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    Foreward 
 
    by J.R. Rain 
 
      
 
    Hi there and welcome! 
 
    J.R. Rain here, and I’m so excited to introduce you to my “Vampire for Hire World”! As you might have guessed, these are written by writers other than me. Fair warning, these stories are non-canon (as in, unofficial) but they’re still a ton of fun. I’m excited to see the Samantha Moon world grow, and I’m equally excited to see all these wonderful writers exploring her world with me. 
 
    So, sit back and enjoy Moon Crimes! 
 
    —J.R. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Moon Crimes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    We showed our credentials and got our law enforcement visitor badges after the secretary confirmed our meeting. She escorted us into the warden’s office at Chino Prison. He was a thin small man who sat behind his desk with his glasses resting on his nose. Beads of sweat gathered at his hairline as he focused on his computer.  
 
    “Sir, these two detectives are here to see you.” She opened the door wider, and we stepped inside his office.  
 
    The first thing I observed? No family photos in the office and the walls were bare. The room gave off a sterile ambiance.  
 
    The warden rose from his chair and walked over to greet us. The man stood 5’6” and weighed close to what I did or maybe about twenty pounds more. He was small with an angry face. Thin straight lips, a creased forehead and large eyes with hooded lids.  
 
    He shook our hands and offered us chairs angled in front of his desk. When he made his way back around to his side, he introduced himself. “I’m Warden Aaron Hall and you are?” 
 
    “We’re from the Fullerton PD. I’m Detective Samantha Moon.” I sat down at his hand gesture to do so. 
 
    “And I’m Detective Brent Cole.” My partner also took a seat. 
 
    The warden remained standing until we were both sitting before he maneuvered his chair, sat down and tilted his head at the same time that he picked up a yellow pencil and stroked it with one hand. “Well, detectives, what can I do for you today?” 
 
    Brent glanced at me at the same time I made eye contact with him and then, I moved my gaze back to the warden. “Apparently, you’re having some problems with some inmates, Warden?” 
 
    He continued to pound away when he said, “I don’t recall dialing the Fullerton Police Department about problems we’re having in Chino. Isn’t my prison out of your jurisdiction?” 
 
    “Technically, yes.” 
 
    “Then, technically, you can leave.”    
 
    Brent put up his hand to me. “Sir, we’re part of a special unit that investigates crimes that are, well, different.” 
 
    “Different?” He stopped and glanced at Brent. “What do you consider different, Detective Cole?” 
 
    Brent crossed his arms over his chest, assessing the warden. “Unexplainable things.” 
 
    I chimed in. “And you are having some problems with some inmates that might seem unexplainable, right, Warden?” 
 
    This time, he glanced up at me, his fingers stopping in mid-stroke. “Young lady, I have problems with all my convicts. They’re criminals. Did you plan to come here to invite me to a tea party?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    He continued, “And the unexplainable would probably describe 99.9% of the crimes committed by my inmates. Can you explain why a man might decide to randomly kill a woman because he claims she was wearing red lipstick and the color reminded him of blood, hence, in his tormented mind, she was begging to be killed?” He paused for effect. “Or why a teenager, raised by a loving family, might be so inclined to remove a shotgun from the locked cabinet where his father kept it and step into his parents’ room and shoot them both in the head while they slept? Hours later, he claimed that they were aliens and had every intention of infiltrating the human race.” 
 
    I cringed at his “good old boy” attitude and threw any further formalities out the window. If the man wanted to be rude, I could be rude right back. “Sounds like you have your hands full, Warden.” 
 
    “Damn right, I do.” He shook his head and started to turn back to his computer, but my words stopped him.  
 
    “However! That’s not the ‘unexplainable’ that my partner was talking about.” 
 
    “I’m listening.”  
 
    “A few weeks ago, a Bank of America in Fullerton was robbed.” 
 
    Warden Hall stared at me for a few seconds before he said, “And what does that have to do with my current prisoners, Detective Moon?” 
 
