it might seem to you currently,” said Mira. “First, you’ll need to center yourself. The incense will help with that, but you’ll also need to do some deep breathing and minor meditation.” 
 
    She was wearing black yoga pants and a grey, tunic-style sweater, an outfit that Jack was pretty sure had once been Katie’s and been left behind at the mansion at some time or another. She moved about the pentagram, placing and lighting a candle on each of the points. As soon as she was finished, she went over to the stairs and flicked off the cellar’s main light, leaving it illuminated by only the orange, wavering candle flames. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “I can do that. What happens then?” 
 
    “From a comfortable position, with one hand in contact with the summoning circle, you’ll reach out to Adana,” said Mira. “Your grandfather’s staff will help you recognize the traces she leaves behind, so you’ll need to be touching that, too.” 
 
    “Reach out to her?” asked Jack. “What does that mean, though?” 
 
    “Do you remember how to use your Blood Sight spell?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “It’s very similar to that, except the drain will be greater on your blood essence reserves,” said Mira. 
 
    “But how is that going to open a portal to the Other Realms?” 
 
    Mira smiled at him and let out a patient sigh. 
 
    “I forget sometimes just how little you know about the supernatural world,” she said. “You will not be opening the portal. All you’ll be doing is making an appeal to Adana. Offering her a share of your essence, along with the magical energy remaining in your grandfather’s staff, as a source for her to draw from. It should be enough to allow her to come through to the Mortal Realm for a small amount of time.” 
 
    Jack swallowed. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “How safe is this, exactly?” 
 
    Mira licked her lips, and gave a small shrug. She looked uncertain, which wasn’t an expression common to her pale, pretty face. 
 
    “I do not know Adana personally,” said Mira. “From what I’ve heard of her, she is more devious than dangerous, in a traditional sense. She might… offer you things. Or try to make a deal with you. I would be lying if I said that there was no risk involved.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Well, it’s a risk I’m willing to take. I need to know the truth.” 
 
    Even in the cellar, Jack could hear the rhythm of the rain pattering down on the roof overhead. He sat down on his knees next to the pentagram, trying to calm down his heart as it threatened to race out of his control. 
 
    Mira lit some of the incense she’d brought, positioning it in strategic places around the cellar to maximize its scent throughout the room. Jack started the preliminary process of focusing his thoughts and preparing to attempt the spell. 
 
    “Are you ready?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll start meditating and then reach out to Adana once I’m centered.” 
 
    Mira came up behind him and squeezed his shoulders. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this, Jack,” she said. “I feel I should point that out to you.” 
 
    “No, I do,” he said. “But don’t worry. Even if it goes badly, I’ll still keep my end of our bargain.” 
 
    Mira kissed him on the top of his head and squeezed his shoulders again. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about,” she whispered. 
 
    She moved away from him, leaning against the wall of the cellar and watching from there. Jack closed his eyes and started pushing intrusive thoughts out of his mind, one by one.  
 
    The mystery of the strange man’s corpse in his father’s casket didn’t matter. The water nymph didn’t matter. Ryoko and her current emotional troubles didn’t matter. Mira and what she might eventually do after regaining her vampiric abilities didn’t matter. Katie and the question of whether he would ever see her again didn’t matter. 
 
    Nothing mattered except his breathing and his empty, centered mind. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been at it for when he finally felt himself reach the zone he needed to be in. He let one hand touch his grandfather’s staff, and the other touch the summoning circle. 
 
    “Adana,” said Jack, in a soundless voice. 
 
    The staff tingled underneath his fingers. He felt a flicker of something in between a memory and a nostalgic flash of emotion. The smoke from the incense began swirling and pooling over the summoning circle, shifting into complicated knots and shapes. 
 
    “Adana,” he said, this time letting the name out as a whisper.  
 
    The space over the summoning circle wavered, similar to the effect a powerful heat source has on the air. Jack could still peer through the smoke and see the other side of the cellar, but then it happened again, and this time, it looked more like the fabric of reality was rippling outward in concentric circles. 
 
    “Adana,” he said, drawing the sounds out longer and slower.  
 
    The smoke pulled into a tight, dark sphere, and the white chalk summoning circle began rippling with prismatic light overlaid onto the pattern. The flames of the candles began swirling in perfect, counter-clockwise circles, and then the pentagram flashed, filling completely with that same prismatic, rippling, rainbow color.  
 
    Jack watched as someone, or rather, something, wriggled out of the light that filled the summoning circle. He could only see a silhouette, blinded by the intensity of the spell in progress. The prismatic summoning circle had a pull to it, almost like a vacuum, and it sucked the incense smoke toward it, creating a shroud that veiled the features of the newly summoned arrival. 
 
    “Mortal,” boomed a deep, multilayered woman’s voice. “You called for me.” 
 
    The summoning circle’s light faded to a more subdued though still visible level. The smoke began to spread out again, and a woman floated over the pentagram in its wake. Jack blinked in surprise as the smoke cleared enough for him to make her out in detail. 
 
    Adana was, at a glance, anything but human. Her skin was onyx black, with a mirror quality sheen to it. A complex network of glowing red lines ran through it, connecting in intricate patterns. Despite the fact that the red lines pulsed at a steady rhythm, they didn’t look like veins. Rather, they looked like cracks, like how fresh cooling lava shifted in sections that revealed glimpses of the intense heat of the molten rock underneath.  
 
    Despite her unnerving skin, Adana was still a mesmerizing and beautiful sight. Her breasts were perfect, and the way they hung made them almost seem like they were reacting to Jack’s gaze, shifting and pinching together to pose in the most seductive manner possible. Her butt had the vaguest hint of a heart shape to it, and the proportions of her body were perfection itself. 
 
    And her hair. It was darker than her skin, as long as she was tall, and flowed like an intelligent, curious snake. It was made of the same ethereal, shadowy substance as Jack’s Spectral Hand tendrils, and he got the sense that if he was stupid enough to try to attack her, it would be the first part of her body to move in defense. 
 
    “Mortal,” repeated Adana. She turned her red eyes onto Jack, which reminded him more of oval windows to a hellish, burning landscape within. 
 
    “You’re… Adana?” he said. He felt so out of his depth, and it scared him to know that he was probably in more danger than he even realized. 
 
    “I am Adana, mortal,” she said. Her voice sounded like multiple women all speaking at once, carefully harmonized, but with indiscernible frequencies. “I know you. We… have met before, haven’t we?” 
 
    Jack glanced over his shoulder at Mira. Her face was pale, and she had her arms tightly folded over her chest. She looked worried, and that didn’t do much to alleviate his own budding anxiety. 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ve met before,” said Jack. “It’s part of why I summoned you. I need to know about something that happened a little over a decade ago.” 
 
    Adana let out a deep, condescending laugh. It was the kind of sound that made Jack feel small, powerless, and at the mercy of a creature with motives that he could not hope to comprehend. 
 
    “Time is a mortal fixation,” said Adana. “I have no want or need of it. You speak of the last time I shared your presence, then?” 
 
    Jack hesitated. He wasn’t sure. He felt like if he’d ever been in the presence of any demon before, let alone one that looked like Adana, he would have remembered it. Of course, his entire memory of the year his parents had died was hazy. There were spells that could do that to a person’s recollection, he noted.  
 
    “Yes,” said Jack. “I think so.” 
 
    “You think so?” boomed Adana. “You stand before Adana Ra-Vyz-Volina. Be certain of your request or discard it.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jack. “Tell me everything about the last time you saw me. I need to know what happened, and who else was there.” 
 
    Adana stared at him. Jack desperately wanted to look away from her, but he sensed that doing so would be perceived as weakness. He felt like he was staring down a Medusa, or worse. Like his soul was being coaxed out of his body and stolen by those strange, hellfire eyes. 
 
    “I will not tell you of what you ask,” said Adana. “It is not my place to do so.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. He felt the heaviness of his own curiosity suddenly blunting down his fear and hesitation. 
 
    “I need to know!” he said, barking the words out. “I summoned you so that you could tell me.” 
 
    Adana laughed again. It hurt his ears to listen to that laugh while simultaneously making him want to bow down to her. Jack was still on his knees, but he kept his head held high, staring down the naked, onyx demon. 
 
    “I will not tell you of what you ask,” repeated Adana. “But I can call someone who would be willing to.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Jack. 
 
    He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight, and a knot formed in his stomach. This was what both Mira and Palmer had warned him about. Adana was trying to make a deal with him, and he already felt like he was playing from a position of weakness rather than power. 
 
    “My brother,” said Adana. “Mezolak Ra-Vyz-Kotaro. He was there for our last encounter. It is his right and his alone to speak of what transpired.” 
 
    “What’s your price?” asked Jack. “I’m not going to agree to anything without knowing what I’m giving up in return.” 
 
    “The price is simple, mortal,” said Adana. “You merely need to release him from the oath he swore to allow him to come seek you.” 
 
    “The oath he swore?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Jack!” called Mira, from behind him. “Think about what you’re doing!” 
 
    “Mezolak swore an oath to leave you unmolested,” said Adana. “He swore that he would not come within a certain range of you throughout the entire course of your life. You, as the beneficiary of this oath, may release him from it at any time.” 
 
    Jack rubbed a finger against the bridge of his nose. He felt powerless, like his back was up against the wall, and the only choice left for him was clearly a mistake. 
 
    “What are Mezolak’s intentions?” asked Jack. “Will he attempt to kill me if I release him from this oath?” 
 
    Adana let out a single, condescending chuckle. 
 
    “Oh, mortal,” she said. “I cannot speak for him, but I doubt very much that he would intend you harm. I suspect he’ll try to make a deal with you, much as myself and all of my brethren would.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Jack!” shouted Mira. “Please! You know it isn’t going to end well.” 
 
    Her voice was desperate and pleading. It reminded him of Katie a little. Katie had called him a monster on more than one occasion, and Jack had done monstrous things. He knew now that he was no monster, at least not compared to the creature he was about to make a deal with. 
 
    “How would I… go about this?” asked Jack. “Releasing him from his oath?” 
 
    “Merely speak the words, and it shall be made so,” said Adana. 
 
    “Jack!” hissed Mira. 
 
    He ignored her. He’d already made his choice the day before, when he’d committed to digging up his father’s grave. He glanced down at the summoning circle, which still hummed with prismatic light, expecting to see the face of another demon waiting just underneath the floor. Jack cleared his throat and started speaking. 
 
    “Tell Mezolak I release him from—” 
 
    The door to the cellar slammed open. A hurricane-strength wind came rushing in through it, rather than another monster from the Other Realms. The wind snuffed out the candles on the points of the pentagram, and both the prismatic light and Adana’s physical presence abruptly vanished in a flash of color. Jack caught one final glimpse of her face, which was set into an ugly expression, a mixture of rotten impatience and unbridled disdain.  
 
    “Damn it!” he shouted. “Fuck! God fucking damn it!” 
 
    He stood up, briefly running his hands over the now-dormant summoning circle. The cellar looked exactly as it had when he’d first begun the ritual, except for the fact that the door at the top of the stairs was now slamming against the wall as the wind continued to play with it. 
 
    “The storm,” said Mira. “It’s picking up strength. You should be extremely thankful that it happened to do so at such a fortunate time.” 
 
    Jack sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Mira looked concerned but more relaxed than she had a moment earlier. 
 
    “I was so close,” he said.  
 
    “Close to potentially throwing your life away,” she said. “Regardless of what it might entail, making a deal with one of these creatures is tantamount to suicide. You should consider finding another way forward.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. “But we have other things to worry about right now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Weather induced chaos reigned throughout the mansion’s upper floors. Several of the foyer’s front windows had been opened at some point during the day and left open, allowing gale-force winds and torrents of rainwater in through them. 
 
    Jack and Mira hurried from window to window, shutting each one. They were soaked by the time they finished, and the mansion felt only slightly more secure. The walls groaned from the intensity of the storm outside, and the occasional thump sounded each time a windswept object connected with the exterior. 
 
    “This is insane,” muttered Jack. 
 
    “And unnatural,” said Mira. “I would think it safe to assume that your water nymph is the instigator behind it.” 
 
    “She’s not my water nymph,” said Jack. “But you’re probably right. And if it’s this bad here, with the mansion being on high ground, then the town…” 
 
    Jack didn’t even want to think about what Lesser Town probably looked like right now. He had to do something. The water nymph couldn’t be left to run amok unchecked. Not when the people on the island, who were mostly outside of the supernatural loop, didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    “Stay here,” Jack said to Mira. “Batten down the literal and proverbial hatches. I’m heading after her.” 
 
    Mira scowled, but she gave a slow nod. 
 
    “Be very careful, Jack,” she said. “You aren’t invincible. Not even as a vampire.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” he said. 
 
    He pulled on a light waterproof jacket and headed for the door. As much as he would have preferred his grandfather’s old leather duster, he doubted that it would serve him all that well if the situation called for swimming, given the thin and rather heavy lining of chainmail inside of it. 
 
    Opening the door and stepping out onto the lawn felt like playing a mini-game, with Jack having to time closing it just right in order to get the better of the harsh winds. The rain was coming down in thick, blinding sheets. Taking the car would be suicide, not that the cover it provided would have made much difference, given that Jack was already soaked through. 
 
    Between the night sky and the thick clouds overhead, Jack could only see through relying on his vampiric night vision. He ran down the hill at a loping pace, shifting his weight and momentum to take advantage of the wind whenever he could. 
 
    Along either side of the road flowed two runoff streams of water that seemed to get a little larger with each step he took. By the time Jack reached the outskirts of town, they were small rivers, each one winding forward along the path of least resistance, carrying leaves and bits of garbage down into the flooded streets. 
 
    Lesser Town was a mess. The damage done to the first few buildings Jack saw made what had happened to the mansion seem like scattered showers. Windows were smashed open, and shingles were missing from roofs. The water was up to Jack’s knees, and the few shops below ground level had been completely flooded. 
 
    As he moved further into town, the water became deeper and the destruction more obvious and heart-breaking. Jack had to slow his pace as the floodwaters made it up to his waist, flowing as fast as any river out toward the ocean. The rain and wind continued to whip at his face. He was disoriented and all too aware of how easily a flying piece of shrapnel could catch him in the back of the head. 
 
    There was a van with its lights on, and someone was still inside, judging from the panicked honking of its horn. It was moving through the water, and it took Jack a couple of seconds to realize that it wasn’t of its own volition. The floodwaters were taking it for a ride, along with its passenger, toward an unpleasant, underwater conclusion. 
 
    “Hold on!” shouted Jack. He pushed forward, letting himself actually swim through the water flooding the street. It was the fastest way for him to get around without relying on his blood magic.  
 
    He reached the van just as it started to tip onto one side. Even through the storm and the closed windows, Jack could hear the panicked sounds of people with in. A woman, with two children. He slammed his fist against the driver’s side window twice, the second time with a generous application of his vampiric strength. 
 
    The window shattered, and Jack immediately reached a hand through, unlocked the door, and swung it open. The woman in the driver’s seat was facing away from him, leaning over into the backseats to try to pull her children back above water, now that the van was on its side. Jack pulled her out of the van, and then reached for the kids, neither of whom was older than ten. 
 
    Everybody was screaming except for Jack, and granted, he almost felt like he wanted to. The woman stood on her feet, but she was short, and the water came up to her breasts and was still rising. Jack passed her one of the children, a girl barely more than a toddler in a pink dress, and then threw the other one across his shoulders. 
 
    “We have to get to higher ground!” shouted Jack. “Can you stay close to me?” 
 
    The woman nodded. She was saying something, but it was the type of incomprehensible, run-on sentence that people often default to when panicked. Jack scowled as he glanced around them. It would take too long to head back out of town, toward the slope that the mansion was on, and they’d be exposed the entire way. 
 
    Instead, Jack opted to start leading the woman and her children toward the grandiose statue of the island’s discoverer that lay near the center of town. It was a beautiful stone depiction of a man standing atop the bow of a ship. It looked far more realistic with the water running past the ship’s hull than it ever had before, but what mattered to Jack was that it was at least fifteen feet high and above the reach of the floodwaters. 
 
    Even still, it was slow going. He couldn’t swim safely with the child on his back, and he had to account for the woman and the little girl, too. He kept a tight hold on her wrist, pulling her above water as much as he pulled her forward. Jack felt like a drowned animal by the time they reached the ship, and he immediately began lifting the woman and her children up to safety. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere!” shouted Jack. “I’ll come back for you, okay? I just need to find somewhere safe.” 
 
    The woman shouted something. It was something he probably needed to hear. A rushing wave of water slammed into him, knocking him against the unmoving hull of the stone ship. He felt his forehead split open and begin bleeding freely into the water, and then he felt small hands grabbing him by the scruff of his shirt. 
 
    The water nymph let out one of her clicking, aquatic laughs. She seemed gleeful at the situation and swam easily through the water, dragging Jack with her at an impressive speed. He tried to shout for her to stop and ended up taking a breath of water instead, which induced a burning fit of coughing. 
 
    “…Stop!” Jack managed to find his feet and pull away from her, though the water was now up to his armpits. “Stop this! You’re killing people!” 
 
    The water nymph swam in a lazy circle around him. They were over toward the boardwalk now, almost by where Jack and the others had gone swimming earlier that day. It was scarily hard to tell the difference between where the flooding ended and where the ocean began. 
 
    “Hey!” Jack seized the water nymph by the shoulders. “Listen to me! You’re going to destroy this town if you keep going!” 
 
    The water nymph made a hissing noise, and Jack realized that he’d just done exactly the wrong thing. A wave exploded into life and crashed into him, knocking him off his feet and through the window of a nearby building. 
 
    The building had been built to withstand at least an impressive amount of flooding, as it was mostly dry inside. The window the wave had tossed Jack through immediately began pouring water in, and it reminded him of a leak below deck on a sinking ship. Jack stood up, feeling his anger reach its breaking point. 
 
    He focused on his blood essence reserves and cast Shadow Levitation, letting himself float above the water as he slipped back outside through the window. He couldn’t see the water nymph, but he knew he had her full attention. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “These people didn’t do anything wrong. If I did something to offend you, then take it out on me, not them.” 
 
    In truth, Jack could only guess at why the water nymph was doing what she did. He wasn’t even entirely sure that the creature had the capacity to consider her actions logically. She was like a force of nature, unthinking, uncaring, but occasionally playful. 
 
    A winding pillar of water as wide across as Jack was tall spiraled up into where he levitated in the air. He dodged to the side and caught sight of the water nymph at the top of the pillar. She was swimming within it, but in such a way that her control of the water allowed her to maneuver through the air or wherever else she pleased. 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth and summoned his Spectral Sword. The ethereal black and red blade appeared in his hand instantly, and though he really didn’t want to use it against the water nymph, he knew that he might have to. The flooding and storm were doing too much damage to the town. Too many lives were at risk for him to sit back and do nothing, given the choice. 
 
    He let his levitation carry him sideways and burned through more of his blood essence reserves to gain enough height to pull himself onto the roof of a nearby, single-story dwelling. The water nymph splashed herself against a spot right next to him. She only stood to her feet for an instant before letting out a hissing screech and throwing herself at Jack. 
 
    He swung his sword at her midriff, but she was faster than he’d been anticipating, and his arm struck against her instead of his weapon. Still, the blow was enough to send her flying off into open air, though the water in the streets below shifted to catch her and redirect her momentum.  
 
    A wave splashed across the roof, knocking Jack’s feet out from underneath him. He dug his fingers into the shingles for purchase, but an instant later, water surged over his face, and into his mouth. It was only for an instant this time, but that was long enough to trigger his body’s instinctual panic at the idea of being drowned. 
 
    The potion. He’d forgotten the fucking potion. It was back at the mansion, nestled within the pocket of his other pants. Jack tried not to let the vicious berating of his internal monologue distract him too much as he fell back into the flooded streets. 
 
    This time, his feet didn’t touch bottom when he kicked them out. The water was flowing at a frenetic pace, and as much as he kicked and swiped his arms, he couldn’t regain control of his own direction. He’d just started to focus his blood essence to cast Shadow Levitation a second time when his head slammed against something hard enough to completely disorient him. A street sign, he mused to himself as he spun past it, bleeding from a new cut on the back of his scalp. 
 
    He flailed about for something to grab onto, feeling a sudden sense of panic as he realized his situation. The water would carry him out to sea. The anxiety he’d felt earlier on the paddle board at the beach would be realized, except with nothing to hang onto and with the addition of a stronger current and storm conditions. 
 
    Jack coughed up water and desperately tried to find purchase with his hands. His fingers brushed against something, and an instant later, he was in someone’s grip. Jack tightened his own hand, clasping onto the wrist of his savior for dear life. 
 
    He heard the sound of someone grunting with exertion, and then he was on his knees, on top of a large box truck that had been too heavy for the water to sweep away. Jack gasped, taking deep, sustaining breaths of air and shivering from the cold. 
 
    “Are you okay? Was anyone else with you?” 
 
    Jack looked up, and directly into the face of Bruce. He was too tired to feel surprised, and too appreciative to care about the past. 
 
    “Three others,” muttered Jack. “They should be on the statue in the center of town, if it’s still above water.” 
 
    “I can see them,” said Bruce. “Good. That’s good…” 
 
    Jack rose to his feet on top of the truck. The rain’s deluge had lessened slightly, and the floodwaters were surging back out to the ocean, dropping the water level down inch by inch from where it had peaked. He felt the spot on the back of his head where he’d hit the sign. There was a bit of swelling there and a mean bruise, but it was already starting to heal. 
 
    “This is chaos,” said Jack. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Maybe we did something wrong,” said Bruce. “And maybe… we’re being punished for it.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything to that. He was just too damn tired. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    He waited atop the truck with Bruce until the water level fell to about waist height. The two of them dropped down and slowly began making their way through town, calling out to survivors wherever they could. The storm had dispersed overhead, leaving only a drizzling rain that felt like gentle, falling tears. 
 
    They found the woman with the children that Jack had saved earlier and brought all three along with them. The highest building within Lesser Town’s central area was the municipal center, and it seemed like the logical place for people to run to during a flooding emergency. 
 
    The first level was completely ruined by the water. Filing cabinets and desks floated out of place, and a few had been emptied of their contents. Bits of paper and office supplies were arrayed across the floor and walls like discarded trash. 
 
    The upper floors had fared slightly better, and the highest one had people as they’d hoped. A few dozen had gathered by the building’s windows, looking out across the town with worried expressions on their faces. Jack recognized Dave Stinson, the town’s mayor, and hurried over to him. 
 
    “Dave,” said Jack. “You okay? What’s the situation?” 
 
    “We’re fucked,” muttered Dave. “Everything’s fucked! This whole situation… This whole godforsaken island…” 
 
    “Dave!” Jack set a hand on the mayor’s shoulder. “Hey, come on. What can we do to help?” 
 
    Dave shook his head. He brought his hand to his forehead and let out a low, shaky sigh. Jack could understand at least part of what he was going through. The island wasn’t just his home. It was his life. It was his responsibility, and a single intense storm had basically rendered it uninhabitable, at least until repairs could be done. 
 
    “I don’t know…” muttered Dave. “Sheriff Carter is usually the one who talks about disaster relief plans. But nobody’s seen him. He might be dead already. I don’t know what to do… This wasn’t my domain.” 
 
    “We need to spread out and bring as many people up here as we can.” 
 
    It was only then that Jack noticed Jessie, Sheriff Carter’s new deputy, who’d been consoling a few younger teenagers in the corner. She was out of uniform, dressed in a very girlish blue blouse and tight jeans. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “Were there any other places in town that you think might be harboring survivors?”  
 
    “The Lestaron Gym was a designated storm shelter,” said Jessie. “It wasn’t intended to house people in the event of this level of flooding, but people might have still gone there, anyway.” 
 
    “Alright.” Jack exhaled. He had something concrete he could do to help. A place he could go. People he could find. A distraction to prevent him from thinking about how it might all be his fault. 
 
    He’d interacted with the water nymph, to start. Then he’d chosen to go looking for her, stirring the pot even further. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility to imagine that if he hadn’t found her on the beach that night he’d been at the cemetery, the entire tragedy might have been averted. 
 
    “Keep on the lookout for the storm picking back up,” said Jessie. “This might just be a lull if it shifts direction, or even the eye of the storm.” 
 
    She looked surprisingly confident, given the circumstances. She had an expression on her face that was a mixture of annoyance and determination, and Jack could understand why the sheriff had picked her to replace Bruce as his deputy. 
 
    Thinking about the sheriff reminded him of the urgency of the situation. He nodded to Jessie and headed toward the stairs. Bruce was waiting by the door. He didn’t say anything to Jack but immediately fell into step alongside him as they headed back out into the ruined town. 
 
    “You saved me back there,” said Jack. 
 
    Bruce was silent for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “I didn’t do it for you,” he said. “I did it because it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what to say to that. He didn’t feel like it was his place to judge Bruce’s motives, and he could kind of understand where the other man was coming from. The two of them had butted heads enough times over the past few months to make things complicated. 
 
    They didn’t say anything to each other as they headed down the street. The water level had fallen to knee height, and they encountered a few survivors who’d managed to find shelter in random places. Jack directed each one back toward the municipal center. 
 
    There were more survivors in the Lestaron Gym, along with a few bodies from those who hadn’t been lucky enough to make it up to the second floor in time. Jack let Bruce handle them, watching with a small amount of interest as Synda gave Bruce a tight hug. He’d heard a rumor about the two of them getting together from Katie, and he had the sense to move off to look for survivors elsewhere, given his own previous, relatively brief flirtations with her. 
 
    Even though the storm had let up, Lesser Town was in bad shape. The water level had dropped below ankle height, but it was clear to Jack from the amount of debris and refuse strewn across the roads that they wouldn’t be navigable by cars for days or weeks to come. Most of the buildings in the half of the town nearest to the coast would need extensive repairs, assuming they weren’t condemned from the water damage. 
 
    The hours passed quickly, with Jack working to help survivors and salvage what he could. Fresh food and bottled water would be in short supply for the days to come. He made his way to and from the municipal building several times, until it was clear that few living people were still left in town. 
 
    “You should head home,” said Jessie. “Check in with anyone you have waiting for you.” 
 
    “People still need help here,” said Jack. “And we haven’t found Sheriff Carter yet.” 
 
    Jessie gave him a sad, tight-lipped smile. The sun had just begun to rise over the horizon, and the light allowed him to see just how tired she looked. 
 
    “The sheriff might not be one of the ones that we find,” she said, slowly. “For now, at least, we’ll have to make do without him.” 
 
    Jack massaged his temples. He really, really didn’t like the idea of the sheriff being a casualty of the storm. Over in the corner of the room, Mayor Stinson was sitting alone and staring numbly at a wall. Not exactly in a position to put on a strong face as the island’s leader in a time of crisis. Someone else would have to fill those shoes. 
 
    “You look like you’re about to collapse on your feet,” said Jessie. “And your skin is so pale. You should at least rest here, if you don’t want to go home.” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath, and made the mistake of inhaling through his nose. Jessie had a rich, summer smell, like fresh cut grass and flowers in bloom. Despite her boyish haircut, she wasn’t bad-looking. 
 
    His throat felt a little itchy all the sudden, and the pulsing of his headache fell into the same rhythm as the beat of his heart, and the pumping of his… 
 
    “You’re right,” muttered Jack. “I should head home. Make sure my people are okay.” 
 