    “According to the camera surveillance at the bank, the man who held up the place was a man named Matthew Malone. You know him?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I know his name. Again, what does that have to do with my prison?” 
 
    “Matthew Malone was apprehended a year ago for armed robbery of the same Bank of America in Fullerton.” 
 
    “And this is my problem, how?” 
 
    “He was convicted and sentenced to forty years in prison.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “And his current address is right here at Chino prison. Now, let me ask you again, Warden. Do you know him?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and hesitated before he asked, “What are you saying? That one of my inmates committed that robbery while in custody?” 
 
    “Inmate number 236142. Why don’t you pull him up for us?” 
 
    Warden Hall glanced at his keyboard, clicked some of the keys and pulled up the number. “Okay, you and I both know that’s impossible. The guy you’re referring to was in solitary confinement on the night in question. Do you think my inmates would escape, rob a bank and return to the cell block just for laughs and giggles?” 
 
    “Do you not care what’s happening in your facility, Warden?” His attitude angered me.  
 
    “Well, hell yeah, I care. But my guy couldn’t be at the B of A when he was tucked in tight here at the prison, now could he?”  
 
    “His fingerprints say otherwise,” Brent said. 
 
    The warden stood and pressed his knuckles against his desk as he leaned toward us. “Listen to me, detectives. We all work hard to keep the scum off the streets. Once you do your job, you entrust me to do mine. But just like you wouldn’t want me telling you how to do your job, I don’t like you coming in here and accusing me of having a lax prison that lets prisoners escape. Everything you’ve said, thus far, smacks of a fingerprint records’ mix-up. Get past the technology glitch and show me what you’ve really got. Then we might have some hardcore evidence and we can work together. Until you can do that, please let yourselves out.” His words spewed dislike and without giving us a second thought, he maneuvered into his chair and pounded at the keyboard. 
 
    I stood and Brent followed. The scowl on the warden’s face told me that something was bothering him—something big. From the side of the desk where I stood to let Brent step out, I noticed a framed picture on his desk. I wanted to ask the warden about it, but decided against it. My eyes shifted from the photo back to the small angry man in front of us.  
 
    Before I left, I said, “We’ll be back, Warden.”  
 
    He said nothing.  
 
    Once outside of the prison and on our way back to Brent’s Mustang, I replayed the entire encounter. “What was the warden hiding that he didn’t want us to find out?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, Sam,” Brent said. “Defensive and uptight. But, the warden aside, we still need to confirm if the fingerprints are a match.” 
 
    “But you said in there—” 
 
    “I bluffed. I wanted to see how he would respond.” Brent unlocked our doors and slid into the driver’s seat as I stepped into the passenger’s side. “So the fingerprints might not be a match.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but the facial recognition scan shows Matthew Malone at that bank the night of the robbery.” 
 
    “How do you suppose one guy can be in two places at the same time?” Brent asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re sure going to find out.”  
 
    Brent impressed me. In many ways, he had the same drive that I had. And, in truth, I liked having him around. For the first time in ten years, I was happy to work with a partner again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Before my partner backed out of the parking space at the prison, I said, “There was a strange photo on the warden’s desk. Did you happen to see it?” 
 
    “The one with his wife and son?” 
 
    “Yeah, a baby swaddled in his mother’s arms,” I said.  
 
    “And you find that strange, why?” 
 
    “Based on the warden’s age in the photo, it must have been taken thirty years ago, at least. Why wouldn’t he have a more current picture on his desk?” 
 
    “Sometimes, people prefer older photos, Sam.” 
 
    “True, but that was the only family portrait in the entire office.” 
 
    “And how does that have anything to do with the case?” 
 
    I gave him a sideways glance. “I’m not saying it does. A few things about it stood out to me.” 
 
    “What else did you notice?” 
 
    “I noticed that you didn’t notice anything of importance about the damn thing.” The man was insufferably handsome—too handsome for his own good. But I definitely had an attraction to the rugged, manly type. Kingsley was proof of that.  
 
    “Really? Because I observed he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. So, the real mystery about the photo is yet to be discovered.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, Sherlock, you win.” 
 
    As Brent maneuvered his Mustang out of the parking space, movement caught my eye. Between two buildings, the shoulder of a man stuck out just enough for me to notice. “Stop the car.”  
 
    Brent pressed the brakes. “What is it?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. But there’s someone hiding between those buildings and I want to know why.” 
 
    “Great. Another Samantha Moon intuition?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Listen, Cole, if it weren’t for my intuition, we might have never made it back from the Piper game.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your intuition, Moon. That was the deadly dagger that hung around your neck.” 
 
    “Yeah, the dagger that opened a door to the seediest criminals of all—the underworld.” I lifted my finger. “Who, I might add, are still out there and still able to get to me and my kids.” 
 
    “The alchemist is working on it though, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes. However, in the meantime, every lurking john who hides between buildings is on my investigate list.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” Brent stepped out of the Mustang and followed closely behind me.  
 
    When we were within fifty feet of the man, who was still cowering between two buildings in a small alcove, I said, “Sir, can you step out of there for me?” 
 
    A lanky man holding a rake in one hand moved out in front of us. His hand gripped the gardening tool with white-knuckle strength. He wore a white tank top, blue jeans, a cowboy hat and leather cowboy boots. A bit out of place for Chino.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to startle you, Detective Moon.” 
 
    An uncomfortable ache hit my gut. “How do you know my name?”  
 
    The man scanned between me and my partner. A snarl of a glare swept across his dirt-streaked face. But he didn’t answer. Instead, it appeared that he was conjuring up an alibi of some sort.   
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “I heard you give it to the warden’s receptionist earlier. I—I was in the waiting room talking to the file clerk about some personal issues.” 
 
    He was lying. My gut told me so. If ever there was a time that I disregarded my gut instinct, that was always the moment I was sorry I did. I’d learned to trust that nagging knot that bunched up in my stomach from time to time.  
 
    I kept my distance. The man’s aura was absurdly weak, and I was able to pry into his mind with no resistance. He was devoid of substance. Or logic. Or order. His thoughts were all over the board—thoughts that mingled together into a piled stew of nonsense. I heard him think: Tell her what you want to say. What if she thinks you’re lying? Will she understand why this is happening? I could eat a huge flame-broiled burger right now. I finally blocked his jumbled stream of thoughts and asked, “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Brent stepped forward, watching the man with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “My name is Denver Michaels, Ms. Moon.” The man gripped his rake. His eyes ran over me from head to toe and with a tremble, he glanced at Brent and back at me and then stepped forward, closing the gap between us.  
 
    The eerie feeling in my gut insisted that I keep up my guard. The man was hesitant yet jittery and the entire thing was making me stand on edge. “Mr. Michaels, if you have anything to do with Adze, you can tell your boss that I’m here and he can confront me himself. I’m ready for him.” 
 
    The man frowned. “Who? What?” 
 
    Brent said, “Mr. Michaels, what Detective Moon means to say is that she saw you lurking from behind the wall. If you need something, please tell us or else we’re going to be on our way.” 
 
    Denver took a baby step closer to us. He leaned forward slightly and said, “Are you here about the solitary-confinement crimes?” 
 
    I was stunned. “What do you know about them?”  
 
    “I can’t talk here.” He glanced upward toward the prison windows. That led both Brent and me to glance upward toward the warden’s window. No one was there. “Can we meet somewhere else?” 
 
    “I work for the VCSU in Fullerton. Meet me at the precinct—” 
 
    “I can’t meet you there. Can we meet somewhere private, Detective?” 
 
    “Why can’t you meet us at the precinct?” Brent asked.  
 
    “I can’t risk being seen talking to you about what happens here at the prison. Please, meet me somewhere else—anywhere we can safely talk.”  
 