    And remove himself from the situation, and the dangerous direction his thoughts were rolling in. 
 
    “If they’re up to it, we could use their help here,” said Jessie. “Seriously. If they could bring any dry food you have, or fresh water, it would be huge.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    The walk out of town and back up the slope was grueling. The last of the storm clouds faded as quickly as they’d first appeared with the arrival of dawn, but that left the oppressive sun unobstructed. The bumps and bruises Jack had sustained began to ache anew, and without his vampiric regeneration, he could feel the pain in glorious detail. 
 
    Mira was outside surveying the damage when he made it through the gate. Her golden hair was dry and loose across her shoulders, and she’d changed into jeans and one of Jack’s v-neck t-shirts, which did interesting things with her cleavage. She frowned when she saw him and hurried over to offer him a hand. 
 
    “It’s bad, then?” she asked. “The town?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Real bad.” 
 
    Mira nodded slowly. 
 
    “They could use your help, if you’re willing,” he said. 
 
    Mira squeezed his hand. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “You should get some rest, dearest Jack. You look… very worn.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t about to disagree with that. Mira helped him up to his room and borrowed one of his backpacks. He remembered a second too late to ask her to check in on Ryoko and see if she was up to helping too. Mira was already out the front door and walking down the slope. 
 
    He closed his eyes, feeling as though he was too anxious to get any proper sleep. He was wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what time it was when he woke up. He heard someone moving in his room and let out a yawn as he forced his eyes open. 
 
    Ryoko was setting a food tray down on the bed stand next to him. She had on her maid uniform for the first time that Jack seen in a while, though she hadn’t put her hair up. She looked as tired as Jack felt, and when she noticed that he was awake, she gave him a weak smile. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson,” she said. 
 
    “Jack,” said Jack. He smirked and wagged a teasing finger at her. “Mr. Masterson was my grandfather.” 
 
    “Jack,” Ryoko said, in a soft voice. “I… thought I’d try to make you brunch.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack. 
 
    He looked over at the plate. She’d made waffles, bacon, and eggs, but somehow, each of the foods was slightly burnt. 
 
    “It didn’t come out exactly as I wanted it to,” said Ryoko. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Jack. “It looks delicious. And it’s breakfast, or brunch, in bed. What kind of heathen would complain about that?” 
 
    He sat up and pulled the plate onto his lap. Ryoko stood where she was, watching as he took a bite of the waffles. It didn’t taste bad, despite how it looked. 
 
    “Is there anything you need me to take care of today?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    Jack smiled at her. He was just glad to see her up and moving. She’d been in such a funk over the past few days that he’d been starting to get worried. 
 
    “You can help out with small things around the mansion,” said Jack. “The storm hit pretty hard last night. There might be some debris in the yard or damage done to the house.” 
 
    He considered sending her into town, as he’d suggested to Mira, but he wasn’t sure if she’d be up for it right away.  
 
    “Of course.” Ryoko gave a small bow, holding it for a second or two longer than what was probably needed. Jack felt encouraged by her progress in at least getting out of bed, but he found that talking to her like this, like employer and employee, only made him miss her even more.  
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “I want us to have a night just for us, sometime soon. As soon as things settle down a little more here.” 
 
    “I… would like that,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack smiled at her, feeling encouraged by the way she looked back at him. She blushed slightly, and he was reminded of back when they’d first become intimate. The way she’d had so much conflict in between doing her job and, well, doing him. 
 
    “Do you… need to feed?” asked Ryoko. “It’s been a while since you have.” 
 
    She ran a hand along her neck, and her cheeks reddened even further. Jack could smell her from where he was in bed, a fresh, minty scent. He shook his head no, banishing the idea before it could take root. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve been trying to rely less on my abilities lately.” 
 
    It was only partially true. Jack was fine, but only because of how much blood Mira had let him take the night before. But seeing Ryoko out of bed and back on her feet made him think that maybe his bite had been the problem after all. The last thing he wanted to do, now that she was starting to feel better, was reintroduce the catalyst that might have triggered her gloomy mood in the first place. 
 
    “Oh,” said Ryoko. “Right. Okay then.” 
 
    She looked hurt by his refusal, which was a little confusing for him. He knew that his bite had a euphoric, some might say erotic, quality to it, but he was still drinking his victim’s blood. Ryoko was the one doing him a favor when she let him feed, not the other way around. 
 
    Ryoko left the room before Jack could think of anything else to say to her. He ate his breakfast before slipping out of bed and looked out the window as he pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. The sky was thick with clouds and unusually dark for the time of day.  
 
    Normally, he would have taken the weather in stride, given how much more freedom it would allow him to use his blood magic. But Jack was fairly certain that it was because of the water nymph’s influence, and it felt more like a not so subtle threat of another storm to come. 
 
    This time, he made sure to take the breath potion with him, slipping it into his pocket before heading downstairs. He didn’t see Ryoko in the foyer or kitchen but decided it was probably best to give her some space. 
 
    Jack walked a lap around the mansion’s grounds as soon as he was outside. He almost felt guilty about how well they’d fared, compared to Lesser Town. A few shingles were missing from the roof on one side, but that was about it. The grass felt wet and spongy under his feet, and a small runoff stream was still flowing outward from under the gate, down the slope. 
 
    He blinked, realizing that there was someone walking toward the mansion’s gate. A tall man, with a prominent jawline and a muscular build. Streaks of grey ran through his dark brown hair, and he wore a black turtleneck over navy jeans. The man walked with purpose, scanning the area with his eyes, which settled on Jack as he drew closer. 
 
    Jack didn’t need to ask the man who he was, or why he was there. The man was James Farmoore. His dad. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    For several stunned, empty moments, Jack could only stare through the bars of the mansion’s gate. He didn’t know what to think, let alone what to say. Twelve years had gone by since he’d last seen his father, but there was absolutely no doubt in his mind. 
 
    He started moving before his mind had caught up with the situation. He punched in the code and opened the gate, and then took an unsteady step forward in his father’s direction. 
 
    “Dad?” he said, shaking his head. “How… Why? Where have you been?” 
 
    A smile spread across James Farmoore’s face, and there was something cruel and hollow about it. 
 
    “I am not your father, mortal. But I forgive you for your confusion. I am Mezolak, and I am here to answer your questions.” 
 
    Jack froze, though it took him an embarrassingly long time to parse through the words he’d just heard. Not his father. Mezolak. Several pieces of the puzzle fell into place, but not enough to give him a clear view of the final picture.  
 
    His father’s body had been possessed by a demon. He could infer that much. 
 
    “Mezolak,” Jack said, slowly enunciating each syllable. “You’re… Adana’s brother.” 
 
    His emotions were swinging back and forth on a rubber band trajectory, roiling within his chest as he considered what to do next. He felt like he was ten years old again, missing his father, except now with the knowledge that a demon had taken him away instead of an accident. He wasn’t a child, however, and he wasn’t helpless. Even now, he had options that extended far beyond anything a normal human would be able to consider. 
 
    “Do you wish to know how I came to inhabit your father’s body, mortal?” asked Mezolak. 
 
    “What I wish,” Jack said, “is for you to go back to the Outer Realms, or wherever it is that you came from.” 
 
    Mezolak let out a single, snorting chuckle. It made his face look ugly and cruel, and the sound of it cut Jack far deeper than it should have. 
 
    “You have no grasp on your position,” said Mezolak. “Though, given what my sister told me, it should come as no surprise. I—” 
 
    Jack launched forward, hoping he could catch the demon off guard. He threw a punch at Mezolak’s stomach, and managed to land the blow, though he barely put any of his strength into it. Between the clouds and the shadow of the mansion, it was dark enough for him to use his blood magic. Whether it would be of any use to him in a fight in which he couldn’t maim or kill his opponent was another question. 
 
    Mezolak let out a grunt as the blow made contact, and staggered back slightly. Before Jack could decide what to do next, red electricity crackled around Mezolak’s body, as though he had a cage of contained lightning encircling him. Jack’s hand was caught within it, and he sucked in a breath as the nerves of his fingers screamed in pain.  
 
    Mezolak slammed his hand forward, and the red electricity moved in sync, jolting into Jack’s chest and knocking him off his feet. It hurt far more than he’d been expecting, and it was all he could do to writhe in place for a couple of seconds once he’d landed on the ground. His skin felt like it was on fire, and the inside of his skull was pounding hard enough to make flecks of black mottle his vision. 
 
    “Why would you try to fight me?” asked Mezolak. “Typical mortal. You jump straight to violence after all but beckoning me here in the first place.” 
 
    “I didn’t release you from your oath,” said Jack “I never finished saying the words.” 
 
    Mezolak let out a single, mocking laugh. “Adana still believed that oath to have a hold over me? I suppose I should have told her. Your father’s will gave way years ago.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You drew my attention by speaking to my sister as you did, but I would have come anyway,” said Mezolak. “Sooner, rather than later. Within the year, most undoubtedly. Perhaps even within a few weeks.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth as he forced himself back to his feet. The situation was spiraling out of control. He needed to find a way to win the fight without killing his opponent. And then… what? Who would have knowledge of banishing a demon from a person’s body? If Palmer knew of such things, Jack doubted he’d share them willingly after the way he’d reacted to Adana’s name. Who else then? Mira? Katie, if Jack could find a way to track her down? 
 
    Mezolak was standing completely still, watching him and making no move to press on his advantage. Jack took a few steps to the side, slowly shifting himself deeper into the shadow of the mansion. Mezolak smiled and followed after him. 
 
    Jack channeled his blood essence and cast Spectral Hand, extending a swirling shadow tendril from each of his palms. He lashed out with them as though they were whips, pulling both arms across each other. 
 
    The tendrils wrapped around Mezolak’s left leg and right arm. Jack extended them further outward, trying to completely encircle his opponent and lift him off his feet. Mezolak didn’t fight against what he was doing, instead eyeing the dark tendrils with a wary expression. 
 
    “Ah…” he said, in a voice of realization. “An Aquinian vampire. Adana spoke of you as though you were one with a minor amount of Potential. Yes, there is no chance I’d have overlooked you for much longer. A full-blown blood mage is certainly worth my time.” 
 
    The red electricity crackled to life again, this time severing through Jack’s spell like a runaway fire igniting a scrap of paper. He took a step back, unsure of what to do next. Summoning his Spectral Sword would be pointless unless he was willing to commit to killing Mezolak. Along with his father, if he was somewhere in there, too. 
 
    It was one thing to acknowledge that a demon had taken over his father’s body and accept what that meant. But it was another to go the full distance and internalize the information. Even now, Jack felt hesitant. Each time Mezolak’s gaze settled on his, he felt emotions and nostalgia surging, as though he expected the demon’s expression to soften and become that of the father he remembered. 
 
    “What does me being a blood mage have to do with you being here?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mezolak gave a small shrug. 
 
    “It’s intriguing,” he said. “When you’ve existed for as long as I have, intrigue becomes a severely undervalued experience.” 
 
    Jack crouched, and then moved. He feinted forward, trying to get a reaction out of Mezolak. He’d landed a punch earlier, and it didn’t seem as though the demon had enhanced strength or speed. If he could score a blow of the right strength on Mezolak’s head, it wasn’t outside the realm of reason to think he might knock him unconscious. 
 
    He moved with the full breadth of his vampiric speed, surging forward fast enough to catch his opponent off guard. He swept Mezolak’s legs out from under him with a spinning kick. Mezolak gasped in surprise, but never hit the ground. His eyes flashed bright white the moment before he would have landed, and he lifted several feet into the air, floating just outside of Jack’s normal reach. 
 
    “Strong,” said Mezolak. “Stronger than a normal vampire of your lineage. You’ve been gifted with the essence of another, haven’t you?” 
 
    Jack didn’t answer. He didn’t want to let Mezolak gain control of the encounter. He’d already seen the way Adana was capable of manipulating him with her words, and he wasn’t interested in taking the risk a second time. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure if he would have much choice. 
 
    “Come down here and face me,” said Jack. “I’ll show you just how strong I am.” 
 
    “I’d rather you come to me,” called Mezolak. “Here. I’ll assist you.” 
 
    He waved his hands out to either side, and a darkened dome began to expand around him. It grew in size, inflating like a balloon, though it extended upward from the ground in the manner of a flattened snow globe. Its surface was similar in opacity to a pair of sunglasses, and when Mezolak reached his hand out, it passed through without stopping, causing a gentle ripple along the magical dome’s surface. 
 
    “To make it easier for you,” said Mezolak. 
 
    “Why would you want to make this fight easy for me?” asked Jack. 
 
    The question triggered a deep, hearty laugh from the demon. It was his father’s laugh, and Jack felt his anger and frustration bubbling in response to it. 
 
    “You understand so little, mortal,” said Mezolak. “Come and face me. For your father’s sake, if not your own.” 
 
    Jack stayed where he was. The idea of taking Mezolak at his word and assuming that the dome of shadow was just to block out the sun seemed so foolish that it bordered on lunacy. The spell the demon had cast to create the shell could have any number of other residual effects, some of which he might not even notice affecting him immediately. 
 
    Mezolak stood at the center of the dome with his arms crossed, with a smile on his face. He was waiting, and he knew he held the one and only card that had any deeper meaning. 
 
    “Show me your true power, mortal,” shouted Mezolak, “and I’ll show you how I came to possess this body.” 
 
    Jack ran a hand through his hair, hating himself for what he was about to do. He needed to know the truth. It was the same impulse had pushed him to dig up his father’s casket and summon a demon., and now again, against his better judgement, he would be risking everything. 
 
    He had to know the truth. Without it, he would never live to see another day. Sure, he might go on with his life and attempt to maintain the veneer of normalcy he’d clung to since first becoming a vampire. But his heart would never leave this moment. It would never catch up with him, and he’d never be able to forgive himself for turning away from the ghosts of his past. 
 
    Jack started walking, and he didn’t stop as he approached the dome. It covered most of the mansion’s side yard, including the cherry trees and a section of the wrought-iron fence. It extended upward at least fifty feet, like a miniature, closed ceiling arena. He took a breath as he stepped through the magical shell. It felt like crashing through the surface of an icy lake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    It was dark inside of the dome, though closer to the illumination level of twilight rather than night. It was also just as cold as it had first seemed. Jack could see his breath come out in white puffs as he exhaled, and the hairs on the back of his arms stood up straight as goosebumps rose across his skin. 
 
    “I won’t kill you,” called Mezolak. “And I won’t allow you to destroy or irreversibly damage my body. So please, do not insult me by holding back.” 
 
    Don’t hold back. It was easier said than done. Jack still couldn’t banish the image of the father he remembered from childhood from the precipice of his awareness. It was the same man he was facing off against now, or at least, that was how it seemed. It was a near-impossible struggle to keep his reactions to Mezolak’s familiar appearance from triggering automatically. 
 
    “What does any of this matter to you?” asked Jack. “Why do you care how strong I am?” 
 
    Instead of answering with words, Mezolak extended a hand and released a singular bolt of magical, red lightning. He telegraphed his spell, and it was easy for Jack to dodge to the side. He summoned his Spectral Sword on reflex as he came to his feet, swinging the ethereal blade in a drawing arc. 
 
    Mezolak rose into the air and wiggled his fingers. He was grinning, and he stared at Jack’s sword with a mixture of curiosity and appreciation on his face. He slammed his hand forward in a sudden movement, sending another bolt of lightning outward. Jack swung his sword in a defensive sweep, dispersing the spell as the blade made contact with it. 
 
    “Yes…” said Mezolak. “Come now. Face me up here.” 
 
    Jack scowled. He hated the fact that the demon seemed to have such a firm grip on the situation. What was even the point of fighting him? What was the endgame, if Jack managed to win? He couldn’t imagine containing Mezolak within the mansion. Handcuffs wouldn’t be enough to restrain him, even just taking into consideration the spells he’d already showcased. 
 
    But still, he had to do something. He could worry about practical concerns after winning the fight. 
 
    Jack took a breath and cast Shadow Levitation. He rose a few feet into the air, touched back down, and used a combination of his enhanced leg strength and his magic to leap at Mezolak directly. 
 
     He kept his sword summoned but didn’t use it to strike, instead twisting to orient his legs in front of him for a supernaturally enhanced drop kick. Mezolak didn’t dodge, taking the blow directly to the chest and letting out a grunt of pain. A network of red lightning in the shape of a spiderweb spread out across his back, stretching back slightly to absorb the momentum before springing Mezolak directly forward. He slammed both palms into Jack’s shoulders, giving him a brusque shrug that sent him flying toward the edge of the dome. 
 
    Jack used his levitation to cushion his fall, at least somewhat. His face struck the ground as he tumbled, and he had to spit dirt out of his mouth as he pulled himself back to his feet. Mezolak was still floating in the air, looking no worse off from the exchange. 
 
    “Your tactics are basic, mortal,” said Mezolak. “I can tell that you have no formal training, and your magic is instinctive, rather than the result of structured spellcraft.” 
 
    “I get by well enough on what I have,” said Jack. “It helps that my opponents tend to underestimate me.” 
 
    It was hard for him to put much force into his words. Despite everything, it still felt as though he was speaking out against his father. Jack had never known him as a man, and it was hard to shake off the remnants of that old power dynamic, with James as the parent and Jack as the child. He reminded himself that he was facing Mezolak, and not his dad, but the knowledge did little to stop his underlying feelings from bleeding through. 
 
    “You think I’m underestimating you?” Mezolak’s voice took on a cold, calculated quality. “So be it.” 
 
    The demon flew forward in a flash of movement. Jack dodged, but not in time to completely avoid a flurry of punches and kicks, unleashed in quick succession. Mezolak wasn’t as physically strong as he was, but he knew where to place his blows. 
 
    Jack let out a shout and threw a counter punch. His fist made it past Mezolak’s guard, and then passed through his body without ever connecting against anything solid. He stumbled back in surprise, spinning around only to discover that he was now facing half a dozen identical copies of the demon, all of them wearing his father’s face. 
 
    A few of them drew within Jack’s effective striking range. He attempted attacking one, and his fist went right through it again, much as he’d been expecting. 
 
    “You would be dead right now, if it was what I truly desired.” Mezolak’s voice came from above him, and the copies faded. “Fighting against an opponent like me is beyond your realm of experience, mortal. But it doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    Jack was sick of being toyed around with. He cast Shadow Levitation, lifting himself a few feet in the air. Forcing the shadows against his legs and back, he hurled himself forward into another offensive lunge. 
 
    He knew that Mezolak would dodge or attempt a defensive spell at the last second. He also knew that the cherry tree behind the demon had a thick branch at just the right angle for him to gain an advantage. 
 
    Mezolak lifted higher into the air, avoiding Jack’s strike, just as he’d been expecting. He seized the branch on the other side of him, using it as a flexible handhold to shift his momentum in a way that his levitation wouldn’t have been able to on its own. 
 
    Both of Jack’s shins connected with Mezolak’s face with a crack that he found simultaneously satisfying and worrying. The demon fell from the air with a surprised grunt, landing heavily on his back. He sat up and let out a low growl, bringing a hand to his nose as blood began to gush across his upper lip. 
 
    “Yes…” said Mezolak. “Good.” 
 
    Jack was in the middle of dropping into another attack when the spell hit him. Red lightning, and not just a single bolt, struck him in the face, chest, and shoulders. He would have screamed from the pain if he’d had any breath left in his lungs. He would have done anything he could to make the agony stop, but the lightning sapped his strength completely away from him. It felt like white-hot knives underneath his skin. It was the worst pain he’d ever experienced. 
 
    And then it stopped. Jack fell to the grass with his arms and legs still seizing on reflex. He took a shaky breath and forced himself to focus on what was happening. Mezolak was suddenly doubled over, facing away from him. He had both arms wrapped around himself, as though he was trying to shield his body. 
 
    No, that wasn’t it. Mezolak looked as though he was trying to hold himself back. Jack blinked, feeling hope stirring within him that he hadn’t realized was there. 
 
    “Is that…?” He swallowed, and took a step forward. “Is that you? Dad?” 
 
    A sound resonated through the interior of the ethereal shadow dome, and not the one Jack had been hoping for. 
 
    Mezolak was laughing. 
 
    He turned around with a broad smile on his face. A smile made crimson from the hot blood that was still dripping from his shattered nose. 
 
    “You’ve done as I’ve asked,” said Mezolak. “I see now. You could be molded into something great.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” said Jack. “Whatever it is you want, I won’t give it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, but you already have,” said Mezolak. “Now, as I said, I shall let you see the truth. You have questions, and I have answers.” 
 
    He waved a hand, and the shadow dome overhead rippled from existence like a popped soap bubble, revealing the cloudy sky overhead. Mezolak took several quick steps forward, and before Jack could stop him, he slammed his hand down on his scalp, almost like he was patting the head of a dog. 
 
    “Relax,” said Mezolak. “And enter an old memory.” 
 
    The hand suddenly grew burning hot against his skin, and Jack felt his reality shift, transporting him to a different time and place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    He was in the mansion’s foyer, and at the same time, he wasn’t. The sensation reminded Jack a little of Shadow Form, in that he could hear and observe without having the experience of a self. He was there as a watcher, and it felt like having a front row seat to a movie that placed him within the frame.  
 
    The décor of the foyer was distinctly different but recognizable once he managed to peer past his own surging nostalgia. It was the mansion as it had been the last time he’d seen it before leaving, as a ten-year-old. 
 
    He spotted his mother, Andrea, first. His memories of her were so vague and time-worn that he’d probably forgotten the most important detail of all. She’d been beautiful and graceful, with light brown hair, pale skin, and expressive blue eyes. She was wearing a green summer dress that left her arms bare. Seeing her brought to mind not a memory, but a smell, powdery and fresh, like fabric softener or clean sheets. 
 
    “You’ve said that before,” she said. “And you’ll say that again. I’m not stupid, James.” 
 
    Jack followed the direction she was looking in, and it led him to his father. James Farmoore looked, well, younger than Jack had been expecting. He was good-looking in a roguish, accidental kind of way, with tanned skin, curly hair, and boyish facial features. He had on jeans and a black t-shirt, along with a belt that hung at a suspicious angle, almost in the style of an old-school gunslinger. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Andrea,” said James. He glanced to either side, and then lowered his voice to a hiss. “Look, it’s not up to me. The Order of Chaldea has been stretched thin lately. They need me.” 
 
    The Order of Chaldea. His father had been a member. It made no sense, but at the same time, it fit perfectly. The few memories he had of his dad were of him traveling constantly for work, and the toll it had taken on his mother. 
 
    “The Order needs you?” said Andrea, in a disgusted voice. “Really? Are you sure you don’t mean that Erika needs you?” 
 
    “She’s my partner, of course she needs me,” said James. “But not like you’re implying.” 
 
    “Oh?” Andrea glared. “You still won’t admit it, will you? I see the way you both are around each other, AND the way you talk about your training sessions.” 
 
    “Don’t bring her into this!” snapped James. 
 
    “You’re the one who did!” shouted Andrea. “You said it yourself. You could have picked any partner you wanted with your talent, and you picked her!” 
 
    Jack winced, or at least he would have had he been corporeal and present. He looked past his arguing parents, down the foyer’s hallway, and into the lounge. There were two children sitting close together on the couch. He recognized Katie instantly, from the freckles and hair, and the braces Jack had almost forgotten about. 
 
    There was a boy sitting next to her. A boy who looked torn between playing a handheld video game console and cringing at the sounds coming from the other room. He looked small, confused, and vulnerable. 
 
    It was him, as a ten-year-old. It was him right before his parents had died, unprepared and oblivious to the oncoming trauma. 
 
    “Yes, I care about Erika!” shouted James. “She’s my partner! If I didn’t care about her, we would both be dead right now! You know the type of things I go up against!” 
 
    “What I know,” said Andrea, “is that you have a choice. You’ve always had a choice, James. You can pick me and Jack. You don’t have to throw your life away for the sake of the Order. Look at my father! You can be like him.” 
 
    The words seemed to give James pause. He licked his lips and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “That’s part of why I’m here,” he said, speaking slowly. “The warlock I’m hunting is powerful. With Erika still recovering in London, I’m going to need some backup. Since the warlock was last sighted here on Lestaron Island…” 
 
    Andrea let out a choked laugh. 
 
    “So that’s why,” she said, shaking her head. “It wasn’t because of me or because of Jack. I should have guessed.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t fucking be that way,” said James. “I’m here! This is what you’re always asking for! Don’t be a bitch about this!” 
 
    Jack winced, wishing nothing more than to skip to the relevant part of what Mezolak had decided to show him. The last thing he wanted was to stain his memory of his parents with one of their last, bitter arguments. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to skip over the argument at the time, either. He looked down at the young version of himself and saw a little boy hiding his face behind a Game Boy but still hearing the echo of each shouted word. 
 
    He saw Katie squeeze in closer to the younger him and set a hand on his shoulder. She leaned in close to whisper something into his ear, and young Jack let out a tiny, high-pitched laugh. Seeing himself and Katie as children reminded him just why he’d been so excited to come back to Lestaron Island and get to know her again in the first place. Of course, it hadn’t gone according to plan. 
 
    “I don’t need this,” said Andrea. “I don’t need to be left waiting. Left wondering if I’m ever going to see the man I love again. I deserve better than this.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have fallen in love with me, then!” snapped James. “Fucking hell, what do you want me to say?” 
 
    Andrea stomped off, heading up the stairs to the second floor without looking back. James crossed his arms and swore under his breath a few times before heading out through the mansion’s front door. 
 
    Jack, in his ethereal, watching state, felt himself being pulled after his father. He felt his curiosity stirring as he watched James walk through the cherry trees, pull a cigarette out of his pocket, and light it with a single touch of a pyrokinesis-channeling finger. 
 
    “I could hear most of that argument from out here, you know.” 
 
    Peter Masterson was in the middle of pruning cherry trees. He wore gardening gloves along with a wide-brimmed hat that covered most of his grey hair. He was aged, but with a fresh, handsome face. His eyes were the oldest thing about him, brimming with wisdom and the experiences of long, eventful decades. 
 
    “So what?” snapped James. “You think she’s right? I should just ignore the fact that there’s a fucking warlock outside of Lesser Town and sit down for family dinner?” 
 
    Peter set the pair of gardening shears he’d been carrying down against a nearby tree. 
 
    “My point is that if I could hear that, so could Jack,” said Peter. “Kids are impressionable. You don’t want to set that kind of example for him, do you?” 
 
    James scowled but gave a somewhat reluctant nod. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. “Yeah, I guess not. Though if anything, that only supports my argument. I’d just be a bad influence on him, if I was around more.” 
 
    “You’re not a bad man, James,” said Peter. “Just an impulsive one. And it doesn’t have to be that way.” 
 
    James chuckled. He lifted his arm and made a shooing motion toward Peter. 
 
    “You’re falling into your old ways,” he said. “You haven’t been my master in over a decade now.” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if I ever truly was,” said Peter. There was something sad about his voice, and both of the men felt it, neither of them saying anything for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “I do need your help on this one,” James said, breaking the silence. “From the sounds of it, this warlock is dipping his toes into some powerful shit. Summoning magic. Reaching out to demons in the Other Realms. It’s going to be hard for me to take him on by myself.” 
 
    Peter nodded slowly. “I’d guessed as much. I’ll help you, James.” 
 
    James’ expression shifted into a mixture of surprise and relief. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “That means a lot to me, Peter. It really does.” 
 
    “This is my island, James,” said Peter. “I already knew about the warlock. He’s a man by the name of Zack Koffman. The son of an island native.” 
 
    “As dangerous as he seems?” asked James. 
 
    “Every bit,” said Peter. “Let me grab my coat and leave some directions for dinner with Tamera. We should move quickly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    James and Peter stood at the edge of a clearing, surveying the area. An old, red barn with heavily chipped paint and a caved-in roof stood in the center of an abandoned farmyard. There was no sign of the presence of their target, but this was where James’ tracking spell had led them. 
 
    “Well,” said James. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He reached a hand down to his belt, pulling a thick-handled wand loose and twirling it between his fingers. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Peter. “I think we should take this slow. We don’t know what’s waiting for us inside.” 
 
    Peter was leaning on his staff. He had on his long leather duster, and it blew slightly to the side as the wind sneaked in under it. He had a pensive, patient expression on his face. James nodded to him and fell into the role of a follower as Peter began leading them around the edge of the clearing. 
 
    The barn’s front doors were open by default as one of the sliding, wooden panels had fallen forward and onto the grass. Peter and James crept up to it at an angle, staying out of direct line of sight. As they drew closer, the sound of a discussion emanated from within. 
 
    “Try it anyway,” said a man’s voice. “I didn’t go through the trouble of summoning you to be told no.” 
 
    “Foolish mortal.” The answering voice was deep and multilayered, and it immediately reminded Jack of how Adana had spoken, except with a masculine edge. “I do not bow down to your whims. It is not possible. You would need a vessel of life essence to sacrifice.” 
 
    “I would sacrifice myself, then!” snapped the man. “Please! I can’t live without her. She stayed with me, despite it all, and I… I…” 
 
    “Her death is not fresh,” said the demon’s voice. “The result would not be optimal. Though of course, if I used your life essence, you wouldn’t even be around to recognize that fact.” 
 
    “Then why not try?” asked the man. “Isn’t it worth…” 
 
    The man trailed off. James and Peter glanced at each other, realizing at the same time that their presence had been detected. 
 
    “You are being watched, mortal,” said the demon. “Oh, what luck. Perhaps you’ve just discovered a more agreeable option.” 
 
    James and Peter took several quick steps back into the clearing. A man slowly walked out of the barn, carrying a pistol in one hand and a gnarled wooded wand in the other. He had reddish-blond hair and a tattoo of a gothic cross on his neck. Jack had seen him before, though in a far less presentable state. He was the dead man from the casket. 
 
    “You want something?” asked the man. “Because if you do, you’d better think twice about asking for it.” 
 
    “Zack Koffman,” said James. “The Order of Chaldea charges you with crimes against natural society, evading registered mages of the Order, and communicating with demons from the Other Realms. If you surrender quietly, it will be noted in your case’s favor.” 
 
    Zack Koffman took a slow breath and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I don’t think I will surrender.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else, apparently content to leave the option to escalate the encounter in the hands of the other two men. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Peter. “What do you have to gain by fighting us? You’re from this island, Zack. I knew your parents when I first moved here. I know that you’re not an evil man, despite the path your life may have—” 
 
    “Shut up!” shouted Zack. “Just… shut the fuck up. You don’t know a god damned thing about me.” 
 
    Peter stayed silent. James started to say something, but Peter set a hand on his shoulder and bid him to stay silent. 
 
    “I lost the only thing that mattered to me,” said Zack. “Maybe… that’s all it takes. Maybe I was good once, but now… even if I’m not evil, at the very least, I’m still capable of doing evil things.” 
 
    He lifted the pistol. Peter was as fast on the draw as any gunslinger, however. He brought his hand up in an instant and muttered an incantation under his breath. The gun let out a crack as it fired, but the bullet never reached them, deflecting off a thin, teal wall of glittering magical force. 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted James. He hurled himself forward as soon as Peter’s conjured shield dissolved, leaping into the air as he thrust his wand forward. 
 
    A bolt of red, magical lightning burst forth from it. James had aimed it at Zack’s gun, but Zack was fast. He dodged to the side in advance of the spell, which instead struck the side of the barn, leaving black, charred marks that ran along the pattern of the wood’s grain. 
 
    Zack fired again, but the bullet went wide. He pulled up his gnarled wand and released a gout of magical flames. The spell’s effect was reminiscent of a dragon’s breath, or possibly a flamethrower’s kiss in more modern times.  
 
    Peter deflected it with his shield magic as easily as he had the bullet. He held his staff with both hands and thrust it forward in a jabbing motion. An invisible surge of force slammed into Zack, knocking him back into the barn’s wall. Zack slid down the length of it and fell forward onto his knees, clutching his stomach as though he’d taken a hard punch to the gut. 
 
    James roared and blasted forth another bolt of red lightning. This time, it struck Zack full in the chest. The warlock grunted, and a few flecks of white spittle dripped from his mouth. He still had strength left, however, and fired a quick salvo of bullets that sent James and Peter diving for cover. 
 
    “Give up!” shouted James. “You’re outnumbered!” 
 
    “I’ve been up against worse odds before!” shouted Zack. “And I won’t give up! For her sake, if not my own!” 
 
    The warlock roared as he regained his footing, and then threw himself into a foolhardy charge around the corner of the barn where James and Peter had taken cover. James lifted his wand to launch another spell, but Peter set a hand on his shoulder. He waited for half a second and then shoved his staff out at knee height just as Zack came past. 
 
    It was such a basic, practical mode of attack that no person in the midst of a magical duel would have expected it. Zack tripped over the staff, falling head over heels and losing his grip on his pistol. James was on him in an instant, stripping the wand from his fingers. Peter picked up the gun and slipped it into his leather duster. 
 
    “No!” screamed Zack. “No! You don’t understand! Please, I have to finish this! I don’t have—” 
 
    James slammed a fist into the side of Zack’s head. Twice. In quick succession. The first was enough to knock him unconscious, and the second only left James’ knuckles looking torn and raw. 
 
    “That wasn’t necessary,” said Peter. 
 
    “If we aren’t going to kill him, it was,” said James. “Unless you want to listen to his insane ramblings on the ride back to the mansion.” 
 
    “I hope you aren’t expecting me to hold him in the workshop until the Order’s cleanup crew can get here,” said Peter. 
 
    “Of course not,” said James. “He’ll do fine in the trunk of my car. The Order won’t take long to get here, now that the heavy lifting has been taken care of.” 
 
    Peter nodded, and then slowly made his way over to the barn. He was greeted by the putrid smell of humid decay at the doorway, along with the buzzing of flies. He wrinkled his nose and continued forward, expecting a dead body but finding more than just that. 
 
    The demon that Zack Koffman had summoned was still hovering over the chalk pentagram in the barn’s corner. The light of the candles on each of the pentagram’s points illuminated the onyx and red figure of a masculine humanoid with curling, ethereal hair. He held Peter’s gaze with eyes that seemed to burn with a deep, hellish fire. 
 
    “Mortal,” said the demon. “You are not the one who summoned me. But you… might be even more interesting.” 
 
    “Begone, demon!” snapped Peter. James appeared beside him, flinching back as he rounded the corner and saw what the barn held. 
 
    “Do you know why he summoned me?” asked the demon. “Perhaps it could be relevant to your purposes, as well?” 
 
    “Nothing you have to say could be relevant to us,” said Peter.  
 
    “He wanted to bring her back.” The demon nodded to something behind Peter and James. “I’m afraid she was too far gone. Fresh corpses work best, within a few hours of death.” 
 
    The other corner of the barn held its own respective horror. The body of a dead woman, swollen and stiff from the post-death processes, was stretched out across the barn’s dank wood floor. She wore a hospital gown, and her black hair fell across the front of her face, hiding her features. 
 
    “Mezolak,” said the demon. “That is the name mortals know me by. Remember it, for you will have need of me, one day soon.” 
 
    Peter snuffed out the flames of one of the candles with a brush of his staff, and the demon dissolved into smoke. He turned to find James staring into the space the demon had previously occupied. He shook his head. 
 
    “There’s nothing more for us here,” said Peter. “I can leave an anonymous tip to the sheriff to have the body taken care of and the next of kin notified.” 
 
    “Right,” said James. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    “How many times have I explained this to you, already?” shouted James. “Nothing happened between us!” 
 
    “But you do care for her?” snapped Andrea. 
 
    “Of course I care for her,” said James. “She’s my partner! I’ve known her for longer than I’ve known you, for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    “And if I wasn’t here?” she asked. “If it was just you and her, like it so often is, while you’re off on your stupid adventures?” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” he shouted. “That I’d fuck her if the two of us weren’t together? Is that what would make you happy?” 
 
    Andrea glared at him through her tears and shook her head. Jack had come down from his room in his pajamas to see what the commotion was, and he stood at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Enough,” said Andrea. “I’ve had enough, James!” 
 
    She headed for the door to the garage. James lashed out with one hand as she pulled it open, slamming it closed with a blast of magical force. 
 
    “You aren’t leaving, Andrea,” he said. 
 
    “Like hell I’m not!” Andrea rounded on him, jabbing a finger into his chest. “Jack and I aren’t staying here tonight. Not with you!” 
 
    She hurried over to where Jack was on the stairs and pulled him into her arms. At ten, Jack was already almost too big to be carried, but that didn’t stop Andrea from doing it anyway. She stomped toward the door again, and this time, James didn’t stop her. 
 
    He swore as the door shut and ran his hands through his hair. He listened as Andrea’s car started, and then drove away. He listened to the sound of his family leaving. 
 
    “Should you really be letting her leave in that emotional of a state?”  
 
    Peter had entered the room at some point. The concern was clear on his face, but there was no judgement in his expression for his former apprentice. 
 
    “Maybe not…” said James. “I don’t fucking know. Maybe I should let her go and stop making her life so much more complicated than it needs to be. Or maybe I should go.” 
 
    “It hurts her,” said Peter. “The fact that you never married her.” 
 
    “She’s the one who refused my proposal,” said James. “Twice.” 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t give up your career with the Order and settle down,” said Peter. “It’s still an option, you know. You’d be comfortable here on Lestaron Island, James.” 
 
    James looked as though he was considering it. He ran a hand over his face and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I need a drink,” he said. 
 
    He followed his former master into the kitchen. A bottle of wine was already sitting on the counter. Peter lifted it into the air, gave it a small shake, and then frowned. 
 
    “This bottle of wine was nearly full when we left to deal with Zack Koffman,” he said. “And we weren’t gone for that long.” 
 
    It a took a moment for the words, and their implication, to register with James. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    James’ tracking spells had always been precise. This time, however, they didn’t need to be. They found Andrea’s car before reaching Lesser Town, in the middle of the road, after one of the trickier turns to take at high speed. It had rolled over several times, and it was completely totaled. 
 
    “No…” James fell to his knees by the side of her body, which had been thrown loose at some point during the crash. Broken glass from the car’s windows cut into his palms, but he didn’t seem to notice. “This… can’t be happening.” 
 
    Peter emerged from behind the car with a shattered expression on his face. He held young Jack’s unmoving body in his hands, trying to put pressure on as many of the wounds as he could. 
 
    “Is he…?” James swallowed, unable to get the words out. “Is he still…?” 
 
    Tears streaked down Peter’s face as he gave the tiniest shakes of his head. The body in his arms was pale. Jack was dead. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “James!” shouted Peter. “You mustn’t do this!” 
 
    “I have to try!” shouted James. “It was my fault. I… I have to try.” 
 
    The summoning circle had been drawn hastily, but James’ desperation had forced each curve and line to be perfect. Jack and Andrea’s bloody bodies lay side by side across the stone floor of the mansion’s cellar. Zack Koffman, bound, gagged, and unconscious, was leaned against the wall in the corner. James lit the last candle and fell to his knees, taking a deep breath. 
 
    “The demon would have said anything to plant this seed in your mind,” said Peter. “Anything at all. They’re entities of evil, James. You can’t possibly expect this to go well.” 
 
    “Your staff,” muttered James. “I… I don’t have the magical essence to do this on my own right now.” 
 
    “James—” 
 
    “Peter!” James’ voice was desperate, ugly, and toeing the edge of insanity. “Please, Peter, for the love of god! This is your daughter and your grandson! Don’t let them die! Don’t let me… be the one who killed them.” 
 
    Peter didn’t look up. He kept his gaze locked to the floor, away from the reality that surrounded him. He swallowed, then held out his staff, passing it into James’ hands. James held it tight in one fist as he touched the other into the summoning circle, closing his eyes to focus. 
 
    “Mezolak,” whispered James. 
 
    The air above the summoning circle wavered, and then filled with impossibly dark, swirling smoke. The smoke coalesced into not one, but two shapes. James recognized Mezolak by his masculine features, but the other with him was clearly a woman, if such a thing could be said about a demon. 
 
    “She’s my sister,” said Mezolak, answering James’ unasked question. “You have power, mortal. Adana cannot usually follow me through from the Other Realms, no matter how she might strive to. But your spell was open, a doorway in place of a hole. Open enough for us both.” 
 
    Adana turned her head at an inquisitive angle. She was disturbingly beautiful, even with the bizarre crimson fault lines running through her onyx skin. 
 
    “You said something about… bringing people back,” said James. His voice was weak, and raw with emotion. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The smile that flickered across Mezolak’s face was the stuff of nightmares. His dark lips curled away from teeth as red as fresh blood. “I should have guessed. To call for me in such short order. Mortals are so predictable.” 
 
    “Please!” snapped James. “Can you help me? Can you… save them?” 
 
    “Where would the vessel of life essence for such a revival come from?” asked Mezolak. “Are you intending to try to sacrifice yourself, mortal? That would not do, given my price.” 
 
    “This man,” said James, jabbing a finger toward the warlock. “I… will sacrifice him, for the sake of my family.” 
 
    James couldn’t look at Zack Koffman as he spoke the words, despite the fact that he was still unconscious. Peter was shaking his head back and forth with slow, horrified movements. 
 
    “There is a beautiful irony in the events of the mortal world,” said Mezolak. “A tragic, poetic rhythm that flows underneath the surface like a perfect current.” 
 
    “Will you do it?” asked James. “Will you… save them?” 
 
    “Their bodies are not in an unworkable condition,” said Mezolak. “But you will have to choose. One or the other. Not both.” 
 
    James let out a shaky sigh. Tears were already flowing from his eyes again, leaving wet, glistening streaks across his cheeks. 
 
    “You’re asking me to choose… between my son… and the woman I love?” asked James. 
 
    “Yes,” said Mezolak. “Choose between saving one or losing both.” 
 
    “It’s not too late, James,” said Peter. “We can walk away from this.” 
 
    James looked like he was considering it, but he gave a small shake of his head, along with a broken smile. 
 
    “Andrea would never forgive me,” he muttered. “I couldn’t do that to her. Bring her back to a world where her only son is dead because of that crash. A world where she’s only alive because I chose her over him.” 
 
    “The boy, then?” asked Mezolak. “Yes… I see the logic in that.” 
 
    “He won’t forgive us,” said Peter. 
 
    “For saving his life?” shouted James. “Jack will understand why we—” 
 
    “Why we spilled the blood of a man to taint him with the black magic of demons?” asked Peter. “Answer me this, Mezolak, or whatever it is you’ve named yourself. What would this do to the child? You can’t expect me to believe that there would be no ill effects from this, this… necromancy!” 
 
    Mezolak and his sister both laughed in unison. 
 
    “The spell is not perfect,” said Mezolak. “There will be some memory loss, along with leakage of the life essence vessel’s personality. In the case of the honorable Zack Koffman, I cannot tell you exactly what that means.” 
 
    James glanced over at the unconscious form of the warlock. 
 
    “It’s a risk I’ll have to take,” he said. 
 
    “The man was a criminal!” shouted Peter. “How many people had he killed, without remorse, to attract the attention of the Order? James, will you be able to live with yourself if this turns Jack into a…” 
 
    Peter shuddered and shook his head, frustration or disgust preventing him from finishing his thought. 
 
    “I have to do it,” said James. “I can’t live knowing that I could have tried this and didn’t.” 
 
    “Then allow us to discuss the price my aid will require,” said Mezolak. “The real penance that is needed.” 
 
    “What?” asked James. 
 
    “You will lend me your body, mortal,” said Mezolak. “You will share it with me for a time. At least for long enough for me to impact the mortal world until I get sick and tired of doing so.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Peter. “I will not allow this!” 
 
    Peter surged forward, throwing himself toward the candles backing the magic of the summoning spell. James hesitated, but only for an instant. Peter didn’t have his staff, and James was already channeling most of his essence. 
 
    He launched a blast of invisible magical force intended to disable, rather than kill. Peter shot sideways, slamming into the stone wall of the cellar. He grimaced and clutched at his ribs as he slid to the ground, and his breathing became slightly labored. 
 
    Mezolak and Adana both began laughing. Mezolak extended a hand toward his sister, and she intertwined her fingers with his. James took several deep breaths, and then nodded to the demons. 
 
    “What guarantee do I have that you’ll hold to your word?” asked James. 
 
    “My kind takes our oaths seriously,” said Mezolak. “I would even go so far as to allow you to see your son alive again before demanding my price.” 
 
    James stared at Jack’s unmoving, dead body. His expression was that of a man who’d already made his choice. 
 
    “Then…” He swallowed and met Mezolak’s gaze. “You would also need to make an oath to stay away from him. Stay away from my child once you have my body.” 
 
    “That would be acceptable,” said Mezolak. 
 
    “…Okay,” said James, after another few seconds.  
 
    “James…” said Peter, in a strained voice. “Please…” 
 
    “Do it,” said James. “I agree to the terms of our bargain. Now please… bring back my son.” 
 
    Mezolak grinned and lashed a hand outward in the direction of Zack Koffman. A lance of dark purple magical energy speared into the warlock, impaling him through the midriff. Zack screamed and clawed at the point of impact as the magical energy began flickering across his skin in patterns reminiscent of spiderwebs.  
 
    The life faded from him over a period no longer than ten seconds. His eyes went glassy, and his screaming shifted into a silent, reflexive exhalation. Mezolak pulled his hand back, and the magical spear came with it, pulsing in the familiar, lilting rhythm of a human heartbeat. 
 
    He reached his arm out, extending it toward Jack’s body. The purple energy didn’t stab into him with the same violence as it had with the warlock. Instead, it slithered across its skin, moving with a dark, sinister intelligence. The magical energy split into tiny fragments, all of which crawled across him like insects, finding points of entry into his body at the mouth, eyes, and the various bloody gashes left from the car accident. 
 
    His wounds began to heal, flesh knitting and materializing to fill the gaps. Bits of broken glass from the car’s windows and fabric from the tears of his own clothing pushed outward from a few wounds as his body rejected both the damage and foreign contaminants. 
 
    Color returned to Jack’s face, and he let out a tiny, pained groan. Peter went to him instantly, pulling the boy into a defensive embrace and covering him with his black leather duster. 
 
    “There,” said Mezolak. “Are you ready to pay the price, mortal?” 
 
    “I need some time with my son, first,” said James. “I need to… let him know that I love him. And that the only reason I did this was—” 
 
    The question apparently had not been one that Mezolak had needed an answer to. He glided forward through the air as James spoke, and then slammed across the last few feet separating them in what would have been a tackle, had he been in possession of a material body. 
 
    When Mezolak collided with James, his demonic form dissolved into smoke. The smoke went in through James’ mouth and ears, and he fell backward onto the floor. 
 
    “James…” said Peter. He kept Jack’s body shielded. The other demon had vanished as soon as Mezolak had moved across the confines of the summoning circle, but the room still felt like it had a dark presence within it. 
 
    James began to laugh. It was a cruel sound, and it echoed off the stone walls of the cellar. Peter hugged Jack tighter to him with one hand and picked up his staff with the other. 
 
    “This…” said James. “Feels good. This… feels excellent.” 
 
    “You have what you wanted, demon!” shouted Peter. “Leave my house. Do not come back.” 
 
    James laughed again, and Peter didn’t stop him as he made his way up the stairs and out of the mansion. He brought Jack to his room and then returned to his cellar to handle what remained of the tragedy of the night. To bury his daughter, and to find a way to dispose of the evidence of the most disgusting crime he’d ever been a part of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Jack was lying flat on his back on the grass as he stirred from the memory. It was mid-afternoon, and there was a generous breeze on the air, hinting at another storm to come. There was no sign of Mezolak or anyone else around him. 
 
    He stood up and screamed through gritted teeth. He was still amidst the cherry trees, and he swung his fist into the trunk of the nearest one as hard as he could. He hit it several times, leaning into the pain as his knuckles tore open. He needed the pain. He needed any distraction available. 
 
    There were too many images that he couldn’t get out of his head. The demonic spell crawling over his mangled body. Zack Koffman grimacing in pain as he died. His father, or rather, Mezolak, laughing after the price had been paid. 
 
    He wished he could throw away the knowledge. He wished he could go back to the moment he’d first committed to digging up his father’s grave and force down his own curiosity. It was all just too much. 
 
    He’d been dead, and then he’d been brought back to life. What did that even make him? Mezolak had implied that some of Zack Koffman’s personality might have transferred over to him along with the life essence. The life essence of an evil warlock who’d been sacrificed to save him. 
 
    It was overwhelming. It was enough to make him question everything, down to who he was and if his choices were truly his own. Jack had killed people before and abused his vampiric powers. Had he been doing it because he had to? Or was it an impulse born from Zack Koffman’s sacrifice, a small, corrupted part of his psyche drawing from a subconscious that belonged to someone else? 
 
    He let out a shaky breath. His heart was pounding out a chaotic rhythm, and his shirt was soaked through with sweat. Jack felt a perverse, irrational sense of not being safe. Like he was being chased, but by something he couldn’t run from. Something that would find him, regardless of where he tried to hide or what he tried to do. 
 
    Jack headed back into the mansion. He felt like he was on the verge of breaking down. He needed something to drink, but the idea of heading down into the cellar to grab a bottle of wine made him feel like throwing up. He could still picture where his and his mother’s bodies had been and hear how his father and Mezolak’s laughter had echoed off the stone. 
 
    He went to the kitchen instead. There were a few bottles of wine in the cupboard, and he drank one of them in less time than it took him to get it open with a corkscrew. It was heavy in his stomach, and numbing in a way that didn’t satisfy his needs. 
 
    Jack was thirsty, but not for water, and not for alcohol. 
 
    He stood outside Ryoko’s door for a couple of seconds, forcing composure over himself. He heard her stirring as he knocked. 
 
    “Come in,” she said, in a quiet, innocent voice. 
 
    Her smell hit him in a wave as he entered her room, but it wasn’t what caught Jack’s attention. Ryoko was lying in her bed, under her covers. Her maid uniform lay crumpled on the floor nearby. She was smiling, but the expression seemed so forced on her face that for a moment, his own concerns slipped into the background. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She didn’t answer him for a couple of seconds, and the silence only made her expression look that much more hollow. 
 
    “Do you need to feed?” she asked, in a shaky whisper. “You can, if you want.” 
 
    It was the exact impulse that had driven Jack to come see her, and yet he suddenly felt as though it was the last thing he wanted to do.  
 
    “No,” he said, ignoring the mild headache he’d been sporting since his fight with Mezolak. “No, I just… came to check up on you.” 
 
    She’d seemed like she’d been starting to do a little better when she’d made him food earlier. But now, it looked as though that single act had drained all of her energy. Jack sat down next to her in bed, his heart aching as he looked at her and saw the lethargy in her face and posture. 
 
    “I’m sorry about how messy my room is,” she whispered. “I didn’t manage to get much cleaning done around the mansion, either. I’m a bad maid…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “I know how hard things have been for you lately, Ryoko. I just want you to rest until you start feeling better. I can hold down the fort until then.” 
 
    “I just want things to be like they used to be, between us,” she said. “And I want… I really want you to start feeding on me again.” 
 
    Jack sighed and squeezed her leg. It was hard to be there for her while at the same time feeling overwhelmed by his own problems. He cared about her, though. More than he cared about himself, in so many ways. 
 
    “Ryoko…” he said. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I think part of the reason why you’ve been feeling this way to begin with is because of how much I was feeding off you. The anti-enthrallment potion might prevent some of the effects of my bite, but not all of them.” 
 
    She bowed her head forward and let out a quiet, tired sigh. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But it makes me feel like I’m close to you. Closer than I can usually be with people. Like I have a use. A reason for being here.” 
 
    “What?” asked Jack. “Of course you have a reason for being here, Ryoko. You always will, even if it’s only because I care about you.” 
 
    “You care about me,” she said. “But it’s not like how you care about Mira, or how you cared about Katherine when she was around. I’m not like them. I can’t always… express myself. I can’t help you like they can.” 
 
    “You are your own person,” said Jack. “I like you for who you are.” 
 
    Ryoko looked up at him. She tried to smile again, but her expression was more of a wince, as though he’d said something inadvertently hurtful. 
 
    “I don’t,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t what?” 
 
    “I don’t like me,” she said. “I haven’t for a long time. Since before I met you, even. Maybe not ever. I’ve suffered from depression for most of my life.” 
 
    Jack ran a hand through his hair, unsure of what to say. He took her hand and let his fingers slide in between hers. 
 
    “I… didn’t know that,” he said. “But that’s the sort of thing I should have known. Ryoko, I care about you. The last thing I want is for you to feel like you’re on your own and can’t confide in me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry you,” she said. “I’ve gotten so good at hiding it, over the years. I just thought, if I kept acting normal, then maybe…” 
 
    She flashed a sad smile, and it went straight to Jack’s heart. 
 
    “You’re allowed to worry me, Ryoko,” he said. “You can ask me for help. You can lean on me. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “It’s not like that, for me,” she said. “All my life, I’ve always had trouble talking to people and even more trouble standing up for myself. It’s part of the reason I got involved with my uncle and Emanuel’s gang. I didn’t feel like I deserved to have a normal job or a normal life.” 
 
    “You do,” said Jack. “You know you do.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I thought things would get better once your grandfather saved me. And they did, in some ways, especially after he helped me and let me stay in the mansion as a maid. I didn’t have to talk much as a maid. It suited me.” 
 
    Jack let his thumb caress the back of her hand. Ryoko’s black hair was messy from sleep, and a few strands of it fell across sections of her face and across her cheeks. 
 
    “Then I met you,” she said. “It was so scary, at first.” 
 
    “I scared you?” asked Jack. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “The emotions scared me,” she said. “I was on medication. I know, I didn’t tell you that either. But when you started feeding on me, the way it felt… It made it seem like I didn’t even need my meds anymore.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Because if I told you, I thought you might waste time worrying about me,” she whispered. “But now I am telling you, and you are worrying about me, and it’s all falling apart. It’s the last thing I want, sir.” 
 
    “I’m allowed to worry!” snapped Jack. “And I’m going to help you. Just like you’ve helped me before.” 
 
    “Will you start feeding off me again?” asked Ryoko. “I know you’ve been feeding off Mira.” 
 
    “Only because of what it’s done to you, Ryoko!” he said. “You said it yourself. It was me and my need to feed, and the emotions that come from my bite that caused this. I’m not going to keep doing that to you.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said, in a quiet voice. “When you’re biting me… I can pretend that you actually love me.” 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack pulled her into a tight hug. “Of course I love you. Don’t you ever think otherwise.” 
 