    I sensed Brent was going to say something else, so I put up my hand to stop him. “Meet me at Hillcrest Park, in Fullerton, tomorrow at 4 p.m.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. Thank you, Detective.” The man took his rake and headed toward the south side of the building. 
 
    Brent turned his attention to me. “That was strange.” 
 
    “So far, this whole case has started off strange. I don’t trust him, but maybe he wanted to talk elsewhere because he fears retaliation from the warden.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Brent said. “Maybe not. But he turned down meeting at the precinct, too. And that makes me question his motives. So why would you pick Hillcrest, Sam?”  
 
    He opened his car door and slid into the driver’s seat. I rolled my eyes and moved into the passenger side. “Because I’m familiar with the park. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Odd place to have a meeting with a possible witness.” 
 
    The way he glared at me, without turning on the car, made me feel uncomfortable. “You think you know about me, Thor?” 
 
    He nodded and chuckled. “You do realize the nickname you’ve given me is a compliment, right?” 
 
    “Whatever. What do you think you know about me?” 
 
    “Probably too much.” 
 
    “What’s that mean, hotshot?” 
 
    Brent started the car. “Let’s see. You were attacked at Hillcrest Park ten years ago and you were left for dead.” 
 
    “Tell me something you didn’t read in the Orange County Register.” 
 
    He pulled out of the prison parking lot and made a right turn. “Well, Samantha Moon. I know that you worked at HUD for a few years before the attack.” 
 
    “Public knowledge. Go on.” 
 
    “I know that it took six years for your husband to finally cave and call it quits on your marriage. That’s six years after the night in the park.” 
 
    “Not a secret. You’re boring me. Go on.” 
 
    He hesitated again. “Fine. Hand me that ring on your finger and let’s predict if you will enjoy going to lunch. Or hand me the other ring and let’s see what happens then.” 
 
    I froze. Then I shook it off. “So, you do know what I am.” 
 
    “Yep.” He smirked. 
 
    Oh, how I wanted to knock that smirk off his face. “Who told you? Sherbet?” 
 
    “Nope. I just know.” He glanced at me as he made a left turn and jumped on the 57 freeway. “Want me to go on?” 
 
    “No, I want you to level the playing field and tell me about you. Why can’t I read your mind? Why don’t you have an aura? What in the hell are you?” 
 
    “You’re not very skilled at interrogation, Moon. One question after another makes me forget the first question. Besides, I’m not sure you’re ready to grasp what I am.” 
 
    “Tell me and let’s see how ready I am. I’ve seen many things in the last ten years. I’m sure your family history has crossed my path a time or two.” 
 
    Brent’s jaw tightened and he kept his eyes forward. Our conversation stopped. I’d backed my partner into a corner and I was quickly learning that when Brent was backed into a corner, he tended to shut down hard and fast. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Our next stop?” Brent asked.  
 
    “Kingsley.” 
 
     My werewolf boyfriend hadn’t yet met my partner, Brent Cole, and I thought we should talk to Kingsley about his client, Matthew Malone. Maybe he could tell us something that would give us some insight.  
 
    When Kingsley’s receptionist told us we could go back, my handsome, big and burly guy greeted us at the door. “Sam, it’s great to see you.” He leaned in and placed a soft kiss across my lips. The contact alone sent a wave of goosebumps through my cold body and skin. 
 
    I turned behind me and acknowledged Brent. “Kingsley, I want you to meet my partner at the precinct. This is Brent Cole. And Brent, this is the best defense attorney you’ll ever meet, Kingsley Fulcrum.” 
 
    Kingsley narrowed his eyes and took a step back before he gathered himself and extended his hand. Although the reaction was flawlessly fast, I noticed. I detected Brent’s uncanny response as well. Odd.  
 
    Brent stood taller than usual. His shoulders pushed back and his chest stuck out. Not his typical Thor stance, but something more predatory, as if the two were preparing for battle. I glanced from one to the other as Kingsley led us into his office and directed us to take a seat. 
 