    Her arms wrapped around him, but they felt weak. Jack heard her sniffle as she buried her face against his shoulder. 
 
    “I love you, too,” she whispered. “But you really don’t understand. You don’t understand at all.” 
 
    “We’ll get through this together, Ryoko,” said Jack. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help you. I promise you that I won’t let you go through this alone.” 
 
    “I just…” Ryoko swallowed, shuddering against him. “I just wanted to be able to keep helping you as much as I could. I never wanted to be such a bother, sir.” 
 
    “Call me Jack,” he said. “Please, Ryoko.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything in response. 
 
    “Look, I have to head into town,” said Jack. “There are a lot of loose ends I need to finish tying up. I don’t want to add to your worries with any of it right now. But I promise, when I get back, I’ll do whatever I can to start cheering you up. I don’t care what it takes.” 
 
    Ryoko pulled back from the hug. She wasn’t crying, and though her smile still seemed distant, there was something in her expression that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    “That’s really sweet of you to say,” she said. “Thank you. Jack.” 
 
    He brushed her messy hair back from her forehead, and then gave her a long, tender kiss. 
 
    “I love you, Ryoko,” he said. “So much.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand again and stood up from the bed. Jack didn’t rush out of the room, instead taking slow steps, and giving her a chance to say more if she wanted to. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me,” she said, as he reached the door. 
 
    “I’m going to,” he said. “But I’ll try not to.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded, and then leaned back in her bed, resting her head against her pillow. Jack shut the door and breathed out slowly, wishing that there was something more that he could do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Jack left the mansion on foot, not trusting the state that the roads would be in for the car. Thunder rumbled far off in the distance, the kind that whispers in the background and arrives before the storm. He used it as an excuse to turn his attention away from Ryoko and his past and toward a problem that he could actually do something about. 
 
    He jogged most of the way down to Lesser Town. He could pinpoint the high water mark of the flooding from the previous night; it was obvious from the amount of refuse that the water had shifted into the open Old newspapers, shopping bags, and unidentifiable bits of paper were strewn about. Cars lay abandoned, some of them at odd angles, after the water had carried them off. 
 
    He saw people as he made it further into the town. Some of them were salvaging what they could from ruined homes and businesses. Some of them were calling out for lost loved ones in tired, defeated voices. Some of them were crying.  
 
    It would take a while for Lesser Town to recover, assuming it ever managed to. Somewhere in the realm of years, rather than months. That was assuming that it didn’t suffer another supernatural storm of the same caliber. 
 
    Jack glanced up at the overcast sky, noticing the black, stormy clouds along the edge of the horizon. He didn’t have much time. 
 
    The municipal building was still serving as the local emergency shelter. He saw a small crowd of desperate faces sitting on the steps outside of it, including a few children who wouldn’t have gone unsupervised under any other circumstances. 
 
    Despite the water damage, the building’s first floor was back in use. A small soup kitchen had been set up in the back, and people sat in chairs or against walls, eating their hot meal. Jack almost did a double take when he saw who was currently wielding the ladle to dole out portions. 
 
    Mira had on a white apron and a pink bandana in lieu of a proper hairnet. She wasn’t smiling, but there was a vital, uplifting quality to her body language. She was helping people, and she was enjoying it. Jack felt a sudden surge of unexpected pride for his former broodmother. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, as he approached her. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    Mira smirked at him. 
 
    “As well as possible, with all due consideration,” she said. “I am helping however I can. Just as you asked me to.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Jack frowned and looked around the room. He felt tired, and the stress of everything he’d been through in the last couple of hours was starting to get to him. 
 
    “Linda, can you cover for me?” Mira slipped out of her apron and passed it to a short woman who came over to take her place. She was still wearing one of Jack’s v-necks underneath, and he wasn’t quite so tired to keep from appreciating how tightly it clung to the curves of her chest. 
 
    Jack walked alongside her over to one of the tables in the corner. She gestured for him to sit down and wordlessly headed over to the corner of the room. A minute later, she returned with a coffee in each hand. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    Mira took a seat across from him. Her blue eyes ran over his face with an analytical focus, and after a moment, she frowned and shook her head. 
 
    “You look terrible, my sweet Jack,” she said. “Tell me what’s happened. I’ve never seen you like this before.” 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “Jesus,” he said. “Where do I even begin?” 
 
    She took one of his hands into hers and gave it a comforting squeeze. Jack explained his encounter with Mezolak, along with the vision of the memory the demon had forced upon him. Mira looked sufficiently worried by the time he reached the end. 
 
    “I wish you had heeded my advice,” said Mira. “But I suppose what’s done is done. Mezolak, this demon you encountered, you’re sure that he was in your father’s body? That it wasn’t just an illusion of some sort?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Jack. “At least, if it was an illusion, it was a flawless one.” 
 
    “Such things do exist,” said Mira. “In the same vein, you should be aware of the possibility that the vision he showed you was a fabrication.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow, considering what she was suggesting. 
 
    “You think Mezolak might have created a false memory to show me?” he asked. “A fake history?” 
 
    “He is a demon,” said Mira. “Despite how seriously creatures from the Other Realms treat oaths and contracts, they often go to great lengths to obfuscate and manipulate outside of them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. “There’s too much that Mezolak would have had to guess at to make what he showed me fit if it had been fake. Too many details about my parents, and even Katie.” 
 
    “My point, dearest Jack, is that the monster intends to get inside your head.” Mira leaned closer across the table, keeping her eyes on his. “Regardless of anything else, you must not allow that to happen. Mezolak did not come to this island by accident. He has a plan and a purpose, and it likely involves you.” 
 
    Jack grimaced, but he couldn’t argue with her logic. 
 
    “I guess,” he said. “I just wish there was some way to figure this out.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is,” said Mira. “You mentioned that a warlock was used for the spell that brought you back to life in the vision. Follow up on that lead. It sounds like the man may have had a criminal record, and that’s the type of thing that might still be accessible.” 
 
    “That’s a really good idea,” said Jack. “Yeah. I think that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    A man carried a crying toddler into the municipal building from outside, and for a couple of seconds, the noise cut through their conversation. Jack noticed the way Mira was looking at him. She was worried, and coming from her, that said something. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Jack. “It looks like they’ve started to get the situation under control here. You can head back to the mansion if you want.” 
 
    Mira smiled at him, but it didn’t reach all the way to her eyes. It reminded him a little of Ryoko’s hollow smile, which was a comparison that instantly dampened his mood. 
 
    “I am fine,” said Mira. “Perhaps I’ve spent today doing my own share of self-reflection. Seeing people like this, so desperate, pulling together and clinging to whatever hope they can find… feels strange.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira sighed and shook her head, and strangely, a slight blush came to her cheeks. 
 
    “It makes me think of what the future has in store for me,” she said, slowly. “In a personal sense.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re reconsidering having me give you the Embrace?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira chuckled. 
 
    “That’s a bit of a reach for you to get to from my words,” she said. “Though, not one that’s completely out of hand. I guess my point is that I hope to stay here on this island for a while longer. In the mansion. With you.” 
 
    Jack felt more touched by her words than he would have expected. He reached his hand out and cupped her cheek. Her eyes fluttered slightly, and her cheeks turned even redder. He kissed her and let his lips move in a silent, sensual harmony with hers. 
 
    “You should head back to the mansion when it gets dark,” said Jack. “I’d like it if me, you, and Ryoko could have a somewhat normal night together.” 
 
    “So would I,” said Mira. “For now, though, we should stay focused on the current threat. You need to do something about this water nymph, Jack. Before she summons another storm.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “Can you talk to people? Ask if anyone has seen her on the beach, or in the water?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Mira. 
 
    “Thanks.” He caressed her cheek again, and then kissed her hand. “I should head up to check in with the mayor.” 
 
    “It’s just the sheriff’s deputy upstairs,” said Mira. “The mayor went back to his mansion. He seems a little… unsettled by all that’s happened.” 
 
    Jack nodded and headed for the stairs.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Most of the municipal building’s upper floors had been repurposed as places to rest and sleep for people who’d lost their homes. He kept heading up until he reached the top floor. Bruce stood outside one of the doors leading to the room that Jessie, the sheriff’s deputy, had set up in. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack. “I’m not sure if I ever thanked you for what you did last night. Saving me and helping out during the storm.” 
 
    Bruce gave a small nod and moved to step out of Jack’s way. 
 
    “She was right, you know,” said Bruce, just as Jack started to pass through the door. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What Katherine said,” he said. “About the people she loves turning into monsters.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what to say about that. At another time, and with a different tone of voice, he would have taken it as an accusation. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I had anger issues,” said Bruce. “Still do, but they were… really bad when you first came to the island. Toward you and toward Katherine. It cost me her. It cost me my job. I didn’t really stop to think about it until you told me about what she’d said.” 
 
    “Bruce…” Jack winced. That anger hadn’t been entirely without cause. 
 
    “Look, I know you and her… had something,” said Bruce. “I wasn’t exactly perfect in staying faithful to Katherine, either. Just know that I’m trying to be better now. I don’t see you as an enemy anymore. Especially in times like this.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” said Jack. 
 
    “I hope you keep what she said in mind, too,” said Bruce. “It’s good advice.” 
 
    Jack smiled, but it was a humorless thing. Katie still saw him as a monster, and he wasn’t sure that it would be as easy for him to move away from that as it had been for Bruce. 
 
    “I will,” he said. 
 
    He headed into the makeshift office, closing the door behind him. Jessie was leaning over a desk, studying a map of the island. She looked tired, but in a focused way that almost seemed to transcend the fact that she’d gone so long without sleep. A flicker of a smile crossed her face when she saw Jack, and she folded her arms over her breasts and nodded to him. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” she said. “I’m glad that you came back. Feeling rested?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Jack. “You?” 
 
    “Not even close,” she said. “But I’m managing.” 
 
    “Still no sign of Sheriff Carter?” asked Jack. 
 
    Jessie shook her head. There was a deep sadness in her eyes, but it was tempered by strength and resolve. 
 
    “No sign of him,” said Jessie. “We might have to accept the fact that he, and who knows how many people, are lost to us.” 
 
    Jack chewed his lower lip. He’d been fond of Sheriff Carter, and it was depressing beyond words to imagine never getting a chance to see the old man again. He knew Jessie probably shared the same sentiment, and for a moment, neither of them said anything, as though they could both honor the sheriff’s legacy with their silence. 
 
    “You’re here to help, I assume?” Jessie asked, after a few seconds. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I’ll help however I can. But I also need a favor.” 
 
    Jessie leaned her head to the side. Her short hair made her facial expressions seem more intense than normal, and he could feel her scrutiny as though it were a physical thing. 
 
    “It’s not really the time to be asking for favors, all things considered,” said Jessie. 
 
    “It’s just a small one,” he said. “I need to know about somebody. A criminal. His name is Zack Koffman.” 
 
    Jessie started to shake her head, and then stopped herself. 
 
    “I could look into this fellow for you,” she said, in a considering voice. “But it would take my attention away from the problem I’m currently handling.” 
 
    “Managing things here at the storm shelter?” asked Jack. 
 
    Jessie shook her head. “Most of the responsibilities here have already been parceled out. No, I need to take care of a situation more typical for an enforcer of the law.” 
 
    “Is it something you think I could help with?” asked Jack. 
 
    Jessie stared at him for a moment, and he almost felt as though he’d given something away with the question. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “If anyone else were offering, I would tell them that the situation is too dangerous. But I’ve noticed something about you. It’s in your eyes, and your posture. The only people I’ve seen with it are former soldiers, ones who saw real combat. And a few other types. Strange types.” 
 
    Her tone set Jack on edge. He shook his head and shrugged reflexively. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by that,” he said. 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean by that,” said Jessie. “I come from a different background than Sheriff Carter, or the mayor, or most of the people in this town. And I’m more open to taking help where I can find it.” 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes, feeling an odd mixture of wariness and respect for the acting sheriff. 
 
    “What is it that you think I can do for you, Jessie?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s a group of looters holed up in the movie theater,” she said. “I’ve been ignoring them for most of the day, but they’ve been growing bolder. Flashing guns to rob people. I heard some shots go off earlier and think they might actually have done something stupid.” 
 
    Jack did his best to look confused. 
 
    “And what is it that you think I can—” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit,” said Jessie. “I know that you can handle them. Get them to surrender. Scare them off. Kill them. I’m giving you free rein here, Jack. I know what kind of man you are, and I trust that it won’t be too much trouble for you.” 
 
    Jack glanced away from her. How could she know what kind of man he was? He wasn’t sure he even knew that himself. 
 
    “If you get me the info I want on Zack Koffman, I’ll do it,” said Jack. 
 
    “Deal.” Jessie nodded to him and turned her attention back to the map.  
 
    Jack headed downstairs. Mira wasn’t in the soup kitchen, but he found her waiting for him outside. She smiled at him and stepped in close as he approached her. 
 
    “Off on an errand for the sheriff’s deputy, I presume?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “What about you?” 
 
    “Just taking a break,” she said. “I’m still keeping my eyes open for the nymph. You’ll be the first to hear if I spot her.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “Let’s hope you do. And let’s hope you do soon.” 
 
    “Be safe, dearest Jack,” whispered Mira. She kissed him on the cheek. Jack pulled her into a short hug and started off down the street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Lestaron Island’s sole movie theater was a small operation, basically just a single projector room, a popcorn machine, and a few promotional posters. The glass entrance doors had been smashed open, and Jack took careful steps around shards of broken glass as he slipped inside. 
 
    There was nobody watching the door that led to the projection room, and he could hear the sound of loud voices coming from within. He wasn’t dealing with professionals or even talented amateurs. He didn’t bother doing more than moving quietly as he approached the door and slipped through it. 
 
    “Jewelry is good, too,” said a woman’s voice. “It’s not something most people think to take with them.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” said a man’s voice. “Too traceable. Just go for as many wallets as you can grab.” 
 
    “Most people have their wallets with them, dumbass,” said another man. 
 
    “And that’s gonna stop us how?” said the first man. “We shot that old fucker when he tried to stop us. It’s not like anyone is going to notice how he died when his body washes up. If there’s even anything left of it once the fishes get done.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. It was dark inside the projection room, with only the beams of a couple of flashlights illuminating the area down by the front where the looters were sitting. There were four of them in total, and even though they’d already admitted to murder, he felt like the easiest way to approach the situation would be to at least give them a choice. He walked to the top of the center of the aisle and cleared his throat.  
 
     “The game’s over,” said Jack. “I’ll give you a chance to surrender before getting serious.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” One of the flashlight beams pivoted to illuminate Jack. He squinted through its brightness, picking out the outline of at least one pistol pointed at him. 
 
    “I’m the guy who you’re going to be terrified of in a couple of seconds if you don’t drop your weapons and come with me,” said Jack. 
 
    A forced laugh came from one of the men. Jack heard a gun being cocked, followed by a tired sigh. 
 
    “Fuck off,” said one of the men. “How ‘bout this? You turn your pockets inside out, and we’ll let you walk out of here alive.” 
 
    Jack took a step forward. He smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer, fuckface!” shouted the man. “I’m serious.” 
 
    Jack took another step forward. He saw the man with the gun’s arm tense as he steadied his aim. He stepped out of the flashlight’s beam just as the pistol rattled off a single bullet, and then cast Shadow Form. 
 
    The dark movie theater was the perfect setting for him to work his blood magic, though he was admittedly starting to run a little low on essence. Jack moved through the seats as an ethereal shadow, listening to the looters as they voiced their confusion. 
 
    “Where the fuck did he go?” cried the woman. 
 
    “He’s probably hiding behind some of the seats, pissing his pants in fear,” said one of the men. “Just spread out and search each row. And someone guard the door.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t have gotten them in a more favorable position if he’d asked. He watched as the woman ran up and stood in front of the projector room’s exit, preventing him from leaving, but doing the same for her compatriots. 
 
    One of the men walked over to the spot where they’d last seen him and bent over to search under the seats. Jack materialized directly behind him and summoned his Spectral Sword. He slammed it through the man’s back with a single, ruthless stab. The man didn’t even get a chance to scream, only managing to let out a wet gargle as the dark, magical blade impaled him through the shoulder blades. Jack pushed it a few inches further in, and then let it dissolve into ethereal smoke. 
 
    “Terrance?” shouted one of the other men. “What just happened?” 
 
    A flashlight beam panned to illuminate Jack, and he let it expose him for a moment before ducking out of the way. A salvo of gunshots exploded in his direction, and one of the bullets passed close enough by his head for him to feel the air shift across his hair. 
 
    He ducked behind a row of chairs and slowly began making his way toward the side aisle. The remaining three looters were shouting panicked words at each other, aware of the fact that they were losing control of the situation. 
 
    One of the men seemed to catch on to Jack’s new location and hurried up the side aisle to intercept him. Jack cast Spectral Hand, extending a shadowy tendril from the top of his shoulder. He reached out with it, looping it around the approaching looter’s ankle and tripping him as he took his next step. 
 
    The man landed on his chest with a thump and a gasp. Jack extended a second tendril, looping this one around the man’s neck and squeezing it tight. The looter struggled for a few counterproductive seconds, desperately trying to free himself and burning through the little oxygen left available to him in the process. 
 
    Jack left him where he was as soon as he stopped moving. The female looter was shouting out the names of the others, and the other remaining man was swinging his flashlight across the theater and shooting his gun into the shadows. 
 
    It took almost no effort for him to work his way around the edge of the room and position himself behind the man. He didn’t bother casting any spells, instead choosing to ambush the man with a headlock from behind. He felt the man clawing at the skin of his arm, but it wasn’t nearly enough to stop him. 
 
    Jack squeezed, putting his enhanced vampiric strength to good use as the man’s eyes bulged outward in their sockets. He gave his arm a hard, jerking twist, feeling a snap and knowing that it was probably the man’s spine. 
 
    “Jesus!” cried the woman, who’d been watching. “What the fuck?” 
 
    She turned to run. Jack cast Spectral Hand again, reaching out with a tendril to snag her by the ankles. She let out a bloodcurdling scream as he slowly pulled her in. She dug her fingers into the theater’s carpet and tried to latch onto the legs of the seats as she passed by them. It wasn’t enough, and within a few seconds, Jack was standing over her. 
 
    “No!” shouted the woman. “Stay… stay away from me!” 
 
    “I gave you a chance,” said Jack. “And I have to admit, I’m almost glad that you didn’t take it.” 
 
    He let his tendril rove over her body, seizing her by the wrists this time. He lifted her into the air. The woman screamed the rest of the breath out of her lungs and shook her head. She had short blonde hair, and though she was a little on the curvaceous side, she was still rather attractive. 
 
    “I saved you for last,” said Jack. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “Help!” cried the woman. “Somebody! Please, god, please, somebody help me!” 
 
    Jack wondered if the old man that she and her friends had killed had even been given the chance to call for help. Probably not. He ran his fingers along the nape of the woman’s neck. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” he said. “I have been all day, in fact.” 
 
    He leaned forward and sank his fangs into the woman’s neck. Her blood had a sour taste to it, which would have been interesting, if it wasn’t quite so overpowering. It reminded him of children’s sour candy, the kind that would give you a stomachache if you tried to eat too much. 
 
    He still wanted to drain her of every drop, and he had to force himself to pull back after just a few sips. Jack had told Jessie that he’d handle the looters, not slaughter them. He’d enthrall the woman but leave her alive to confess to their crimes. 
 
    “Now,” said Jack. “I want you to go and turn yourself in. You won’t hurt anybody else on the way there. You’ll tell the honest truth about all the crimes you’ve committed, and you’ll allow justice to be carried out. Do you understand?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “You…” she whispered. “What are you?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. “Do what I told you to do.” 
 
    The woman nodded. She stared at him with obvious longing in her eyes, and then hurried up the aisle and out of the theater. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    It was early evening when Jack made his way back out onto the street. The clouds in the sky were growing darker faster than the sun was setting, which gave the oncoming night an ominous edge. Jack walked back toward the municipal building with quick steps, hoping that he’d be able to do something about the water nymph before it was too late. 
 
    He made his way inside and upstairs. Jessie was in the office room where he’d last seen him, and she quirked an eyebrow at him as he entered.  
 
    “Did you handle the situation?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Didn’t really even have to. The looters turned on each other right after I announced my presence. Seemed like a pretty volatile group.” 
 
    Jessie nodded slowly, but there was a significant amount of incredulity in her expression. 
 
    “If that’s what happened,” she said. “Regardless, I sent a brave volunteer down to the station to see if the files you wanted were still there. They were, though there isn’t much.” 
 
    She passed him a thin manila folder. Jack inhaled sharply as he took it from her. 
 
    “That’s the only copy, so you’ll have to read it here and leave it with me,” said Jessie. 
 
    Jack nodded and flipped the folder open. There was a single, aged rap sheet on the other side, along with a cutout from a newspaper article. Jack scanned over Hoffman, Zack’s criminal record, skipping the section describing his height, hair, and eye color. 
 
    Assault. Kidnapping. Resisting arrest. Extortion. Manslaughter. Second-degree murder. 
 
    The charges meant nothing to him, other than confirming what he’d already suspected. Zack Hoffman had been a bad person. Someone who wouldn’t exactly have been missed if he was sacrificed for a spell that might save a dead child. 
 
    Of course, what Jack had seen in his memory regarding the personality of the sacrifice bleeding into the recipient of the life essence made it feel like a double-edged sword. How much of what he’d just done to the looters could be described in those same, criminal terms? Manslaughter? Murder?  
 
    Jack glanced at the newspaper clipping. It was a few sentences from a reporter who’d been covering one of Zack’s trials. 
 
    The accused appeared cold, unflinching, and unrepentant for his crimes. 
 
    “Is that what you needed?” asked Jessie. 
 
    Jack closed the folder. “No. But it is what I wanted.” 
 
    Jessie let out a small chuckle and shook her head. She had a confident, intense quality to her, and Jack paid a little too much attention to the way her finger grazed across his as he passed the documents back. 
 
    “There is one other thing I need,” he said. “It’s a little unconventional, but I think you might be able to help me out.” 
 
    “Shoot,” said Jessie. 
 
    Jack leaned in and told her what it was in a quiet voice. Jessie furrowed her brow and gave him a suspicious look. 
 
    “And a Ziploc bag to put it in,” said Jack. 
 
    “That’s… a little unusual,” said Jessie. “But you have been helpful, and it’s not like we don’t have a few laying around. Wait here.” 
 
    She left her office and came back a minute later, passing Jack what he’d requested. He tucked it into the pocket of his jeans, thanked her, and left. 
 
    He couldn’t find Mira downstairs. Bruce was still hanging around at one of the tables, and he noticed Jack looking. 
 
    “Your girlfriend went down to the beach,” said Bruce. “One of the kids mentioned seeing something strange in the water, and she wanted him to point it out to her.” 
 
    “She’s not my…” Jack trailed off and scratched the back of his head. “Whatever. Thanks.” 
 
    Bruce nodded and returned his attention to tapping his fingers against the table. Jack made his way outside. Mira wasn’t his girlfriend, but given the history between the two of them, and how close they’d grown, she was something. 
 
    It was a fair distance down to the beach. It gave Jack another opportunity to observe the damage done to the town. He wondered how many people would actually stay and attempt to rebuild.  
 
    The idea of Lesser Town dropping to a skeleton population, or worse, being completely abandoned, wasn’t something he liked to think about. It was where he’d spent his early childhood, and there was a certain finality about seeing it lose out to a natural disaster. 
 
    He shook the thoughts off, ignoring a pileup of destroyed cars that the rushing waters had swept down the street. The boardwalk had survived the flooding, at least, and the beach below looked cleaner than it had beforehand, if anything. 
 
    The sun was starting to set over the horizon, which emphasized just how few exterior lights were left working on the island. It looked blood red, and the dark clouds it was peeking out through took on a purple coloring that would have seemed beautiful, under normal circumstances. 
 
    Jack spotted Mira almost immediately. She’d found a towel somewhere, and was sitting across it, still clad in jeans and a v-neck. He made his way down the stairs and took his shoes and socks off before jogging over to her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Enjoying the sunset?” 
 
    Mira shifted one of her bare feet through the sand, leaning onto her side with both legs curled atop one another. 
 
    “I’m helping you carry out your heroic duty,” she said, dryly. “One of the children at the shelter was playing down here earlier. He said that he saw a ‘blue naked lady’ swimming over by the buoy furthest to the right.” 
 
    She pointed out which one and licked her lips. 
 
    “That’ll make for a good place for me to start looking, then,” said Jack. “It’s actually not that far from where I encountered her when we were at the beach the other day.” 
 
    “Are you prepared to face this creature?” asked Mira. “It’s powerful, Jack. Far more than we originally gave it credit for.” 
 
    “It hasn’t killed me so far,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps it didn’t see you as a threat,” she said. “It’s a mistake many of your enemies have made before.” 
 
    Jack grinned. “True enough. Even you made that mistake, once upon a time.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure it can be called a mistake in my case,” said Mira. “After all, you never killed me.” 
 
    For some reason, the words sent an excited tingle of arousal through him. Mira shifted on the towel, and he was again impressed by how well she wore his v-neck. It was a look that more busty women needed to take for a spin. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” said Jack. “I have a plan this time, and I still have the breath potion I bought from Palmer.” 
 
    “And your blood essence reserves?” asked Mira. “Shouldn’t you head into this encounter with a full tank, so to speak?” 
 
    One of her hands went up to the spot on her neck that Jack usually bit, and her thumb ran across it with an unconscious movement. 
 
    “I’d like to,” he said. “But there’s something that’s been concerning me lately. Mira… what are the long-term effects of feeding on a person?” 
 
    “You speak of enthrallment,” she said. “I believe you already know what that entails.” 
 
    “Not enthrallment,” he said. “I’m talking about the more standard mental effects. The rush that it gives, and how feeding almost seems addictive to the people on the receiving end of it, after a while.” 
 
    “You’re speaking of your maid?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “Ryoko… she’s been depressed lately. And lethargic. All she seems to want whenever I talk to her is for me to bite her.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, feeling a small shudder run through him. Mira licked her lips, considering his words. 
 
    “I don’t believe that can be attributed to you feeding off her,” she said. “Especially given how much less frequently you’ve been drinking her blood over the past few days.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Jack. 
 
    “My dear, do you truly think for a second that I would have allowed you to bite me if I thought that it would have a detrimental effect, beyond the risk of enthrallment?” asked Mira. “When have I ever been that reckless, in your opinion?” 
 
    Jack scowled. It had been a theory that had made sense to him and left him with an option to act on. If his bite had been affecting Ryoko’s mood, he could just stop, and everything would go back to normal. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. “Feeding seems like so much more than just drinking blood.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Mira. “It is more, and it goes both ways. You’re affected by those you feed off of as well. You become invested in them as people, over time, just as you would in any relationship. It’s as intimate as sex and made all the more significant by its necessity.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with getting invested in people?” asked Jack. “Isn’t that just the same thing as caring about them?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mira. “But stop to consider the type of person Ryoko is. She has such tragically low self-worth. You might care about her more than she cares about herself. Maybe she’s afraid of that? She might be worried about you making sacrifices for her when she doesn’t feel like she deserves them.” 
 
    Jack exhaled slowly, feeling a complicated mixture of pain and sadness in his chest. He shook his head, knowing that he needed to focus on finding the water nymph and saving the island. If he didn’t manage that, they’d all be in trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. But for now, I guess I should take you up on your offer. I’m assuming you already took one of the anti-enthrallment potions?” 
 
    Mira nodded slowly, letting her eyes linger on his. Their relationship had come full circle, and yet somehow, it still felt like she held the power whenever it came to this kind of intimacy.  
 
    “I’m ready whenever you are,” she said. “I am, of course, yours for the taking, dearest Jack.” 
 
    The tone she spoke the words in was mischievous in a way that almost inversed their meaning. Mira leaned back on her elbows across the towel, brushing her long, golden hair to the side and exposing the nape of her neck. 
 
    She watched him as he slid in closer to her, taking slow breaths that emphasized the movements of her chest. Jack had to climb over her to get into position, and his body reacted as his crotch grazed across Mira’s thigh. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Jack. He let his lips brush against the sensitive skin of her neck and felt her flinch as though he’d just tickled her. She nodded her head and looped her arms around his chest. 
 
    Jack let his fangs drag across her skin for a second or two first. He felt her shudder as he teased her, and then his resistance broke. He plunged his fangs into her neck, taking a deep drink of her blood. It was sweet, with the same bubblegum-flavored undertone that Jack had noticed the first time he’d tasted it. 
 
    He had her pinned down on the towel, but Mira held onto him in a manner that almost seemed possessive, like she was still capable of vying for control. She took fluttering, pleasured breaths, writhing underneath him like an inexperienced teenager in the middle of her first orgasm. 
 
    She tasted incredible, and it forced Jack to consider what she’d said about the connection of feeding going both ways. Was it a coincidence that Ryoko, Katie, and Mira seemed to have the best-tasting blood out of all the women he’d bitten? It would be a suspiciously convenient one, if that was the case. 
 
    He drank as much as he felt like he needed, and then forced himself to stop. As soon as his mouth left her skin, Mira pressed her own lips tight against his, heedless of the few remaining drops of blood still there. She’d been a vampire once, and Jack suspected that it wasn’t something that would ever give her pause. 
 
    She pushed her tongue into his mouth and curled her legs around his waist. Jack was shamefully aroused, as was usually the case immediately after he fed. He groped at one of Mira’s breasts, grinding into her with as much effort, if not more, than he would have put into actual sex. 
 
    They continued like that for a minute, dry humping on the beach like horny teenagers, hesitant to take things further. Jack finally came up for air, trying not to notice how lewd she looked underneath him, with her cheeks flushed, and her hair messy in that “recent make-out” kind of way. 
 
    “Jack,” she said, in a sensual voice. “Are you not going to finish what you started?” 
 
    Jack grinned and glanced up at the boardwalk. 
 
    “We’re not exactly in private right now,” he said. 
 
    “That didn’t stop you from feeding off me,” she said. 
 
    Mira’s hand went to the zipper of his jeans, slowly pulling it down. It felt like as much of a tease as anything could, and Jack let out a small groan as she used her thumb to unhitch the button. Her hand immediately began caressing his hard arousal through his boxers. 
 
    “Anyone could see us out here,” Jack pointed out. 
 
    “Which only makes what we’re doing that much more fun,” said Mira. “Besides, the sun hasn’t finished setting yet. You still have a few minutes, if you know how to be quick.” 
 
    Her hand felt amazing. Jack was about to drop his objections when Mira sighed, and deftly hooked one of her legs around his. She rolled at an angle, flipping him underneath her. Her lips tuned up into a self-satisfied smirk, and then she reached up and pulled the edge of her v-neck down far enough to expose both of her breasts. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing a bra, and the hem of her shirt did amazing things to her pale, plump breasts. Jack felt an awestruck growl escape his lips as Mira pressed her bosom into his face. His hands shot to her jeans and started pulling them off her. She helped, wiggling her hips and butt with cute little movements that had the added effect of making her breasts sway from side to side. 
 
    She placed both of her hands on his chest, and then began grinding her crotch against his. She still had her panties on, and she let the anticipation build to an almost unbearable point as she rubbed herself on him with gentle, teasing movements. The smile on her face told him that she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    “Aren’t you the one who mentioned being quick?” asked Jack. 
 
    He reached a hand toward her panties and slid a single finger into the waistband. Mira grabbed him by the wrist and pinned him. He could have overpowered her so easily, if he’d wanted to. But he could tell from the look in her eyes that even if he did that, she’d still somehow be the one who came out on top. 
 
    “Remember, my sweet Jack,” she cooed. “Remember how much you’ve learned from me, and remember how much I still have to teach.” 
 
    Mira slid her panties aside and lowered herself down onto his shaft, biting her lip and keeping her eyes locked on his. The pleasure was almost more than Jack could handle. He tried to reach up to grab Mira’s breasts, as though to use them as something to hold onto against the wave of sensation. She kept his wrists pinned where they were and slowly began to move. 
 
    She knew how to move. Christ, she knew how to move. It was almost unfair how good it felt to lie back and let her ride him. Mira didn’t drop all the way down immediately, instead pivoting her hips back and forth, as though testing the condition of a car’s shifter. 
 
    She gave him the full experience. It was more than just what she was doing with her hips. Her breasts bounced and jiggled like something out of a teenage boy’s fantasy. Her hair blew to the side in the wind, a blonde flag marking the location of true feminine perfection. 
 
    When she finally bottomed out, so to speak, she pressed herself against him entirely, letting her naked breasts mash against his chest. They were both still mostly clothed, but Jack could easily feel the tips of her incredible pink nipples through his thin t-shirt. 
 
    She pumped herself up and down on his shaft. The pleasure of her tightness was incredible, and he could only compare it to pulling on a glove that stretched to perfectly fit one’s hand. She kissed his neck, sucking and biting on the spot she would have bitten, had she still carried that impulse. She let her lips close on his earlobe, pulling downward as their bodies connected in ways that made lewd noises. 
 
    Jack finally got his hands free and immediately took hold of her buttocks. But in a very real sense, it was already too late. She’d won. He pulled her down on his shaft hard as he thrust upward once, twice. Three times. He didn’t make it to four, and groaned as he unloaded. 
 
    Mira kissed him and ran her hands through his hair, seemingly unconcerned that she hadn’t found her own release. She even seemed a little pleased by it, and Jack suspected that her goal might have been to prove to him just what she was capable of. 
 
    “See,” she said. “The sun hasn’t even set completely yet.” 
 
    “That…” Jack took a breath. “That was…” 
 
    “That was me,” she whispered. “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    He wanted to stay there, just like that. Mira felt so soft and warm against him, and it was a sensation that went deeper than the surface. He cared for her, and knowing that she cared even more deeply for him made him feel a variety of hard to ignore feelings. 
 
    “I have to get moving,” he said, a touch grudgingly. “The island can’t handle another storm.” 
 
    Mira shifted, leaning back on the towel. She fixed her shirt to cover her breasts properly, but she was still basically bottomless. Jack felt his excitement stirring again, despite the fact that they’d just finished. It was the look she had on her face, confident, challenging, and teasing. 
 
    “Be safe,” she said, simply. 
 
    Jack nodded to her and squeezed her shoulder. He started to put his pants back on, and then wondered if there was even a point. His boxers were closer to a swimsuit in function, but his jeans had pockets, which he would sorely need. He pulled them up, and then started off toward the buoy that Mira had pointed out. It would be a pain for him to swim out that far, especially now that the sun had basically set. 
 
    He had a thought, and then jogged down the beach. The paddle board rental stand was no more, but there were a few scattered pieces of evidence of its former existence in its place. A paddle board was one of them, along with a long, double-handled paddle that had gotten stuck in the sand. 
 
    He took both and headed into the surf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    The beach was eerily calm, with only the sound of the waves crashing into the shore providing a background ambience over the silent night. Jack winced slightly as he reached waist, or rather, loins-deep levels in the water. It was really cold, and the cool night air wasn’t doing him any favors, either. 
 
    He gulped down the breath potion, hoping it would be enough to give him the advantage he needed. He also dunked himself completely under before climbing onto his paddle board, knowing that it would be better to acclimate himself now, rather than while fighting the water nymph. The water made his clothes hang a little more heavily on his frame, but it wasn’t unmanageable. 
 
    Using the paddle, Jack slowly made his way out to the buoy. The sun had set completely, and it left him feeling a little anxious over the occasional shadow that he could see weaving through the water underneath him. As he reached the buoy, he stopped to look around the surrounding ocean. 
 
    He didn’t see the water nymph anyway, at least not until he glanced down into the water directly below. The sky had cleared up enough for the stars to come out, and their illumination pierced deep enough into the ocean for Jack to see the unmistakable form of a beautiful, azure, young woman. 
 
    She spiraled as she surfaced and hurled herself into a spinning somersault reminiscent of a jumping dolphin. Except, no dolphin looked like this. Her blue skin took on an alien quality in the light of night, taut and glistening with beads of water. Her breasts bounced, and then seemed to hang in place for a fraction of a second as she reached the peak of her jump. Her hair spread out in a wet arc during the flip, spraying water onto Jack’s face that tasted sweet as it touched his lips. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    He wasn’t there to talk to her. But it was hard to not want to at least try, especially as he saw her resurface. She floated on her back, which showed off her large breasts and long, toned thighs. She leaned forward, sitting up in the water as though it were no more than a few inches deep, and let out a clicking, inhuman laugh. 
 
    “I can’t let you keep doing what you’ve been doing,” said Jack. “You’ve been hurting people. Killing people.” 
 
    He felt a little hypocritical as he spoke the words, but he forced himself to keep going. 
 
    “If you can understand me, then please,” he said. “Leave Lestaron Island. And don’t come back. This isn’t a good place for you.” 
 
    The naked nymph floated closer to him. She reached her hand out in his direction, her thin, purple eyebrows pushing up, and wordlessly asking a question. Jack scowled, but took the chance, and placed his hand in hers.  
 
    The water nymph flipped him into the water with a single unceremonious pull. Jack heard her clicking laugh as he kicked to tread water. He got one of his hands back onto the paddle board and pulled his head above the water’s surface. The nymph repositioned herself in front of him and pressed her naked body against his. 
 
    She kissed him before he could stop her. It was only a normal kiss for a split second before Jack could feel water flowing into his mouth and forcing its way down his throat. He resisted the urge to panic, and instead cast Shadow Form. 
 
    It was a bizarre sensation to use it while having a part of a supernatural creature, even if it was just a few ounces of water, inside of him. The water nymph let out a wild, panicked screech, like that of a child discovering real pain for the first time. Jack only stayed incorporeal for long enough to place himself back on top of the paddle board before materializing again. 
 
    He didn’t risk standing up, instead lying across his modest vessel flat on his stomach. The water nymph attacked him, but with an approach that still felt more playful than truly violent. Water shot up into the air in wide streams before crashing down on him. A wave flipped the paddle board over, but Jack clung to it tightly enough to be able to twist it back over without suffering more than some water up the nose. 
 
    As the water fight progressed, he risked a glance back toward the buoy. It was barely visible against the horizon, and Lestaron Island was also a surprising distance away. She was taking him out into the ocean, again. This time at night. 
 
    The difference was far more pronounced than Jack had been expecting. He felt sure that he would never set foot on land again and immediately began wondering why he hadn’t thought to use an actual boat, or bring a bottle of water, or take a dozen other random, preemptive measures. 
 
    He was moving, coasting along a current born from the water nymph’s magic. When he saw their destination in the distance, he wasn’t surprised. It was the same place she’d taken him last time. The small, coral atoll island, hidden of Lestaron’s coast. 
 
    “Hey!” said Jack. “What’s the point of this! What do you want from me!” 
 
    Two gouts of water sprayed upward from either side of the paddle board, coalescing into an upright female figure in front of him. There was an instant where the water became a person, much in the same way Jack assumed that there would be a similar moment for him when he used Shadow Form, to an observer. He stared at the naked nymph, struck by her cruel beauty. Amazed by how cute and girlish her perky, purple nipples could look while belonging to a creature that had caused immeasurable harm to his community. 
 
    She made a clicking noise that was different from her normal laugh. Jack shook his head. She made the same exact noise again, and then twice more, before taking on an exasperated expression and dissolving back into the water. 
 
    Jack’s paddle board reached the island’s shallows. He stepped off of it and onto the sand, seeing no real option other than to spend some time on the tiny stretch of land, trying to figure the situation out. A buzzing noise greeted him as he stepped onto the beach, and he realized what all the odd lumps on the ground were. 
 
    There were at least a dozen bodies, all of them waterlogged and slightly bloated. Flies flew thick in the air, enjoying a veritable buffet of human decay. The smell was bad, and the salty ocean scent behind it only made it worse. 
 
    Jack felt his stomach turning. It hadn’t been easy to accept the deaths of so many people to the storm, but the idea of them having been swept out to sea was a good deal more palatable than the reality. He glanced across the bodies, which were all in random, twisted positions across the sand. He saw someone he recognized, and felt an icy dread stab him in the gut. 
 
    Sheriff Carter had died with his eyes open. He’d lost his hat, his jacket, his gun, and his shoes. He looked like he should have been at home, settling in for the night with a good book after a long day of policing the island that counted on him. Instead, he stared blankly upward at stars he couldn’t see, as dead as a person could be. 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Jack. “God fucking dammit.” 
 
    He crouched down next to Sheriff Carter, quickly closing the man’s eyes with his fingers before he lost the nerve. He heard footsteps crashing through the water and turned around to see the water nymph approaching him. 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack. “Why bring the bodies here? Why kill these people in the first place? Just what is it that you’re trying to accomplish?” 
 
    The water nymph frowned, and then shook her head. She took a few shy steps forward and then pressed a finger against Jack’s chest. She let it stay there for a few seconds, the tip creating a fresh wet spot on his t-shirt. Then, she pointed at herself, and then back to Jack again, and then back to herself. 
 
    “No,” he said. “We… are not the same.” 
 
    He steeled his resolve, knowing that he wouldn’t get a better chance to make his move. Jack cast Spectral Hand and extended six shadow tendrils from his shoulders, which he immediately used to ensnare the water nymph. He had her by both wrists and ankles, and by the neck. He reached his physical hand into his pocket, but she dissolved an instant before he could bring his plan to fruition. 
 
    “Come on!” he shouted. “You’ll kill these innocent people, but you won’t even face me head-on?” 
 
    Of course she would. It made sense, if he viewed her as the creature she was, rather than the girl she appeared to be. The water nymph materialized in the water out of Jack’s reach, arms folded, expression heated. He chased her into the shallows, not daring to go any deeper. Each time he made an attempt to grab her, she would repeat her little trick, dissolving into water and escaping. 
 
    Jack was almost chest high in the water when the water nymph dived away from him. He took a step forward to follow her and almost inhaled water as his foot slipped into a hole. He kicked his legs, rising up again, and then examined what lay underneath him.  
 
    There was a massive pit thirty feet or so off the coral atoll’s coast, and the water nymph was slowly swimming down into it. She watched him as he watched her, as though daring him to follow. Or perhaps, taunting him over the fact that he probably wouldn’t. 
 
    Jack took a few deep breaths. The potion he’d drunk would allow him a certain amount of flexibility when it came to how deep he could dive and how long he could stay under. That didn’t exactly change the fact that he’d be diving into an underwater sinkhole, in the middle of the night, with a somewhat hostile supernatural creature awaiting him. 
 
    He looked down into the pit. It was deep enough to be completely dark after a few feet. Anything could be down there, on top of just the water nymph. Sharks. Water snakes. Undiscovered sea monsters. Jack understood why so many people were afraid of deep, open water. He did not like what he was about to do. It made him feel nervous to a degree that threatened his senses. 
 
    He pulled his legs in and lifted his arms up over his head, letting himself slowly descend into the blackness beneath him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    The pit was deeper than it had initially looked, much to Jack’s annoyance. He sank quickly at first, but it took a concerted effort after the first ten feet or so. Jack had to reorient himself with his head facing downward into the pit, pulling his arms through the water and fighting against his own buoyancy for each inch. 
 
    Something moved out of the corner of his eye. Jack glanced over and saw the distinctive shape and fin style of a large, predatory shark. He almost screamed, barely managing to keep from expelling the store of oxygen in his lungs. His heart pounded so hard in his chest that it made his ribs hurt, and he felt a queasy, nauseous feeling expanding upward from the depths of his bowels. 
 
    He watched the shark and blinked several times in confusion as it dissolved, shifting form into that of a stereotypical mermaid, instead. The mermaid swam around him, and a bit of Jack’s tension melted away as he realized that it was only the water nymph playing mind games with him. She’d revealed herself, and that was what he wanted, even if he’d almost soiled his pants in fear initially. 
 
    He tried to pull himself closer to her and managed to get within a few feet. As soon as he reached a hand out to make contact, however, the water nymph shifted out of her mermaid shape, exploding into a school of fish. They swirled and spiraled, and then swam deeper into the pit. Against his better judgement, Jack followed. 
 
    He could barely see through the water at his current depth. His enhanced vision was only enough to allow him to make out vague shapes and outlines. He saw the school of fish coalesce back into the water nymph’s normal, nubile form and disappear through a craggy, underwater hole in the side of the pit. 
 
    Jack approached the edge of it. He reached an arm inside, hoping to get a grip on the nymph. Instead, he found himself grasping at empty water. The hole was apparently the entrance to an underwater cave system. 
 
    The horrible mixture of anxiety and nausea he’d been fighting off before returned with a vengeance. Following the water nymph into an underwater cave was a terrible idea. Possibly the worst idea he’d ever had over the course of his entire life. 
 
    But the alternative was to give up. To leave the island to potentially face another storm of a degree that transcended the definition of a disaster, approaching apocalyptic levels. He had to stop the water nymph. The potion was working, and he felt like he could hold his breath for at least another few more minutes. There was no reason to stop outside of his own, illogical fear. 
 
    He bit his lip hard enough to almost draw blood and slipped through the cave entrance, ignoring the tension in his muscles. The tunnel he found himself in was about as wide as a manhole cover, and he bumped his head against the rocky ceiling a couple of times before figuring out the best way to swim forward. 
 
    The tunnel curved after about ten feet. It was pitch-black for a little while after that until Jack reached a section with slimy, luminescent algae coating the rocks in patches. It gave the cave an eerie quality, almost like what he would have expected from the interior of an alien’s spaceship. 
 
    Jack reached an intersection, and felt his doubts began to well up again as he realized how expansive the underwater cave system could potentially be. He caught sight of the water nymph’s lower half, blue buttocks and beautiful legs, disappearing down one of the forks. He followed after her, trying to burn the route he was taking into his memory so he could find his way back later. 
 
    The tunnel curved upward, and then plunged downward. Jack was getting to the point where he suspected he’d be halfway toward burning through the oxygen in his lungs, even with the potion. The tunnel grew narrower, forcing him to kick his legs and pull his arms with restricted swipes to make any progress. 
 
    The tunnel grew so narrow that he realized, in a moment of horrified panic, that he wouldn’t be able to turn around, even if he’d wanted to. The claustrophobia was severe enough to paralyze him for a moment of true terror. And then, he realized that if he needed to, he could always cast Shadow Form and slip out the way he’d came, probably with far more ease than he’d managed going in. 
 
    Knowing that gave him the courage to keep pushing forward. He reached a small choke point in the tunnel that he wasn’t sure he’d even be able to squeeze through, but he gave it a shot anyway. It took a lot of wiggling, and a shoulder movement that left the skin of one arm scratched raw by a rough section of rock, but he made it through, and into a wider cave on the other side. 
 
    The water overhead looked strange, and it took Jack a couple of seconds to realize that it was because it was a place where he could surface. And he did just that, immediately taking a breath of sweet, though slightly stale, air. 
 
    Jack was in a small, underwater chamber, with a flat section of rocky cave that rose above the water and narrowed out into a funnel shape that might have led even deeper. He swam forward, finding a place where the water was shallow enough for him to be able to stand, and surveyed his surroundings. 
 
    There was evidence of the water nymph’s presence all around him. It almost looked like the nest of a weasel, with a collection of various objects of significance to the nymph. Necklaces and various bits of shiny jewelry were scattered about. Several children’s beach toys, including a pool noodle, a sand bucket, and a few water fins were also in the midst. There was also an odd collection of ocean refuse, including lost life preservers, a few fishing poles, and two or three genuine messages in glass bottles. 
 
    It wasn’t all innocent, however. Jack saw a few human limbs, torn from dead bodies, lying partially decayed on the stone floor, with bites taken out of them. There was a pile of women’s clothes as well, and most of them had blood or vomit stains on them. 
 
    The water nymph stood in the center of her damp abode, staring at him impassively. Jack felt a sudden surge of frustration. She was so close to being able to understand. So close to knowing better, and yet still so far. 
 
    “I can’t let you keep doing this.” He snapped his hand to the side, and he summoned his Spectral Sword. “I’m sorry. I really am.” 
 
    The nymph seemed to sense his intentions as soon as he had his weapon in hand. She rose up on her toes and crashed forward, turning into water and then solidifying into a serpent nearly as thick around as Jack’s waist and several times longer than he was tall. 
 
    The serpent let out a watery hiss and snapped forward, moving with the speed of an attacking cobra, despite being a hundred times larger. Jack threw himself to the side and swung his sword in a counter-strike. It sliced through the serpent’s gleaming blue scales, but the cut instantly refilled with water and healed as though it had never existed. 
 
    He had to throw himself into a dive roll to avoid the serpent’s snapping teeth, and he banged his head against the stone painfully in the process. He whipped his sword into another slash as he came back to standing, trying to buy himself some space. 
 
    It worked, but only for a couple of seconds. The water nymph approached him cautiously in her serpent form, slithering from side to side, trying to find an angle of attack. Jack knew that it would only be a matter of time before it managed to find one. He couldn’t do anything against it with his sword or with his magic. 
 
    He waited, watching each and every movement that the monstrous snake made. It grew still for a moment, then shot forward with an alarming amount of speed. This time, it didn’t try to attack Jack directly. It went past him and curled to the side. Jack realized what it was doing a second too late. 
 
    The serpent came back around, creating a loop around Jack with its own body. It squeezed together before he could do anything to escape or stop it. Jack felt the air being forced out of his lungs, and it was almost immediately replaced by water, forced down his lungs by the creature’s magic. 
 
    He saw black spots dance across his vision as he struggled to remain conscious. He couldn’t execute his plan, not like this. Jack drew from his blood essence and cast Shadow Form, re-positioning himself to the side of the serpent. He coalesced and shot his hand into the pocket of his jeans in a single movement, pulling out the trump card he’d requested from Jessie. 
 
    A small amount of water had sneaked into the ziploc bag, but not enough to soak the taser completely. Jack curled his finger through the trigger and pulled it tight. An arc of blue-white electricity danced between the two prongs. He didn’t hesitate, slamming the weapon’s tips into the serpent’s flank. 
 
    Electricity danced across the creature, and it let out a bloodcurdling shriek. The serpent’s form wavered, dissolving back into water, which flowed away from Jack and reformed into the shape of the water nymph. She had a furious expression on her face, the kind of look that dripped with cruelty. 
 
    Jack pressed his advantage. He moved to cut the nymph off from the pool of water that led back to the caves and the ocean. She hissed at him and swung her fingers in an arc, as though she were a cat clawing at a human. Jack glanced behind him, as though dropping his guard, and then surged forward unexpectedly, slamming the taser into her a second time. 
 
    The water nymph screeched, writhing in pain. She splashed onto the stone floor as a pool of water and then reformed, her eyes searching for an escape route. Jack made sure not to give her one, standing with his arms outstretched, ready to attack again if she tried it. 
 
    The water nymph dissolved, and this time, she moved away from him and the obvious route of escape. She flowed as a singular stream of water over to the collected pile of junk. Jack watched in disbelief as she pressed herself into one of the empty glass message bottles. It seemed impossible to him that the amount of water that her body consisted of could fit in such a tiny space, but somehow, she managed it.  
 
    He stared at the bottle containing the water nymph for a couple of seconds before seeing the obvious opportunity it presented. There was a cork on the ground nearby, and Jack grabbed it in a rush of movement, slamming it into the bottle’s lip to form an airtight seal. 
 
    The water inside looked no different from regular water, but it swirled around a couple of times, like a miniature, contained cyclone. Jack flipped it upside down, testing to make sure that the seal was as good as it looked. Not a drop came out. 
 
    “…Alright,” he said. “This… could work.” 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to kill the water nymph, despite the fact that she posed as much of a threat to the town as she did. She was a killer, but a mindless one in the truest definition of the word. Jack suspected that she didn’t have a concept of right or wrong, perhaps not even the type of intelligence needed for any sort of morality. 
 
    He gave the bottle a shake. The water reverberated against the interior of the glass for a couple seconds longer than it should have, but nothing else happened. He let out a sigh of relief, slipping the bottle into his pocket. There was no need for him to decide what to do with the water nymph immediately, now that she’d been contained.  
 
    Jack made his way over to the water and slowly slid his way back down into it. He really hoped he could remember the route out of the underwater caves. 
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    It was far easier for Jack to retrace his steps—or more accurately, his floundering kicks—than he thought it was going to be. He was forced to cast Shadow Form to navigate through the narrow section that had given him trouble before, but aside from that, it was relatively straightforward. 
 
    The fact that he was leaving, rather than entering, certainly helped his morale. When Jack finally broke out into the open ocean and made it back to the surface for that first taste of fresh, night air, he let himself breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Of course, he still had to make it back to Lestaron Island from where he currently was. In the middle of the night. With no boat. No phone to call for help. Not even a GPS or hell, even a compass to navigate by. 
 
    He made his way onto the surf of the coral atoll, finding his paddle board and doing his best to ignore the bodies. Jack still had a sense of the direction he’d come in from originally, and after debating the pros and cons of hanging out at the aquatic graveyard in hopes of being rescued by a passing ship, he decided to take his chances. 
 
    Waiting until the next day or possibly even longer than that to be spotted, was betting on a long shot. Besides, there were a few advantages to setting out while it was still night that he hadn’t considered before. 
 
    As soon as Jack was balanced on the paddle board, he focused a sliver of his remaining blood essence to cast Spectral Hand. He extended the shadowy, ethereal tendrils out from his shoulder blades, positioning himself on the board so that he was flat on his stomach. 
 
    Then, he began to use the tendrils to pull himself forward. It was very similar to how a person might have performed the front crawl on a paddle board, but with eight arms instead of two. Jack immediately began to pick up speed, and his focus shifted from maintaining speed to navigating. He dipped the paddle in the water behind him, leaning it from side to side in the manner of a crude rudder. 
 
    It took him a little over an hour to reach Lestaron Island, but it felt far longer than that. The stretch in the middle after he’d moved out of easy sight of the coral atoll but before he spotted the main island was basically a long series of anxious, doubtful moments over his chosen course. 
 
    When Jack reached the shallows of the same beach he’d taken off from, he was almost too tired to stand. It had been a long, eventful day. He brought the paddle board back over to the remnants of the rental stand, found his shoes and personal effects over by where Mira had set her towel down, and started into town. 
 
    As tempted as he was to head straight back to the mansion, the municipal building was essentially right on the way. There weren’t many people on the street as he traveled down the sidewalk, but given the time of night and the state of the town, he wasn’t surprised. 
 
    There was shouting coming from the doors of the building when Jack arrived, which gave him pause. He made the last stretch up to the entrance slowly, keeping out of direct line of sight. 
 
    “I’m trying to warn you!” shouted the voice of a loud man. “I swear I’m not crazy! I know what I saw!” 
 
    The conversation sounded heated, but only on one side, and whoever was responding to the man spoke too quietly for Jack to overhear. 
 
    “No!” said the shouting man. “He’s a monster! He killed Davis, and he… did something to Kelly. I don’t even know what! She’s just not like she was before.” 
 
    Jack exhaled through his teeth. He’d left more than one of the looters alive, as he recalled. It had seemed petty and unimportant to kill the unconscious man, at the time. He’d assumed that killing two of the man’s friends and enthralling a third would be enough to deter him from trying again in the future.  
 
    Sliding up to the edge of the open door, Jack risked a glance around the side. The man whose life he’d spared stood in the middle of the soup kitchen. Around him, a dozen or so people were lying or sitting across the floor, most of them on makeshift beds. All of them cowering in fear from the looter with the gun.  
 
    Jessie, Mira, and Bruce were the only people in the room still on their feet. Jessie was gesturing with one hand, trying to get the looter to put his gun down. Jack considered the situation for a moment. He slipped through the door, holding his hands up. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The looter whirled on him, recognition quickly dawning on his expression as Jack stepped into the light. He let out a tiny, squeaking noise, and aimed his gun at Jack in a shaky hand. 
 
    “That’s him!” shouted the looter. “The… the monster! He killed them! He killed all of them!” 
 
    Jack kept his expression neutral, even as a twisting feeling took hold deep within his gut. Being exposed as a vampire would mean… well, he wasn’t exactly sure what it would mean. He just knew that the thought of it made his palms feel clammy, and a lump form in his throat. 
 
    “I tried to talk them down,” Jack mumbled. “The looters, including this gentleman, were in a standoff when I arrived at the movie theater.” 
 
    “He’s lying!” shouted the looter. “He came in and started, started… he turned invisible. And then he had a sword, and, and…” 
 
    Jack held his hands out and tried his best to look dumbfounded. He was so worried about being outed that he didn’t realize how crazy the looter actually sounded until glancing at Bruce and Jessie, seeing the amusement on their faces, despite the nature of the situation. 
 
    “It was dark in the theater,” said Jack, addressing everyone but the looter. “This guy and his friends… I just assumed they’d found someone’s drug stash and were a few lines deep.” 
 
    “No!” shouted the looter. “I’ll prove it. We couldn’t even shoot him. Watch.” 
 
    The pistol steadied. Jack sucked in a quick breath, considering his options in the fraction of a second he had to make a move. Shadow Form? Too much of a giveaway. Dodge to the side with his enhanced speed? Maybe. Take the bullet and fake like the wound was worse than it really was? Probably wouldn’t work. 
 
    Jessie chose that moment to make her move. She slammed into the looter and twisted the arm with the gun at a rough angle. The looter let out a shout and dropped his weapon, and then Bruce was on him, too.  
 
    Mira immediately ran over to him and pulled him into a hug, though the mischievous smile on her face let him know that she’d never really been worried. Not in the way the others had been, at least. She knew what he was. He doubted the idea of him being exposed to the world, beyond the attraction it would bring from the Order of Chaldea, was something that bothered her very much. 
 
    “That was so close,” she said, in a dry voice. “He almost killed you.” 
 
    “And I almost killed him,” Jack whispered. “I guess we’re even now.” 
 
    Mira gave him a quick kiss, followed by a long kiss. She pressed against him for a moment, then frowned and glanced downward. 
 
    “Dearest Jack,” she said, in an amused voice. “Do you have something in your pocket? Or was that kiss enough to put you in the mood to play with me again?” 
 
    “I actually do have something in my pocket.” He chuckled and shifted so that the bottle with the nymph in it wasn’t poking Mira in the stomach anymore. “Hold that second thought though. Maybe hold it until I’ve had a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Jessie had given responsibility of the looter over to Bruce, and she slowly walked toward Jack and Mira. She nodded to him, frowning as she noted his still-damp clothing. 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t turned in to your mansion for the night,” said Jessie. 
 
    “Just taking care of a few loose ends,” said Jack. “It’s probably good that I showed up when I did, if just for the sake of being a distraction.” 
 
    “I agree.” Jessie glanced at Mira. “Can I speak with you alone, for a moment?” 
 
    Jack nodded, though her request made him squirm slightly on the inside. Mira parted from him, and Jessie stepped in a little closer. 
 
    “How much of what he was saying was true?” she asked. 
 
    Jack didn’t want to lie to her, but he couldn’t tell her the truth. He opted for something in the middle. 
 
    “The looters admitted to murdering an old man right as I arrived at the theater,” he said. “I tried to reason with them. Give them a chance to surrender. They started firing. People died.” 
 
    Jessie reacted in a manner that was rather odd for someone working a career in law enforcement. A slow smile crept across her expression, and she gave him a resolute nod. 
 
    “That works for me,” she said. “It might not always be this easy for me to… accept your description of events in the future. But this time, given the state of the island, what you say obviously must be what happened.” 
 
    “Obviously,” said Jack. “Listen, there’s something else that you should know. I found an island. A small coral atoll just out of sight from the coast. It’s where a significant number of the bodies have washed up.” 
 
    Jessie licked her lips. She didn’t immediately start asking questions, instead considering both what Jack was telling her and what else she needed to know. It was something that Jack had to respect. She was smart, competent, and knew more about the supernatural than she was letting on. 
 
    “I’ll report it in as soon as things start to stabilize tomorrow morning,” said Jessie. “Did you recognize any of them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack sighed. “Sheriff Carter was one of them.” 
 
    Jessie winced, and then swore under her breath. She exhaled slowly and set her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Dammit,” she said. “He was a good man. I didn’t get much of a chance to get to know him, but that much was easy to see.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “He really was.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a minute. 
 
    “I guess that means you’re in charge now,” said Jack. “And not a moment too soon.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Jessie. “If people end up staying on Lestaron Island, once all is said and done, they might call a vote for the next sheriff. Pick someone with better credentials.” 
 
    “I don’t think people will be quick to forget how capable you were in a crisis situation,” said Jack. “Sheriff Jessie. It kind of has a ring to it.” 
 
    Jessie shook her head, smiling, but she still looked serious. 
 
    “You should head home,” she said. “Or even consider sleeping here, if you’re not up to making the trip in the dark.” 
 
    “The dark has never bothered me much,” he said. “I’ll check back in with you tomorrow.” 
 
    He nodded to Jessie, who headed back over to Bruce, who was in the middle of tying up the looter. Jessie said something to Bruce, and though he couldn’t make out the full sentence, he was pretty sure he caught the word “deputy” and knew what she’d asked him. 
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    Mira was waiting for him outside the building, and she flashed a wicked smile at him as he approached her.  
 
    “Judging from the intensity of the stars overhead, is it safe for me to assume that you handled the water nymph?” she asked. 
 
    Jack nodded. “She’s in my pocket right now. It doesn’t seem like she can do much harm through the glass of the bottle.” 
 
    Mira quirked an eyebrow at him and gave the bulge in his pocket where the bottle was an appreciative glance. 
 
    “Impressive,” she said. “I must say, you’ve outdone yourself these past few days, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    She looped her arm through his, and the two of them walked side by side toward the edge of town. Jack agreed with her, but only to a certain extent. 
 
    “I still haven’t dealt with Mezolak yet,” he said. 
 
    Even just saying the demon’s name sent a cold, nauseous chill through him. There was so much left for him to unpack there. The fact that his father was technically still alive, albeit as a demon’s host. The way he and his mother had died. The manner through which he’d been brought back. Zack Koffman and his long list of grisly crimes. 
 
    “Is there truly anything to deal with, concerning Mezolak?” asked Mira. “He hasn’t threatened the town of which you’ve deemed yourself to be the protector.” 
 
    “I haven’t deemed myself the protector of Lesser Town,” said Jack. “It just kind of happened. And just because Mezolak hasn’t done anything yet doesn’t mean he won’t in the future.” 
 
    “But why allow yourself to stress over a circumstance that might not come to pass?” asked Mira. “If he does make a move, against the town or against you, you can react to it when it happens.” 
 
    Jack scowled a little at that. As much as it made sense to him, he still wanted to go on the offensive. He wondered if it was because a small part of him still held out hope that it might be possible to save his father from the demon’s grasp. 
 
    But even if it was possible, what then? Jack had been living under the assumption of his father being dead for the past twelve years. He’d also seen the memory that Mezolak had shown him, along with how volatile his parents’ relationship had been and how hotheaded and foolish his father had been. James Farmoore had made his own, tragic choices, and as cold as it felt for Jack to admit, he wasn’t sure that it was his place to save him from them.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” he said, with a sigh. “It’s actually… somewhat of a relief to look at it like that. It frees me up to get some rest.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Mira. “Though the town will surely need more of your help in the coming days and weeks.” 
 
    “When did you become so in touch with the needs of this… what was it you called it again? This cozy little town?” 
 
    “It’s in my nature, if you can believe it,” said Mira. “I am a deeply caring individual.” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. “Right. You’re a former vampire and tender, charitable soul.” 
 
    Mira let out a mocking, offended gasp and flicked a finger against his earlobe. They were heading up the slope, and seeing the mansion in the distance reminded him of all the wonderful things it held within. Food. Wine. Hot showers. 
 
    Jack was feeling his exhaustion in full force when he made it past the gate and through the front door. His kicked his shoes off, followed immediately by the soggy, sandy socks he’d also been enduring.  
 
    After that, he brought the water nymph down into the workshop, placing the bottle that held her inside one of the airtight containers Katie used to store alchemy ingredients in. He figured that storm-conjuring, people-drowning, supernatural creatures were one of those things that deserved to be double-wrapped. 
 
    Mira had already turned in to her room when Jack came back upstairs. He wanted to take a shower, but he figured that it would be best to check in on Ryoko, first. He opened the door without knocking, being as quiet as he could. She was in bed, but that wasn’t unusual, for once, given the lateness of the hour. 
 
    Jack smiled at her as he gently sat down on the edge of her mattress. He let his fingers brush back a few strands of her straight black hair. 
 
    Her forehead felt cold. 
 
    He frowned slightly and pressed his entire hand against it. There was no warmth there whatsoever. 
 
    “Ryoko?” 
 
    Jack gently shook her shoulder, and her body moved strangely. Stiffly, without the natural pushback from active muscles. He flipped over onto her back and felt his heart shatter into a million little pieces.  
 
    “No!” He shook her roughly. She didn’t wake up. “Oh no… No, no, no!” 
 
    Three empty pill bottles lay on top of her nightstand, next to a half-filled tea cup. He’d missed those when he’d first came in. She’d thrown up at some point, and a thin layer of dried vomit coated her lips and chin. 
 
    Jack felt the room spinning around him. He shook her again, and again, and again. He pressed his hands down hard on her chest, feeling for a heartbeat that wasn’t there. 
 
    “Mira!” he screamed. “Call an ambulance! Mira!”  
 
    He could barely hear the words he was screaming. They were coming out all jumbled, and the ringing in his ears drowned them out.  
 
    “Wake up!” He shook Ryoko again. “Wake up! Please, Ryoko, wake up.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight, pointless hug. 
 
    “Let me wake up,” he muttered. “This is a nightmare.” 
 
    He pulled back, looking at her again, as though this time it might change something. Her face was pale, purpled, and ugly. Like a Halloween mask of the real Ryoko’s face.  
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack said. “Please. You didn’t do this. You couldn’t have done this.” 
 
    “Jack!” shouted Mira. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She took one step into Ryoko’s room and let out a gasp. Jack could hear her running down the hall, but only faintly. He was somewhere else, somewhere far away from the moment. He couldn’t handle being there. It was just too much. 
 
    “The phone lines are still down!” shouted Mira. “Damn it!” 
 
    How had he missed the signs? 
 
    From the very beginning, Ryoko had seemed so frail, as though she was suffering her own quiet, personal torment. She’d struggled to open up to him. She’d struggled to express herself, even after they’d become intimate. 
 
    I never wanted to be such a bother, sir. 
 
    “Ryoko!” he shouted. “Why? Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    She had said something. She’d said everything, and he’d just been too distracted to hear her properly. 
 
    He hugged her again, heedless of the hot tears streaming down his face. He stood up from the bed, staggering on his feet as a nauseating rush of vertigo hit him all at once. 
 
    “Goddammit!” 
 
    Jack let out an ugly, choked scream as he slammed his fist into the mirror above Ryoko’s bureau. He flipped the bed table with the pill bottles on it over. He punched the wall with all the strength his enhanced form had available, leaving a hole the size of a beach ball in the wake of his fist.  
 
    It was his fault. He’d killed her. 
 
    The words reverberated in his head, and he wouldn’t have bothered trying to deny them even if he’d thought for a second that they weren’t true. He’d fed off Ryoko and thrown her into a state of emotional turbulence, and then he’d stopped with such abruptness that it had been like pushing her off a cliff. 
 
    “Ryoko.” Jack fell to his knees and let out a sob that took a piece of his soul with it. He slammed his fist into the floor as hard as he could, but this time, his knuckles took the damage. They were already bloody from the mirror. It wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Jack…” Mira stood just outside the door, as though she was afraid of what he might do to her or himself if she came closer. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. His voice was laced with cold, uncontrollable anger. “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    “She was troubled,” said Mira. “You couldn’t have known how she would react. You did everything you could to protect her, even using the potion to keep her from becoming enthralled.” 
 
    “She was…” Jack shook his head, feeling a hard lump form in his throat. “She told me she was depressed. And I just pushed it into the background. Like a problem I could just write off.” 
 
    You don’t have to worry about me. 
 
    Jack looked back over at her body. He’d shifted her around when he’d tried to revive her, but with the sheets up to her waist, she almost looked as though she might still just be asleep. He felt the pain stab into his heart with twice the intensity as he realized that the impulse was there to stay.  
 
    He’d keep hoping for her to be alive again each morning. He’d see her in his dreams and wake up and experience the loss all over again. He’d never be able to get over the reality of the situation. 
 
    She was dead, and he was the one who’d killed her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    “Jack?” called Mira. “Jack! Where are you going?” 
 
    His legs carried him through the mansion on autopilot, and he could barely see what was in front of him, let alone hear. The ringing still drowned out all other noise. 
 
    Ryoko was dead. He’d killed her. Ryoko was dead. She’d killed herself, because of him. Ryoko was dead, and he could have stopped it from happening. 
 
    Hanging wouldn’t work. Jack doubted that a rope would do much around his neck, with his body strengthened as it was. Pills, likewise, were out of the question. They’d worked for Ryoko, but he couldn’t think of anything poisonous enough to counter the speed of his vampiric regeneration. 
 
    Mira did have a pistol, though he wasn’t sure where she kept it. He was even less sure if a single bullet, even one carefully placed, would be enough to do the job. Even a bolt from Katie’s old crossbow would be a gambit. 
 
    Jack summoned his Spectral Sword as he entered the cellar. He had just enough awareness of what he was doing to close the door and lock it. Mira would, of course, try to stop him, if she figured out what he had planned in time. 
 
    He felt numb, so adrift in the fugue of his emotions that they stopped having any real meaning. He wasn’t doing it to stop the pain or as a way of ridding himself of his guilt. He was doing it because he couldn’t see a way forward. There was no way for him to go on living in a world in which Ryoko was dead because of him. 
 
    “No,” he muttered. “This is the only way...” 
 
    He’d been so fucking naïve. From the very beginning, on that fateful night when Mira had given him the Embrace, he’d never had a real understanding of what he was. Of how his actions had consequences in the moment but also in the long term. Each choice he made, slowly building and accumulating, dragging down the people he loved most. 
 
    No more. Jack turned his dark, ethereal sword around in his hand. It was sharp enough to do the job. Of that, he had no doubt. If he aimed for his heart and braced the back of it against the wall, he could fall forward onto his own sword. Even a vampire would die in short order without a beating heart. It would only hurt for a second. 
 
    “Jack!” screamed Mira. She banged on the door hard, and then, from the sound of it, threw her shoulder into its frame. “No! Please, Jack! Don’t do this!” 
 
    What choice did he have? He could still see Ryoko’s face, contorted in that horrible, disgusting state. There was nothing peaceful about death, even one like hers, curled up in bed as though she’d just fallen asleep. 
 
    The world would be a better place without him in it. His only regret was not having found the fortitude to kill himself earlier. Imagining where Ryoko would be if he’d never come into her life made the lump in his throat ache and swell to the point of affecting his breathing. 
 
    Jack pressed the hilt of his Spectral Sword against the stone wall of the mansion’s cellar, letting it catch in the crack formed by the cement. A quick fall forward, a clean stab, and a lot of blood. It was no different from the consideration he’d given the numerous other people he’d killed. Except this time, there wasn’t so much as a flicker of doubt over whether the person on the receiving end of his blade deserved it. 
 
    Soft weeping echoed from up the stairs and behind the cellar door. Jack closed his eyes, drowning it out. Mira would get over it. She’d understand, eventually. It was for the best, and it was long overdue. 
 
    Had Ryoko thought similar things in her last moments? 
 
    But then again, Ryoko hadn’t been a monster. How was it fair for her to be dead, while Jack, and even Mira, who still walked in the shadow of her violent past, went on living? Hell, even the water nymph had been spared from the kiss of death after drowning dozens of innocents and destroying an entire town. 
 
    Jack blinked, letting his sword drop out of position as a sudden realization hit him like a slap in the face. He let the weapon dematerialize and walked back up the stairs on shaky legs. Mira pulled him into a hug that was an equal mixture of anger and relief as soon as she saw him. 
 
    “You foolish, stupid boy,” she hissed. “Don’t you ever worry me like that again!” 
 
    “Get the candles,” said Jack. “And the incense. Hurry, I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    Mira pulled back. She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, slowly shaking her head as she realized what he had planned. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Jack, no. This… wouldn’t be any better.” 
 
    He reached out to her, taking her by the shoulders. His grip was weak, and his breathing was still shaky, but he held her eye and forced her to see his pain. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “Mira, please. I’m begging you. If you’ve ever cared for me, or Ryoko… this is the only way. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t do this.” 
 
    “From what you told me about your encounter with Mezolak, the price demanded was high,” said Mira. “Absolute, even. Are you truly willing to pay it? Think about this!” 
 
    Jack nodded. There was a deep sadness in Mira’s expression, but he was numb to it, along with everything else. 
 
    “I can’t do it on my own,” muttered Jack. “I don’t have enough blood essence reserves…” 
 
    “Or the right state of mind.” Mira took a slow breath, and then pushed it out. “Your existence is tragic, dearest Jack. You spend so much time worrying about being a monster that you’re blind to your true failings.” 
 
    “Mira, please,” said Jack. 
 
    “I will help you,” she said. “I cannot bear to see you like this.” 
 
    She pulled him into another hug. Jack felt fresh tears welling in his eyes and had to blink them back. He felt ridiculous. He knew that there was still only a chance in hell that what he intended would do much of anything other than disappoint him. 
 
    Mira led him upstairs and into the bathroom. Jack didn’t say much as she turned on the shower, though even if he’d wanted to, it was hard to force words past the lump in his throat.  
 
    She came over to him and gently began undressing him, pulling his shirt and jeans off with quick, insistent tugs. She stripped herself naked, too, though Jack was too far gone to be able to appreciate it. 
 
    Mira gently pulled him into the shower, and then began washing him. She leaned his head forward as she lathered shampoo into his hair, cradling his head against her naked bosom.  
 
    She was the woman who’d made him into what he was. His former broodmother. She’d been a catalyst and a teacher throughout the past months of his life, for better and for worse. And the fact that she continued to stand by him at the time when he needed her most stirred to life a deep, tumultuous mixture of emotions. 
 
    Mira ran her hand through his hair again, letting the water wash away the suds. It was gentle and intimate, and she took her time, humming quietly as she worked. Jack loved and hated the way she made him feel. He loved and hated her. 
 
    He lifted his head up. Mira’s blonde hair fell across her shoulders in wet locks, curling ever so slightly more than usual from the moisture, like golden ribbons. She still looked concerned for him, but her lips were turned up into a faint, sad smile. 
 
    She brushed her hair away from her neck and gave him a small nod. She was offering herself to him. Her pale, naked body, with the kind of curves that drove men insane. Her delicious, candy-sweet blood. Her love, and her trust. 
 
    Jack wanted to say the words to her, so badly. He wanted to let her know how he felt, despite how complicated their history—and hell, their current situation—was. But in that moment, the love that he felt for Mira was completely eclipsed by the pain of Ryoko’s death. Mira reached her hand out and cupped his cheek. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “You are in so much pain.” 
 
    She gently guided his face forward, not toward her lips, but toward her neck. Jack wrapped his arm around her waist and let their bodies crush together as he positioned his mouth. He planted a soft, several second-long kiss on the nape of her neck, and felt Mira shiver and press herself more tightly against him. 
 
    He pierced her neck with his fangs, and Mira let out a thin squeal of ecstasy. Jack took deep, mechanical sips, feeling his focus shift from her soft, naked breasts to the deeply satisfying sensation of drinking on her blood. It would give him a chance to save Ryoko. A chance to make things right. 
 
    He took more than he probably should have, filling his reserves all the way up. As he pulled his fangs back, Mira nearly collapsed against him. Jack felt a sudden flush of shame at how ruthless he’d been, this time. He gave her a tight hug and turned the shower’s water off. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she said, in a breathless voice. “You shouldn’t… tease me like this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, if I didn’t have to,” he said. “I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    He grabbed a towel for Mira and then began drying himself off. He was already moving through the mansion before he was finished, grabbing clean, simple clothing from his room to throw on and heading down to the cellar to set things up for the summoning. 
 
    Mira joined him a minute later, clad only in one of Ryoko’s thin nightgowns. It pained Jack to see her wearing it, but then again, there were few things he could look at in the mansion that didn’t conjure the same feeling. He made sure that fresh candles were set onto each of the points of the summoning circle and began the slow walk to the servant’s chambers to get Ryoko. 
 
    She was in the same position that he’d last seen her in. A small, stupid part of him had been hoping that he’d enter her room and find her smiling and sitting up. Instead, she was cold and still, her mouth and chin still dirtied by her body’s desperate attempt to throw up the pills. 
 
    Jack got a warm, wet hand towel from the bathroom and used it to wipe her face. It was hard for him to even breathe when he got close to her. It sent daggers through his heart to see her in a lifeless state, without the innocent, reserved vibrancy that he’d grown to appreciate and love. 
 
    He carried her downstairs, blinking back tears as he made it the last few steps into the cellar. He placed her next to the summoning circle and tried to ignore the creeping presence of the memory of his father doing the same thing with his and his mother’s bodies. He made a quick trip through the hidden door and into the workshop, returning with the bottle containing the water nymph, which he set beside Ryoko. 
 
    Mira had already lit the candles and the incense. She had her arms tightly crossed over her chest, and her lips were set into a worried frown. The tension was almost enough to choke Jack up as he lowered himself to his knees by the summoning circle, one hand on the chalk line, and one hand on his grandfather’s staff. 
 
    He’d already committed to what he was about to do. There was no hesitation in his voice as he reached out to the demon and whispered her name. 
 
    “Adana.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Adana arrived almost immediately after Jack called out to her. The summoning circle flashed, burning with blindingly bright, prismatic light. The flames of the candles spun wildly as the portal opened in the floor, and a woman’s silhouette rose up from its depths. 
 
    She was smiling, and the expression looked cruel and condescending on her strange, onyx face. Her eyes burned a fiery red as she held Jack’s gaze. She didn’t say anything immediately, instead letting her hands drag across her stomach and breasts, before arching her back and leaning into an exaggerated stretch. 
 
    “How very fitting,” said Adana, her voice rippling in a chorus of overlapped sounds. “After how our last encounter went, I was a little unsure as to whether we’d meet again, mortal.”  
 
    The smile never left her expression. Adana hovered in the air, her impossibly dark hair waving back and forth, as though it was weightless or underwater. The red lines running through her body pulsed in time with the slight, up and down sway of her floating body. 
 
    “I need your help,” said Jack. 
 
    It felt so much harder to say the words than he’d been expecting it to be. The reality of summoning a demon and attempting to make a deal with it, on even terms, was far more daunting than Jack had been able to appreciate. 
 
    Adana let out a sickly sweet laugh that echoed off the stone walls of the cellar. She leaned forward, bringing her face in closer to Jack’s. He didn’t look away from her, but he also didn’t allow himself to see her, instead letting his eyes unfocus slightly. Her gaze was too intense for him to hold at that distance. 
 
    “You wish for my aid?” asked Adana. “Very well then. Speak your request. I shall hear it and consider.” 
 
    She pulled back, putting a few feet of distance in between them and repositioning herself over the glowing summoning circle. Jack opened his mouth to explain, but Adana shook her head, gesturing for him to come closer. 
 
    “Speak it for my ears only, mortal,” she said. “I wish for any deal made to be between us and none other.” 
 
    Jack glanced over at Mira, who frowned and shrugged her shoulders. He took a step forward, hesitating at the edge of the summoning circle for a moment before stepping across it. 
 
    Adana sprung toward him in a flash of movement, faster than the human eye could follow. She entwined herself with Jack, pressing her breasts and body tightly into him. She was soft, but her body temperature was a good ten or twenty degrees higher than any human’s should have been. 
 
    Reality wavered, and then snapped to somewhere else completely. Jack found himself transported out of the mansion’s cellar and into a place that defied comprehension. He was outside, but the sky overhead was red and choked with black clouds. 
 
    The sun was different, larger than it should have been, with an eclipsing black void at its center. Scattered around where Jack stood were massive twisted spires, all of which extended so far up into the sky that they seemed to protrude into the clouds. 
 
    The ground underneath his feet was made from small shards of black glass, slightly coarser than the sand on a beach. Adana was still pressed against him, but there were others around now, too. They looked similar to her, with that same onyx skin, but the coloring of the lines running through their bodies was different. One of them had black skin with blue cracks, another black and pink. All of them were disturbingly beautiful, and all of them were reaching out to touch him. 
 
    “What?” Jack shook his head and tried to take a step back. “What is this?” 
 
    “I wished to get a sense of you, mortal,” said Adana. “My sisters and I can see to your needs, if you’d like.” 
 
    He felt soft, feminine hands sliding underneath his shirt and across his skin. Jack had changed into sweatpants after his shower, and they offered little resistance as the black and pink demoness slid her hand down his waistband. Adana kissed him, and there was a sucking, vacuous quality to the way her lips pulled into a seal against his that made him feel as though she was stealing his soul. 
 
    He didn’t know enough about what was going on to convince himself that it wasn’t the case. Jack tried to pull away from them. Adana and her sisters responded by trying to pull his clothes off. One of them groped at him from the side, brushing her breasts against his shoulder and whispering words into his ear that were spoken in a language with impossible pronunciation. 
 
    “Are you curious about how it would feel?” whispered Adana. “About the pleasure we could give you? I know you are, mortal. Say that you want it, and you shall have as much as you can handle.” 
 
    “Stop,” muttered Jack. “Stop this!” 
 
    One of Adana’s sisters had pulled his sweatpants and underwear down far enough to expose him. Jack watched as she poked out a tongue that glittered with silver and pink scales, and prodded it against him. The pleasure of that simple, tiny point of contact was enough to make Jack groan. 
 
    He knew without needing to be told that if he allowed them to have their way with him, he would be in serious peril. They didn’t want to have fun with him. They wanted to drain him for all he was worth. He was not their toy to play with or to break. 
 
    “Enough!” he boomed. Jack threw his arms to the side in a rough, deliberate movement. Several piercing screams clawed at his ears for a moment, and he was back in the mansion’s cellar, coated in a thin layer of sweat. 
 
    Adana was laughing. Jack took a step back from the summoning circle, shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh, come now, mortal,” she said. “I was just having a bit of fun at your expense. I would have made them stop before any real damage was done.” 
 
    “Don’t ever try that again,” said Jack. “I mean it.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Adana. “I won’t waste any more of your time. If you’d speak your request now, I’ll hear it.” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath. Part of him wanted to call the whole thing off. It was hard for him to imagine trusting Adana to fulfill what he’d be requesting, given how high the stakes would be. Ryoko’s fate hung in the balance, and he’d be putting his faith in the powers of a demoness with a sinister sense of humor. 
 
    But it was the same as what his father had done to save him. It was a risk he’d have to take to save Ryoko. 
 
    “I need you to bring back someone I love,” said Jack. He glanced over at Ryoko’s body. “Can you do that? Can you bring her back?” 
 
    He felt ashamed at the desperation he could hear in his own voice, but it wasn’t something that he could hide. He was willing to do anything, say anything, to bring Ryoko back. It was the only thing that mattered, the only way forward that would let him live with himself and what he’d done. 
 
    “I cannot,” said Adana. “This form of magic has never been my specialty. Mezolak, however, could do what you request. And as it so happens, he is still close by. Shall I reach out to him on your behalf?” 
 
    Jack glanced over at Mira. She looked unsure and gave a small shrug with a single shoulder. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Jack. “Reach out to him.” 
 
    Adana smiled and nodded slowly.  
 
    “I envy you, mortal,” she said. “Almost as much as I pity you.” 
 
    The summoning circle flashed with prismatic light, and Adana descended back down into it. The glow faded after a few seconds, leaving the mansion’s cellar in the same state it had been in at the beginning of the summoning. Jack exhaled through his teeth, feeling his insides twist with anxiety. 
 
    “Mezolak,” said Mira. “He’s in your father’s body, isn’t he?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Will that make this more difficult for you?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    “But you have no intention of reconsidering?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack looked over at Ryoko’s pale, unmoving body. It made him want to tear his eyes out. 
 
    “I have to do this,” he said. “If there’s any chance at all… I have to try.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Jack and Mira waited upstairs in the lounge, sitting next to each other on the couch in a silence that was tense enough to be physically painful. Minutes went by slowly, until an hour had passed. A knock finally came at the door, sharp and loud. Jack’s heart immediately began rattling against his ribcage as he made the slow walk into the foyer. 
 
    He opened the door and stared into Mezolak’s face. His father’s face. He wore the same simple, unassuming outfit he’d had on the last time Jack had seen him. He was grinning, and he moved to step past Jack without waiting to be invited inside. 
 
    “Show me where she is,” said Mezolak. 
 
    Mira watched from the edge of the foyer, wearing her suspicion openly on her face. Jack brought Mezolak down into the cellar, dropping to one knee alongside Ryoko’s body and cradling her head. 
 
    “I’m not sure how long she’s been… like this,” he said. “At least a few hours. Half a day, maybe.” 
 
    Mezolak pressed the back of his hand to Ryoko’s forehead. 
 
    “She’s still fresh,” said Mezolak. “What you ask for is achievable, though there are a few caveats.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. 
 
    “Name your price,” he said. “What do you want in return for bringing her back?” 
 
    Mezolak flashed that over-wide, demonic smile again. He may have been wearing Jack’s father’s face, but everything about him ran contrary to the man Jack remembered. 
 
    “First, I’ll need the life essence of a sacrificial vessel to draw from,” said Mezolak. “A slave, or a prisoner, if you have one.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He nodded toward the bottle holding the water nymph, which Mezolak noticed for the first time. 
 
    “Interesting…” said Mezolak. “A nymph. That will certainly have enough essence within it to do the trick. There may be a few side effects, however.” 
 
    “Such as?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Nothing to be overly concerned about,” said Mezolak. “Personality leakage. A few inherited quirks.” 
 
    The demon gave an innocent shrug, as though he couldn’t be bothered to explain further. As much as Jack wanted to lash out at him, he forced himself to remain civil. He wanted Ryoko back. As long as it was still her in the end, he didn’t care if the process wasn’t perfect. 
 
    “What else?” asked Jack. “I’ve seen what you are, demon. I know you aren’t interested in doing this out of the kindness of your heart.” 
 
    “In that, you are correct,” said Mezolak. “Did you wonder at all why I remained on this pathetic island, for as long as I did? Why I was so interested in coming here in the first place to observe the life of a pathetic mortal?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Familial bonds, as absurd of a concept as they are to me, contain a certain undeniable strength,” said Mezolak. “A hidden, innate power that oftentimes gets mistaken for something else. I wish to take advantage of the bond between us.” 
 
    “There is no bond between me and you,” Jack said, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Through this vessel and you, then,” said Mezolak, rolling his eyes. “You are more powerful than you know, mortal. I wish for you to ally yourself with my cause. If you agree to that, I shall bring your cherished back into a state of being and breathing.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. He glanced over at Mira, who stood at the bottom of the stairs. He expected her to butt in or object. He expected her, at the very least, to explain to him why what he was about to do was a horrible idea. Instead, she said nothing. She just looked at him with a concerned, but trusting expression on her face. She would support him, regardless of his decisions. Regardless of how good or bad they might be. 
 
    “You want me to ally myself with you?” asked Jack. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Swear an oath of loyalty to me,” said Mezolak. “It’s simple, really. Doing so will create an obligation between us backed by my magic. You’ll still be your own person, but when I have a request, or when I am in dire need of your aid, you shan’t be able to refuse my call.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Jack. “That’s all you want?” 
 
    “I’ll even allow you some time to enjoy the company of your female before making my first request,” said Mezolak. “Simple, isn’t it? I am not an unreasonable entity to bargain with, mortal. You should know that for yourself, after the memory I let you…” 
 
    Mezolak trailed off. His mouth was still open and moving, but no sound came forth. He blinked, and for an instant, his expression relaxed into one that Jack recognized. It was the same look that his father used to get whenever he was in a situation that put him under stress. 
 
    “Jack,” said Mezolak. “Jackie… you have to… listen.” 
 
    It wasn’t Mezolak speaking. The tone of voice and cadence were unmistakable. Jack stared into his father’s eyes, feeling a convoluted and unfair mixture of emotions. 
 
    “Run,” said his father. “Jack… don’t do it! For… the love of god… just run! Think of… your—Grah!” 
 
    Jack watched his father’s face suddenly contort with pain. He threw his head backward and tipped off his feet, falling to the cellar’s stone floor and seizing with pain. He thrashed for several seconds before finally managing to pull himself back to his feet. Jack knew at a single glance that Mezolak was back in control. 
 
    “Insolence,” said Mezolak, to no one in particular. “You already made your bargain, you sniveling wretch.” 
 
    The demon shook his head, slowly refocusing his attention back to Jack and the current situation. Jack took a slow breath, feeling committed to what he was about to do. 
 
    If anything, seeing that his father still had a small, if insubstantial, amount of control only made him more certain in his choice. Right or wrong, he’d be giving Ryoko a chance at life again. Perhaps, by swearing loyalty to Mezolak, he might also get a chance to save his father, as well. 
 
    He knew that the justifications wouldn’t stand up to his own scrutiny for long. He was making a deal with a demon. A deal which Mezolak would only consider if he knew that he’d have the upper hand in it. A deal that would shackle him to the whims and desires of a creature that fit the definition of true evil. 
 
    “I accept,” said Jack. “If you save Ryoko, you’ll have my loyalty. But only if you save her.” 
 
    “Then take my hand, and make it so,” said Mezolak. 
 
    Jack stared at the demon inhabiting his father’s body. Mezolak had a cold smile on his face, but there was nothing deceptive in his expression. He looked down at Mezolak’s outstretched hand, then over his shoulder at Mira. 
 
    She held his gaze for a couple of seconds before giving him a slow nod. It was a nod that reaffirmed her trust in him and did more for Jack’s mental fortitude than almost anything else could have. He just hoped that what he was about to do wouldn’t make trouble for her on top of what he was getting himself into. 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth, and then reached forward and shook Mezolak’s hand. The demon’s palm was cold and a little slimy, and his smile grew wider as soon as Jack’s palm made contact with his. A sharp, unpleasant sensation reverberated through the rest of his body, as though he was running his nails down a chalkboard while standing next to a church bell in the middle of ringing. 
 
    Mezolak’s eyes flashed a hellish, hollow red. The air suddenly became thick with the rotten egg stench of sulfur. A thin wind cut through the cellar, mussing Jack and Mira’s hair and causing a few wine bottles to clack together in their rack. 
 
    “There,” said Mezolak. “It is done. Do you feel any different?” 
 
    Jack had already started to shake his head when a dull, throbbing sensation right behind his eyes. It wasn’t painful, exactly, but it was incessant, and he knew without needing to be told what it would take to make it go away. 
 
    “A little,” he said. “Not really.” 
 
    The pain instantly subsided. Jack ran a hand through his hair. He was mortified of the implications of what he’d just done, but that emotion was nothing compared to his fear of Mezolak refusing to follow through with his end of the bargain. Or worse, fulfilling it in the manner of an evil genie, and twisting his original request into something dark and unpleasant. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “You told me you’d bring her back.” 
 
    “And I shall,” said Mezolak. “If I do not, you may consider yourself released from our bargain.” 
 
    Jack felt the pressure and stakes of Mezolak’s words, almost like a physical thing. It was both a relief, and absolutely terrifying. If Mezolak didn’t fulfill his end of what had been promised, Jack would automatically be free of the effects of his magical obligation.  
 
    On the other hand, Jack’s best-case scenario moving forward was to let himself be turned into a glorified pawn, incapable of refusing any serious demand that Mezolak issued. He didn’t much care to think about what the demon might end up using him for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    “Let us begin,” said Mezolak. “The spell is a rather difficult one. Especially for me to perform while confined to a human body. Silence, if you will.” 
 
    Mezolak stalked over to the bottle which held the water nymph. He let out a dark chuckle as he examined it through the glass. It didn’t look much different from a normal halfway-filled glass bottle, except for the way the liquid would occasionally seem to move against gravity, or swirl in a curious and unpredictable manner. 
 
    Jack chewed his lip as he watched Mezolak carrying it toward the center of the cellar. The water nymph had been a monster, but she’d also been oblivious to the effects of her own actions. Like a beautiful wild animal rather than a true creature of darkness. She didn’t deserve to be sacrificed for her life energy. Of course, Ryoko didn’t deserve her fate, either. Even if she had chosen it for herself. 
 
    Jack felt guilty, but in a cold, calculating sort of way. He couldn’t release the water nymph back into the ocean. He didn’t like the idea of keeping her imprisoned indefinitely, either. If the only remaining option was to destroy her, better she serve a purpose in the end rather than dying a pointless death. 
 
    It was all just words. He still felt a little like throwing up as Mezolak held the bottle over Ryoko’s body. He spoke silent words under his breath for a couple of seconds, gathering his internal magical essence for the spell. 
 
    Then, he tossed the bottle into the air. In the brief instant while it was still aloft, Mezolak slammed his arm forward, extending a spear of dark purple magical energy forward and through the bottle. The energy slammed through the glass, shattering it and letting the water within fall across Ryoko’s chest and stomach. A high-pitched, chirping scream of pain echoed through the basement. 
 
    The spear of purple energy continued to exist, swirling once through the air, and then coming to a stop right over Ryoko’s body. It hung there for a moment before fracturing into hundreds of smaller pieces. Each piece crawled across Ryoko’s body, sliding into her nose, mouth, and ears like tiny, dark bugs. 
 
    Jack felt a mixture of hope and disgust as he watched it happen. He’d seen Mezolak do the same thing for him, in the lost memory the demon had shared with him. Remembering that made him wonder how much of what had happened over the past few days had been because of the demon’s direct manipulation. He didn’t want to think about it. Not now. Not after he’d thrown himself headfirst into a situation he couldn’t change. 
 
    “She might not be herself immediately,” said Mezolak. “Mortals don’t typically react well to this kind of magic. She may have some memory loss or personality leakage from the donated essence.” 
 
    Ryoko twitched and then seized. Her body flailed against the cellar’s stone floor, limbs and head swinging recklessly and painfully against anything in reach. Her mouth opened, and she let out several ugly gasps. 
 
    Jack hurried to her side. He slid a hand under her head as gently as he could and cradled her to him, trying to keep her from hurting herself as the seizing subsided. She was breathing again, taking small, ragged breaths. She felt warm. Jack was grinning like an idiot, and he could feel his eyes starting to heat up as the relief hit him in a sudden, overwhelming flood. 
 
    “Did it work?” asked Mira. 
 
    Jack nodded, and then gave Ryoko a gentle hug, only barely managing to restrain himself, for her sake. As he pulled back, he saw her eyes flutter open. She looked at him without recognition, and it took Jack a couple of seconds to notice what was off. Her eyes were still the same deep emerald green, but the pupils were now horizontal, rather than vertical. Like a cat. Or like a water nymph. 
 
    Ryoko coughed, and a cup’s worth of clear water spilled out from her mouth. She let out a tiny, embarrassed gasp and clamped a hand over her lips. She coughed again, and this time, the water came pouring out of her nose, instead. 
 
    “Ryoko!” said Jack. “It’s okay! Just… stay calm. Focus on breathing.” 
 
    Ryoko gasped, and the sound of it was wet and sucking. Jack tried to squeeze her hand, but she pushed him back. A jet of water thicker than the output of a firehose extended from her palm at high speed, slamming into his chest and knocking him into the stone wall of the cellar. 
 
    Jack fell to the floor, momentarily dazed from the way the back of his skull had impacted. Ryoko slowly stood her feet, taking shaky steps forward. She was clad only in her blue cotton nightgown, which had been made practically sheer from the thin layer of water that ran over the outside of her skin. She looked scared and confused, and there was no recognition in her eyes as she met his gaze. 
 
    “Ryoko!” said Jack.  
 
    She shook her head, and then her expression contorted with pain. Ryoko brought both hands to her temples and let out a high-pitched, ear-splitting scream. A crack of thunder loud enough to reverberate through the entire mansion sounded overhead, followed by the sound of pouring rain. 
 
    “Jack,” said Mira. “She’s a danger to herself right now. And to us.” 
 
    Mira was slowly walking toward Ryoko with both arms outstretched, as though she was approaching a frightened wild animal. Ryoko took a small step backward, and then threw both arms forward on reflex with another scream. A jet of water twice the size of the previous one threw Mira backward and into a wine rack with a painful, glass-shattering crunch. 
 
    “Listen to me, Ryoko!” shouted Jack. “You have to try to calm down. It’s going to be okay. Please, I know what you’re going—” 
 
    Water gushed outward from Ryoko’s body, swirling around her once before splashing back like the shockwave from a grenade. Jack tumbled backward, head over heels, only coming to a stop on the now partially flooded stone floor after a few seconds of uncoordinated sliding. 
 
    She looked so vulnerable, despite how dangerous she’d become. Her nightgown stuck to her body as though it had been painted on, revealing the outlines of her petite breasts and thin frame.  
 
    She was shivering and taking shaky steps on legs that threatened to give out underneath her. Jack pulled himself to his feet and tried to hurry to her side. She slammed him with another blast of water, this time only knocking his feet out from under him, but it was still enough to slow him down. 
 
    Ryoko hesitated for a moment, glancing at the stairs and then around the cellar, as though coming to a decision. She took off in a burst of movement, taking half the water she’d created with her, which seemed to swirl around her body and strengthen her resolve. 
 
    “No!” shouted Jack. “Please, Ryoko!” 
 
    Thunder boomed, this time close enough to make the mansion shake through to its foundation. Jack pulled himself to his feet and hurried up the stairs. He made it up to the foyer in time to see Ryoko smashing through one of the mansion’s first floor windows, carried by the water and up into the storm. 
 
    He didn’t stop to consider the risk as he ran outside through the front door. The whipping wind and relentless downpour was enough to instantly chill him to the bone. He could see Ryoko slowly rising up into the air, floating through the storm as easily as a fish might meander through the sea. 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth and cast Shadow Levitation, calling upon the ample darkness of the surrounding night to carry him aloft. He only made it a short distance into the air before coming to a virtual stop. Ryoko was holding him back, preventing him from following after her with a wall of whipping wind and rain. 
 
    He put as much blood essence as he could into strengthening the spell, and for a couple of seconds, it seemed to work. But then, Ryoko simply increased the strength of her storm, and he felt himself being pushed back toward the ground. She was stronger than he was, now, and totally uninhibited. 
 
    Jack needed more. His blood essence reserves had been significantly drained from the spell. If he fed off Mira, he might have enough to empower his levitation to push through the storm. Of course, feeding off Mira again in such quick succession posed its own risk, and it would also take time that he didn’t really have. There had to be another option. 
 
    An idea popped into Jack’s head, and he was desperate enough to give it a try. He dropped back to the ground and hurried into the mansion. Mira had come up into the foyer, and she frowned at him as he ran by her, back into the basement.  
 
    Mezolak was still down there, smiling to himself as though the entire situation was some sort of private joke. Jack ignored him, instead finding his grandfather’s staff amidst the flooded water and floating wine bottles. It tingled as he took it into his hands, and he hurried back upstairs with it. Mira’s eyes flicked down to his hands, and then back up to his face as her lips pulled downward into a frown. 
 
    “That’s Peter’s staff,” said Mira. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “You foolish boy,” she said. “Attempting to use that for one of your normal blood magic spells is flirting with disaster. You aren’t in a calm state of mind right now. There could be psychic backlash, or worse.” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” said Jack. “I have to do it.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to end well,” said Mira. “I wish… I could have advised you better.” 
 
    “Neither of us knew what was going to happen,” he said. “This is a risk I have to take.” 
 
    He looked down at his grandfather’s gnarled wizard’s staff. Katie had once told him that magical weapons were personal artifacts. They oftentimes had immense stores of power within them, but that power was only usable in an efficient, rechargeable, and safe manner by whoever the artifact was originally bound to. 
 
    Jack didn’t care if what he was about to do was safe. He’d used the staff as a focus for the summoning spell, and it had worked. It was a longshot, but if he could use it in the same way to enhance his levitation, then he might have a chance to reach Ryoko. If it didn’t, it was hard for him to see it making the situation much worse. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what would happen when he reached her. There was a chance that she still wouldn’t recognize him. Given the uncontrolled strength of her newfound water magic, she might see him as a threat and destroy him. The potion Jack had taken earlier in the day had long since worn off. He would be putting himself in danger, but it was a danger that his own, direct decisions had given birth to. 
 
    “Please,” said Mira. “Be careful. Don’t let your own feelings get in the way of your instinct to survive.” 
 
    Jack smiled but forced himself to nod, if only to put her at ease. He’d already been on the verge of giving up earlier that night. He wasn’t about to go to that place again without at least making an attempt at fixing things. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    He sprinted outside and was instantly greeted by stinging rain and hurricane-strength winds. He could still see Ryoko, hovering over the mansion. She’d pulled her knees up to her chest, and she looked more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her before. 
 
    Jack took Peter’s staff in both hands and lifted it above his head. A tingle emanated from his fingers and palms at the points of contact. Jack focused his awareness, reaching into the power contained within the staff in the same way he’d typically reach for his own blood essence reserves. 
 
    The pushback was immediate. It was a sharp, uncomfortable sensation, like the psychic version of sliding a razor underneath a fingernail. He gritted his teeth, pushing past the pain and attempting to draw power from the staff. 
 
    It was too much. He gasped, taking a breath of stormy air that was thick with rain. Jack fell to one knee, shuddering from the mere echo of the pain. He rolled the staff over in his hands and immediately started trying again. 
 
    “Please…” he muttered. “I don’t have any other option.” 
 
    The pain built to an unbearable level more quickly this time, with the additional sensation of the staff feeling like a white-hot iron bar in his hands. Jack felt the intensity of it trigger a surge of nausea, and he turned his head to the side and started dry heaving. 
 
    “Please!” he shouted, into the storm. “I’m begging you! I can’t do this alone!” 
 
    He clenched his jaw tight enough to make his teeth hurt and tried again, knowing that it was pointless. Knowing that he’d already failed Ryoko and had only compounded his failure with another hilariously dumb mistake. 
 
    This time, the staff gave ground. He felt it responding to him almost like a sentient thing, flaring forward with pain, and then pulling back as it seemed to consider Jack’s intentions. It released its defenses all at once, and the sudden cessation of pain and obstruction was so unexpected that Jack almost fell forward onto his face. 
 
    It was incredible. It felt as though just by holding the staff, the limits of his magical Potential were expanded by at least twice over. It also felt familiar, like it was letting him reach out to the part of his grandfather contained within the artifact. It was nostalgic, a mixture of color, scent, and memory all at once. 
 
    He didn’t have any time to waste. He took a breath of humid, rainy air and thrust the bottom end of the staff against the ground as he cast Shadow Levitation. The spell normally allowed him to hover rather than fly outright as the name implied. But this time, it was different. 
 
    Ryoko’s uncontrolled power still tried to hold him back, pushing at him with a constant surge of water and wind. The staff amplified Jack’s levitation to a degree that let him cut through it, flying through the air with the ease of a superhero. 
 
    He headed straight for her as fast as he possibly could. Ryoko was gripping her head in both hands and twisting through the air with tortured movements. He didn’t have a plan other than to pull her into his arms. If he could just make her remember who she was, or even who he was, then he could help her gain control over what she was doing. 
 
    Ryoko noticed him as he came near and reacted instantly. She let out a high-pitched, clicking screech and threw her arm in his direction, slamming him with a massive blast of water. It was enough to send Jack tumbling off course, and almost enough to strip the staff from his hands. 
 
    Lightning and thunder sounded in unison, the bolt of which came near enough to Jack to momentarily deafen and blind him. He regained control over his direction and immediately started toward Ryoko again. She was moving, now, flying away from the mansion. 
 
    Flying away from the mansion and toward Lesser Town. 
 
    Jack felt a sudden surge of dread as he considered what would happen if she unleashed herself on the town in her current state. It would be worse than what the water nymph had done, and the fact that the people were still recovering from the first storm only made the situation that much more volatile. 
 
    “Ryoko!” he shouted. “Stop!” 
 
    He was screaming at the top of his lungs, but he could only barely hear his own voice over the sound of the storm. Ryoko flew amidst the chaos, still gripping her head in obvious distress. Jack could keep pace with her, but even with the staff, his levitation couldn’t bring him up to a speed that would let him close the distance. 
 
    He reached the outskirts of Lesser Town a few seconds after she did. The rain was pouring down, and though it was tough to see through the veil of the weather, Jack could just barely make out the flooding in the streets below. He shouted for Ryoko again, feeling more desperate by the second. 
 
    She slowed her pace for an instant, and Jack felt himself gaining on her. He drew within twenty feet, and then within ten. And then he was close enough to reach his hand out to her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s me!” he shouted. “Ryoko, please! You have to control yourself!” 
 
    She whirled around, brushing his arm away, and then swung her hand at him in a clawed strike. Jack felt her fingernails scratching into his face, and the attack was immediately followed up by a blast of water with enough strength to buffet him away. He regained his equilibrium after a few seconds of tumbling through the air, and wiped water and blood off his face in time to see Ryoko flying away from him. 
 
    For a moment, Jack thought she was heading for the center of town. It seemed like that was where she could cause the most havoc, if the storm surrounding her stayed centered on where she was. But Ryoko didn’t stop where he’d been expecting her to. Instead, she continued overhead, heading across the beach, and out into the ocean. 
 
    Jack took in a sharp breath as he looked further out in the direction she was heading in. What he’d taken to be the horizon was in fact a wall of water. A massive wave heading straight for the town. 
 
    No, too massive to be just a wave, he thought. A tsunami. 
 
    “No,” Jack muttered. “Not like this.” 
 
    She’d come to a stop in the air and was looking away from him, staring intently at the oncoming oceanic disaster her magic had created. Jack knew without a doubt that it would destroy Lesser Town. There would be no survivors, not from that much water moving at that great of a speed.  
 
    She didn’t know what she was doing. That didn’t lessen his responsibility to stop her. 
 
    Jack shifted his grandfather’s staff into his left hand and summoned his Spectral Sword, grimacing as the pain in his heart became so severe that it felt like it was turning inside out. He blinked and tried to convince himself that the wetness on his cheeks was solely a product of the pounding rain. 
 
    What was he supposed to do? It was his fault, and he knew it. Could he really stand back and watch his accumulated mistakes come to fruition with the destruction of the town it was his responsibility to protect? Was this how Katie had felt when she’d realized that she’d inadvertently helped create a monster? 
 
    Jack flew forward slowly, letting Ryoko take notice of him as he approached. She launched a blast of water at him. Jack swiped his sword at it in time to deflect it into harmless droplets of rain. She tried again, and he blocked it again. And then he was near enough to do what had to be done. He pulled back his sword and screamed through gritted teeth. 
 
    His strike never came. Jack’s eyes met hers, and even transformed as they were, he saw the same shy, timid girl he’d slowly fallen in love with. He let his Spectral Sword dissolve into a puff of smoke and pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    “I love you!” he shouted. “Ryoko, I love you. And I can’t… I can’t do it. Not if it means hurting you.” 
 
    “I…” Ryoko’s voice came out in a strained whisper. “I can’t stop it. I’m… not myself, anymore.” 
 
    Hearing her speak was enough to rekindle Jack’s hopes. He squeezed her tight, feeling how cold her body was underneath her soaked nightgown. 
 
    “Yes you can!” he said. “You’re still you! You can control it, Ryoko, you just have to try!” 
 
    “I’m not…” she whispered. “I’ve changed. I’m sorry, sir!” 
 
    “Jack,” he said. “Call me Jack.” 
 
    Ryoko let out a small gasp, and Jack felt her arms finally tighten around him, responding to his embrace. Thunder boomed overhead, but the rain immediately began to wane. Jack pulled back slightly, holding eye contact with her. She blinked a couple of times, and then forced herself to take a slow, calming breath. 
 
    “Jack…” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “That’s all you needed to do.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek with his free hand, keeping the other around her body, fist still tightly gripped around the staff. It felt a little strange to focus on levitating in the background of such an intimate moment, but he somehow managed it. He ran his thumb over Ryoko’s cold lips, and then kissed her. 
 
    She kissed him back, and it was both familiar and very strange. Ryoko pressed herself against him in the air, her body melding into his. She slid her tongue into his mouth, and Jack was reminded of the same bizarre sensation of when the water nymph had tried to drown him, except on a smaller and much more sensual scale. 
 
    He continued holding her close, even as the kiss ended, pressing his forehead against hers. The wave approaching the town spiraled upward and then dissolved into harmless, singular water droplets, its momentum extinguished by the departure of Ryoko’s will. 
 
    Jack lifted her in his arms, carrying her as he used the staff to fly both of them home. He didn’t want to let her, or the moment, go. It seemed like a nightmare in retrospect. It had been a nightmare. Ryoko in her bed, unmoving. He’d found a way to bring her back, and from the way his heart seemed to pulse with love and warmth, he’d done the right thing, if at the wrong cost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    They landed in the mansion’s courtyard. Ryoko didn’t say anything to him, but she interlaced her fingers tightly with his and followed him as he headed in through the front door. Mira was waiting in the foyer, still wet from earlier. She glanced back and forth between them, flashing a genuine smile that faded almost as quickly as it arrived. 
 
    “Mezolak said he’d be back in the morning,” she said. 
 
    Jack nodded to her. Ryoko gave his hand a gentle tug, pulling him toward the stairs. He followed, feeling almost in awe of the new confidence he could see in her posture and movements. 
 
    She was kissing him as soon as his bedroom door closed. The sensation of her lips against his stirred deep emotions within him. His desire for her felt amplified by how close he’d been to losing her forever, and he acted on it. 
 
    He ran his hands over the bottom of her nightgown and her taut butt before slipping his fingers under the hem of her nightgown and pulling it up and off her, in a single movement. She was nude underneath, and still a little cold. The nipples of her petite breasts were both pointed, and she had tiny goosebumps along her arms and abdomen. 
 
    He’d seen her naked before, but never like this. She watched him watching her, with an expression that was almost challenging. It was as though Ryoko had realized who she was. How cute and beautiful and, in her own right, irresistibly seductive she could be. Her lips twitched upward at the side, as though she was trying to suppress an amused smile at his somewhat bewildered reaction. 
 
    “Sir,” she said. “Your clothes are just as wet as mine. You should take them off, too.” 
 
    Jack grinned and started to pull his t-shirt off, but Ryoko held up a finger. She pointed her hand toward him, palm out, and a thin tendril of water extended from it with slow, deliberate precision. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Jack. “Are you sure that’s something you should be…” 
 
    He trailed off as the tendril brushed across the nape of his neck. It was warm, and it actually felt rather good. Ryoko wiggled it under his shirt, which was already soaked, and let it slide across his body.  
 
    She lifted her other hand and sent another water tendril toward him, then gestured for him to lift his arms up. Jack did, and with a sudden, spiraling movement, she pulled his shirt up and over his head. 
 
    “Why didn’t I ever think of using my magic for this kind of thing?” he said with a smile. 
 
    Ryoko’s smile grew a little fainter. 
 
    “I think the cost is different for you, sir,” she said. “It’s almost harder for me not to use my water magic than it is to let it out.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though he didn’t dismiss the idea completely. Ryoko used her physical hands to take off his pants, and he all but kicked his boxers off as he felt his need for her gaining in momentum.  
 
    They kissed again, and Jack pulled her naked body against his. Ryoko grinded into him with active movements, running a hand through his hair and letting her fingers pinch into his shoulder. Her kisses still had that unusual, splashy quality, and as she moved her lips to plant them up the length of his neck, Jack shuddered at the pleasurable, tickling sensation of them.  
 
    She was the one who led him to the bed, pulling him by the hand and leaning back on the mattress. She kept her legs daintily crossed, giving off a teasing, chaste impression despite being completely nude. Jack grinned and stalked toward her across the bed on hands and knees, like a tiger approaching a cornered prey. 
 
    But Ryoko, as she was now, did not fit that definition. She licked her lips and waved a hand at him. Water tendrils extended from her palm and wrist and slithered over his naked body, like warm, sensual pythons. Jack liked it, but it was really weird. Especially as they found a certain stiff part of his body and began to gently stroke and squeeze.  
 
    He let out a low moan as Ryoko used her magic to pleasure him. Against his better judgement, he decided to return the favor. He cast Spectral Hand and extended two shadow tendrils from his upper shoulders, gently wrapping them around Ryoko’s waist before letting them curl around the edges of her breasts, almost in the fashion of a rope harness. 
 
    Ryoko let out a little gasp that told him that his tendrils were probably colder than hers were. Jack felt her respond to his magical intrusion with movements through the water. She expanded one of the tendrils, turning it into a warm, wet sheath for his shaft that felt a lot like a woman’s mouth. 
 
    Jack let his tendrils brush across her nipples, eliciting another cute little gasp. Then, he let one of them slide down her thigh, and then over her crotch, pausing just outside of its real target. He smiled, finally letting the ridiculousness of the moment catch up with him. 
 
    He dismissed his magic and pushed forward with a quick movement that caught Ryoko off guard. She let out a girlish little squeal as he seized her by the waist and manhandled her toward the center of the bed. As soon as their eyes met, however, he could see that she meant business. The confidence he’d noticed in her before was still there, and it had come out to play. 
 
    She bit her lip as he slid his length into her, then almost immediately fell in sync with his movements. Her hips bucked upward to meet each of Jack’s thrusts. Her hand slid across his back, tracing the angles of his muscles.  
 
    Jack held her tight, cradling her head against his shoulder with his hand as though still afraid that she might disappear. It was a different kind of sex than they’d ever had before. There was something primal and desperate about it. Sex intended to convey a message or make a statement.  
 
    He pumped himself into her faster. Ryoko took his face in her hand and shifted it so that they were looking at each other, making direct eye contact. Her slitted irises were haunting in their beauty, but the real difference was in the newfound strength he saw within them. 
 
    She loved him. More importantly, she wanted him to know it. She wanted to see him, loving her back. It was as though she was finally demanding what she’d always deserved. Jack thrust faster. Ryoko’s legs curled around him. 
 
    Her body finally felt warm against him, hot, even. Her petite breasts jiggled for all they were worth. Jack kissed her and felt an explosion of sensation as she teased her watery tongue into his mouth. He hugged her as tightly as he could while still maintaining that relentless, forceful pace. 
 
    “Jack,” Ryoko whispered in a shuddering breath. “Oh… Jack!” 
 
    “Ryoko!”  
 
    He felt her tensing up as she crossed over her limit into bliss. An instant later, Jack groaned as he reached his own peak and felt himself burst into her. Ryoko’s body fluttered in between forms for a wavering second, becoming warm, sensual water before re-solidifying into a soft, naked woman. 
 
    He hugged her tight, and she hugged him back. They took slow breaths, and Jack felt their breathing falling into a similar rhythm.  
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you too,” she said. “So much.” 
 
    Those were the only words that were spoken between them for a time. More than an hour passed with both of them lying together on his bed, naked and in love. Ryoko let her fingers toy with his hair and trace the edge of his jaw. Jack let his hands do slightly less sweet things, mostly involving gently groping her breasts. 
 
    It was a moment that Jack knew couldn’t last, despite how much he wanted it to. He wished he could spend an eternity with Ryoko, be it in the act of lovemaking or just in her quiet company, or even in their old roles as master of the house and maid. But they couldn’t. 
 
    Mezolak had said that he was coming back in the morning. Jack knew what that meant. He wasn’t going to be staying on the island for much longer. 
 
    “I had to make a deal to save you,” he said. “I… don’t think I’m going to be able to stay here.” 
 
    Ryoko tensed against him, squeezing him into a hug as though she could change the fact just by holding onto him. 
 
    “Tell me,” she whispered. 
 
    So Jack told her. He told her everything, from when he’d first dug up his father’s grave and found Zack Hoffman’s body inside it. He even told her about how he’d shifted to feeding off Mira because of how worried he was about her, and how close and intimate he’d become with his former broodmother. 
 
    He saw Ryoko’s reactions to each revelation. He saw the worry, and the occasional flash of pain as he spoke of confiding in Mira over her. But more than that, he saw the resolve and love in her expression.  
 
    “That’s where things are right now,” he said, as he finished. “Mezolak will be back in the morning. He’s going to have plans for me. I know it.” 
 
    Jack grimaced, feeling like such an idiot for selling his loyalty to a monster. Ryoko squeezed his hand, and his attention was drawn back to her warm, living body. No, he decided. He’d made the right choice, even if it had come at a dangerously high price. 
 
    “Ryoko…” he said, feeling his curiosity push him toward a question he was a little scared to ask. “Why did you do it? Why’d you try to kill yourself?” 
 
    Was it because of him? That was what Jack really wanted to know, though he’d never be able to force the specific words out of his mouth. Ryoko contemplated the question for a couple of seconds, blinking her eyes in a way that made it seem like she was trying to keep them from tearing up. 
 
    “I can’t explain it,” she whispered. “I’m not sure it would make any sense to you, sir. It was the only option. It wasn’t because of you, or Mira, or any one thing in particular. It was the end of a road I’ve been on for almost my entire adult life.” 
 
    Jack ran his fingers across her cheek. 
 
    “It’s funny,” she continued. “I had this delusion in my head that I was weighing you down. That I was a burden, and a distraction. That I might even end up hurting you, or getting you killed. When you were feeding off me, it seemed like I was helping you. But then I started getting depressed again, and you stopped… And it felt like it was my fault for being so pathetic. So weak, and so broken.” 
 
    “You aren’t any of those things,” said Jack. “You’re strong. Hell, you’re literally strong now. You would have wrecked me if we’d actually ended up fighting.” 
 
    Ryoko flashed a sad smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to do what I did. But I felt like I had to. I couldn’t just stay trapped in my bed, watching you worry about me. I thought you’d start hating me eventually. Or that maybe you already had… and that’s why you’d stopped biting me.” 
 
    Hearing her words made him feel the pain of her loss all over again. Jack pulled Ryoko tight against him, hugging her and cradling her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ryoko,” he whispered. “If I’d known… If I’d seen it…” 
 
    “There still wouldn’t have been anything you could have done,” she said. “But don’t worry. It’s different now.” 
 
    She kissed his forehead. 
 
    “How so?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ryoko licked her lips, hesitating for a moment. “Some changes happen slowly in people. Some changes happen all at once. And some changes… are like getting a second chance. Like being completely reborn.” 
 
    “I guess literally, in your case,” said Jack. 
 
    She smiled at him. 
 
    “Besides, if I tried to commit suicide again, I get the feeling that you’d just find another way to bring me back,” she said. “I might as well save you the trouble, right?” 
 
    Jack returned her smile, but he felt an odd flash of shame at her words. He’d sacrificed the life essence of the water nymph to save Ryoko. Granted, the creature had been too unstable and dangerous to live a normal existence amongst people, but he’d still taken its life for the sake of giving Ryoko hers back. It wasn’t something that he could take lightly. 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” asked Jack. 
 
    “How do you think?” Ryoko pressed a finger against his nose. “I feel like a woman in bed with someone she loves very much. I feel satisfied.” 
 
    She seemed satisfied and so confident that Jack almost felt like she was a different person. No, that wasn’t right. She was still Ryoko, just at her best. At her strongest. 
 
    “When you first came… back to us,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “You were a little out of control. If things had gone slightly differently, Lesser Town might have been wiped off the map.” 
 
    Ryoko frowned, and her cheeks flushed red. 
 
    “It was confusing,” she whispered. “And so hard for me to focus. I had all these feelings, I think, from the water nymph. She had so much anger in her for humans. They cause damage to the ocean and make loud noises with their boats. Protecting the ocean is one of her personal, deeply held responsibilities. I don’t know if you knew that or not.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko nodded. “It’s part of the reason why… I can’t stay here, either. I have to return to the ocean. It’s calling to me, and I think it has something to do with how my new powers work.” 
 
    She looked down at her hands. Jack chewed his lower lip and nodded slowly. 
 
    “The mansion will be empty without us in it,” he said. “Well, unless Mira decides to stay.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss it,” said Ryoko. “Along with Lesser Town and everyone in it. This place was my home.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” said Jack, feeling the emotion leak into his voice. “I’m really going to miss you, Ryoko.” 
 
    “I’ll still be around,” she said, smiling. “Any time you feel like you want to see me, just come to the ocean, and say my name.” 
 
    “That’s poetic,” he said. 
 
    “I’m being serious,” said Ryoko. “My powers let me travel great distances almost instantly through the water. I might just come strutting out of the shallows, if you say my name.” 
 
    “Will you be naked, like the water nymph was?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ryoko pinched his shoulder, and a slight blush came to her cheeks. They stared at each other for a couple of seconds, and Jack knew that their time together was quickly coming to an end. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” she said. “I promise.” 
 
    She kissed him, and he kissed her back. Ryoko stood up from the bed and pulled her nightgown on. Jack was about to ask if she’d be alright leaving in just that, but she’d already started opening the window. 
 
    “Goodbye, Jack,” she said. “I love you.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Ryoko,” he said. 
 
    Her form wavered in between liquid and physical for a moment, and then she disappeared into the air in a stream of droplets, like rain blowing in the wind. Jack felt an odd, pulsing conflict in his heart. He was going to miss her so much, but she was still alive. They still loved each other. Those were both facts that could not be overstated.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Ryoko’s departure left Jack’s bed empty, and it also left room for his anxiety to start creeping back in. It was late enough in the night to technically be early in the morning. Mezolak would be arriving soon, and he had no idea what that would mean for his future. He just knew it wouldn’t be good.  
 
    A soft knock came at his door, and it opened a moment later. Mira had changed out of her wet clothing and into an oversized t-shirt and a pair of yoga pants. She’d pulled her blonde hair back into a ponytail and played with the end of it with the fingers of one hand. She had a pensive expression on her face, and she sat down next to Jack on his bed. 
 
    “Ryoko’s gone, then?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “She said she had to go out into the ocean. I’m not exactly sure on the particulars of why, but I know we’ll see each other again.” 
 
    Mira smiled and rubbed her hand on his knee. 
 
    “You should have enthralled her when you had the chance, dearest Jack,” she said, playfully. 
 
    Jack shot a mock scowl at her. 
 
    “I’ll enthrall you, if you’re not careful.” He batted a hand at her shoulder, and Mira’s smile lit up her eyes for a couple of seconds.  
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” she said. “This isn’t your fault. The choices you’ve made were forced by the tides of circumstance.” 
 
    Jack sighed. “You’re probably right. I’m just glad that she’s alive, and okay.” 
 
    “Judging from the noises you had her making, I’d think that she’s better than okay,” said Mira. Her smile took on a wicked quality, and Jack felt his cheeks heating up, slightly. 
 
    “Did Mezolak say anything else to you when he left?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Just that he’d be returning in the morning,” said Mira. 
 
    The silence following her statement gave Jack enough time to start feeling nervous again. He chewed his lip, trying not to imagine the worst-case scenario. 
 
    “He’s probably going to want me to do something for him,” said Jack. “I doubt that he’ll let me just stay here and go about my life.” 
 
    “You doubt that he’ll let us stay here, you mean,” said Mira. “I’ll be going with you, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, and her expression was so resolved that Jack was momentarily at a loss for words. 
 
    “You don’t have to go with me,” said Jack. “In fact, it’s probably safer for you if you don’t. You’re just an ordinary human now, Mira. Speaking of which… I still remember our bargain.” 
 
    He’d agreed to give her the Embrace, and if his intuition was in line with reality, he might not get another chance to do it. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten what I’m owed,” said Mira. “But Mezolak doesn’t seem like the type of creature who’d let me tag along with you at my full strength. He isn’t stupid. If I continued to play the role of your thrall, however…” 
 
    Jack took her hand into his. It felt so warm, so very different from the first time he’d felt it. He still remembered that moment: opening the mansion’s gate to let in a strange, beautiful blonde woman and shaking her hand in front of the cherry trees. 
 
    “You’d do this for me?” he asked. “We’d have to get more of the anti-enthrallment potion.” 
 
    “I have enough to last a while, and I think we could arrange to get more easily enough,” said Mira. “That’s not much of a concern.” 
 
    “It would still be putting you at risk,” said Jack. 
 
    “I’m not giving you a choice,” said Mira. “You’ll need my presence and my guidance now, more than ever. I can help you maneuver yourself into a position where, perhaps, you might have the opportunity to strike at the heart of the monster and free yourself.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though he wasn’t nearly as optimistic as she was. The monster she was talking about was technically his father. Unless he found a way to separate Mezolak from the body he was inhabiting, striking at one would mean harming both. 
 
    “You have to promise me something,” said Jack. “If it gets dangerous, and I tell you to leave for your own safety, you’ll go. Promise me.” 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing,” said Mira. “You seem to be confused. I’m not actually your thrall. I can make decisions for myself, and I have decided not to leave your side.” 
 
    Jack sighed through his teeth, even though her words were a huge comfort to him. He was far luckier when it came to the women he had in his life than he had any right to be. 
 
    “Just be ready,” said Jack. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried.” 
 
    Mira cupped his cheek in her hand and gave him a soft, gentle kiss. 
 
    “I’d do something to help take your mind off it, but it seems like the water woman did a good job of wearing you out,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “Her name is Ryoko.” 
 
    “Really? I thought it was maid? I’ve been calling her the wrong thing all this time, how distressing!” 
 
    Jack grinned and pushed a pillow into her face. Mira laughed, and the two of them shared a quiet, companionable moment. 
 
    “You should get some sleep,” she finally said. “I’ll be ready to go with you, come morning.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack. 
 
    She left the room, and Jack did his best to take her advice. He took deep breaths, counted backwards from a hundred, and all of the other little tricks he could think of. After what felt like hours, he finally accepted the fact that his anxiety was not going to allow him to get the rest he so dearly needed. 
 
    He got up and got dressed, opting for jeans and a long sleeve t-shirt. He brought his grandfather’s leather duster and staff down to the workshop, where he put them away for safekeeping. He wasn’t interested in delivering either into Mezolak’s hands or even having them himself if it meant making him more useful in the demon’s eyes. 
 
    He briefly considered donning both and trying to make a stand against Mezolak, but it seemed too risky. Not only for himself, but for everyone involved. There was a chance that after killing him Mezolak would move on to Mira, and maybe Ryoko, too, if he could trace the remnants of the spell he’d used to revive her. 
 
    Jack waited in the foyer. One of the windows was smashed, but that, like the still somewhat flooded cellar, would have to wait to be addressed. He found a tarp that Ryoko had used for a similar purpose a while back and pinned it into place on the broken window’s frame. 
 
    There was a view out over the road leading down the slope, and it was because of that fact that Jack was able to see the car as it approached. It was a newish-looking black SUV, and somehow he knew without being told that it was Mezolak, coming to pick him up. 
 
    Mira’s soft footsteps came down the stairs behind him. She’d put her hair up and wore jeans along with a zip-up sweatshirt. She had a serious expression on her face, and she put her arms on his shoulders and gave each a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “Your mansion might be empty for some time,” she said. “Is there anything else you need to do before leaving?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I’ll have to call someone to fix the window, unless I want a family of raccoons to take up residence.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Peter’s old apprentice still own half of the property?” asked Mira. 
 
    “She does,” he said with a shrug. “But I’m not really sure how the conversation would go, if I called her. ‘Hey Katie! Can you take care of the mansion for a while? I’ve decided to pledge my allegiance to an ancient, evil demon for the time being.’” 
 
    Mira let out a quiet chuckle. Jack watched through the window as the SUV parked and Mezolak stepped out from the driver’s seat. 
 
    He hadn’t let himself consider the possibility of potentially saving his father from the demon’s grasp all that much. But now, watching Mezolak as he made his way toward the front door, it was all but impossible not to. The idea of somehow managing to force the demon out and having a loving reunion with the man who’d raised him, felt strange to him. 
 
    He didn’t let himself harbor the thought for very long. It was a sharp kind of hope, like trying to squeeze shards of glass in his hand. He couldn’t hold onto them with any real strength, for the valid fear of getting hurt. 
 
    Jack opened the door before Mezolak could knock. The demon wore all black, and he was grinning openly. 
 
    “How kind of you, mortal,” he said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready… for what?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mezolak stepped past him, into the foyer. 
 
    “A fair question,” said the demon. “Ready to serve. Ready to follow orders.” 
 
    Mezolak’s gaze shifted past Jack, and he eyed Mira up and down. 
 
    “She’s my thrall,” said Jack. “I’ll need her with me to stay at full strength.” 
 
    “Unnecessary,” said Mezolak. “I will provide you with everything you need, including loyal servants.” 
 
    “I serve my master well,” said Mira. “My loyalty is not up for question.” 
 
    She seemed confident, and Mezolak noticed. 
 
    “You…” he said, speaking to Mira. “I do not trust you.” 
 
    “I trust her,” said Jack. “That’s all that should matter.” 
 
    Mezolak turned away from Jack and Mira. He lifted his arms up into an exaggerated shrug. 
 
    “Well then,” he said. “I do believe this can be a teaching moment.” 
 
    He turned back around, looking at Jack directly. 
 
    “I order you to kill her,” said Mezolak. 
 
    The psychic pressure hit Jack instantly. It was part compulsion, part emotion, and part hallucination. He could see himself attacking Mira and killing her in his mind’s eye. He could feel his hands closing around her soft, pale neck.  
 
    Jack winced and laced his fingers together in an attempt to reassure himself that he would not let himself do what Mezolak had just asked. The sensation shifted, turning into a creeping, nauseating inevitability. He would have to kill Mira, sooner or later. He should just do it now, to get it over with. 
 
    “Jack?” said Mira. 
 
    “No,” he gasped. “No!” 
 
    Jack hurled himself forward, not at Mira, but at Mezolak. The demon was grinning and sidestepped Jack’s attack as though he’d been waiting for it. Jack threw his hand to one side, hesitating instead of immediately summoning his Spectral Sword. It seemed like a bad idea to give himself that kind of killing power with the compulsion still throbbing in his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” said Mezolak. “This will be a good lesson for you.” 
 
    Jack cast Spectral Hand, extending four tendrils out from his shoulders. He lashed out at Mezolak with them, trying to seize the demon by the wrists and ankles. Mezolak retaliated with a blast of red lightning, which stunned Jack and brought him to his knees. 
 
    Mira threw herself into the mix, leaping onto Mezolak’s back and getting him into a headlock. Mezolak twisted, pulling himself free and tossing her across the foyer and into the wall. She let out a gasp of pain as she hit and fell prone. 
 
    Jack charged forward again and met with similar results. Mezolak’s red lightning was an attack that he had no counter for, and on top of that, it was early morning. The illumination in the foyer was becoming less favorable for his blood magic by the second. 
 
    He resorted to attacking Mezolak with physical blows. He threw a punch that the demon dodged and tried to slam his knee into Mezolak’s stomach. The attack landed, but Mezolak’s gasp of pain was immediately followed by booming laughter. 
 
    “Enough,” said Mezolak. “Let me show you what happens next, mortal. Again, I order you to kill the woman.” 
 
    The sensation was different this time. It sent more pain surging through Jack’s body than he’d ever experienced before. More pain than what should have been possible. He felt his bones grinding. He felt hot needles stabbing underneath his skin, and razor claws ripping through his muscles. His eyes felt like they were being boiled within their sockets. 
 
    He couldn’t see, couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but know, without a doubt, that the only way to make it stop would be to kill Mira. 
 
    “No!” he screamed. “I… I won’t!” 
 
    “You are strong-willed, mortal,” said Mezolak. “I will give you that much. See, the way the oath you swore works is that it grows more intense with each of my successive requests.” 
 
    Jack was thrashing on the stone floor, throwing himself around in wild, desperate movements. It didn’t help him deal with the pain. If anything, it only made it worse. 
 
    “The first time I give an order to you, it’s gentle,” said Mezolak. “A simple compulsion. Under most circumstances, that’s all it takes.” 
 
    The demon walked until he was standing over Jack and set his foot on his chest, holding him where he was. 
 
    “The second time is when it gets interesting,” said Mezolak. “Pain is what happens when I’m forced to ask twice. The pain you’re feeling now. An unbelievable amount of pain that shifts and ebbs to keep you from getting used to it.” 
 
    “You—bastard!” shouted Jack. 
 
    “I don’t like to have to bring it to this level,” said Mezolak. “It’s like abusing a faulty tool. The pain can leave lasting psychological damage. But not nearly so much as what happens if I have to ask three times.” 
 
    Mezolak crouched down next to Jack, and spoke directly into his face. 
 
    “Fear comes after pain,” said Mezolak. “I speak of the kind of fear that will keep me from ever having to ask for something three times again. Now, I don’t like having to do that. I won’t do it now. Not over this. It would… change you. I’d rather see you fall into line on your own, mortal.” 
 
    Jack was still writhing on the ground, but he saw what happened next in what felt like slow motion. Mezolak walked over to Mira and seized her by her hair. She let out a cry of pain as he yanked her partially upright.  
 
    Mezolak pulled a gun out from a holster under his shirt and fired a single bullet into her chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The gunshot was loud enough to momentarily deafen Jack, but he didn’t need to be able to hear to know that he was screaming. 
 
    Mezolak smiled as he walked back over to him. Mira’s body crumpled to the floor, limp. Blood began to pool around her, and this time, its scent was sickly sweet. 
 
    “Relax, Jack,” said Mezolak. “Take a few moments to compose yourself. Use the girl for whatever purpose you see fit with what little life she has left. Then come join me in the car.” 
 
    The pain reverberating through Jack subsided the instant he heard Mezolak tell him to relax. It was immediately replaced by a sorrow so deep that it was all Jack could do to keep from collapsing. He hurried to Mira’s side, cradling her head and desperately trying to apply pressure to her wound. She was losing blood way too fast. He knew it was hopeless. 
 
    “No,” he said in a shaky voice. “Mira…” 
 
    He grimaced, gritting his teeth together, and tears began to streak down his face. He heard the sound of the door closing as Mezolak exited the mansion, and it took all the willpower he had to keep from chasing the demon outside and attacking him again. 
 
    “Dearest… Jack,” whispered Mira.  
 
    “This can’t be happening,” he said. “No. I won’t let it happen.” 
 
    He wasn’t about to watch her die. He could the compulsion of Mezolak’s last order pushing him to feed off Mira, to steal the last of her vitality for himself. Another idea came to him, and he immediately began considering how to put it into action. 
 
    “Remember our bargain, Mira?” he whispered. “I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    Jack brushed her golden hair, which was now matted with blood, away from her neck. He somehow knew on an instinctive level how to give someone the Embrace, even though he’d never done it before.  
 
    He pressed his fangs against her neck, piercing into her pale skin. But instead of drinking her blood, he let himself push his own into her. It was more about the magical essence than the actual blood. He felt it transferring into her, infecting Mira and spreading through her being, as though he’d put a droplet of red dye into a cup of water. Mira gasped, and a shudder ran through her. She blinked, and when Jack saw her eyes again, the familiar flecks of red had returned to her deep blue irises. 
 
    “You’ll have to find someone to feed from,” muttered Jack. “This… is all I can do for you.” 
 
    Mira was still in a desperate state, but her wound had already begun to heal. She focused her attention on him and smiled. 
 
    “You’ve done everything for me,” she whispered. “The question now is what I can do for you. I will not allow you to be this monster’s puppet. Not for long, at least.” 
 
    Jack gave her a gentle kiss on the lips and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “You need to regain your strength first,” he said. “Focus on that for now. I can manage for a while. I got myself into this situation willingly, after all.” 
 
    “You are not his, my sweet Jack,” whispered Mira. “You’re mine. Don’t forget that, even if he tries to convince you otherwise.” 
 
    He let out a soft chuckle and planted another kiss on the back of her hand. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    Mira gave him a weak nod. Jack set her down on the floor as gently as he could and then headed for the door. He walked toward Mezolak and his waiting ride slowly, without looking back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    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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