    It wasn’t just the abundance of testosterone in the room, but there was something else—something dark. And believe me, having Elizabeth, the obscure bitch who dwelled inside of me, ever-present but locked away, I knew darkness when I felt it. I shook my head and sat down. Brent slid into the chair next to me and Kingsley parked himself behind his desk. The room was silent. Strangely, my big oaf of a boyfriend refused to make eye contact with my partner.  
 
    I broke the silence. “Kingsley, Brent and I just came back from the prison. We spoke to Warden Aaron Hall about Matthew Malone. What can you tell us about the original robbery? I know it’s in the court transcript, but I thought it would be better to hear about the incident from you, in case you had more insight.” 
 
    Kingsley hedged a bit. “I can’t tell you anything that would violate the attorney-client privilege. So, I will just give you what I legally can. Mostly what the prosecutor already knows.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said, a tad annoyed. “However, I believe in this sort of case, to prevent a death or serious injury, the crucial evidence exemption applies. Wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re good, Sam,” he said proudly.  
 
    I smiled. I am good. 
 
    He sat back and grabbed my gaze. “Originally, we were going to plead temporary insanity. Matthew had just lost his only son to leukemia. Four-year-old boy. Died from the disease. Watching the child fight for his life drained Matthew of his will to live. He started drinking and gambling and before his son passed, his wife divorced him. To make matters worse, the hospital inundated him with a shit-pile of medical bills.” 
 
    “Sounds like an unfortunate train wreck,” I said.  
 
    Kingsley continued, “The day his son died, while at his house and during a small gathering to celebrate his son’s life, a bill collector showed up. The event apparently pushed him over the edge. He holed up in his house for six months, plotting and planning a way to pay off his son’s medical bills before he lost more than he already had.” 
 
    “So, he robbed the bank.”  
 
    “Yep. He said he wanted quick money. The guy worked as a janitor for a chain of sporting goods stores. His ex-wife hustled evenings as a waitress. So between the two of them, they hardly had enough to make ends meet.” 
 
    “So, the insanity plea didn’t move the jury?” 
 
    “We didn’t use that. He pleaded not guilty.” Kingsley hated losing a case. The irritation of this loss swept across his handsome face. “Let’s just say, we’ve filed an appeal. But now that this has happened…” He trailed off.  
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you.” I glanced at Brent and noticed his eyes were locked on Kingsley as if he hadn’t heard a word we’d said. Distracted, I shifted my gaze back to my boyfriend. “Um, the evidence is piled against him. But Matthew Malone claims he was in solitary confinement at the time of the incident. We’ve subpoenaed the bank’s video footage from the night in question.”  
 
    Kingsley nodded. “You work your end, I’ll tend to mine. I have a meeting with my client later today.” 
 
    “The warden…” I said, but trailed off.  
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about him?” 
 
    “When Matthew called me just  after the incident, he was rambling on about the warden. He mentioned that he’d started at Chino Prison three months ago and had transferred from a prison in Massachusetts. But he sounded so distraught about a wound on his neck. Hell, half the things he said didn’t make sense.” 
 
    “A wound?” 
 
    “That was all I understood. Oddly though, when he talked about the warden, he kept saying she and her. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was high on drugs.” 
 
    “But he did say the warden transferred from somewhere else. Do we know why he relocated?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet. But I’m guessing you’ll find out why as you investigate.” 
 
    I jotted the note in my cellular phone: Research Warden Aaron Hall’s previous place of employment. 
 
    Brent sat back and clasped his hands against his impressive six-pack. “Tell me, counselor, has your client mentioned anything about strange events happening at the prison on the night of a full moon?” 
 
    Kingsley’s lip snarled a bit, but he didn’t respond.  
 
    “Kingsley?” I said, leaning forward to get his attention.  
 
    “Sam.” His eyes connected with mine.  
 
    The same dark aura lingered in the room and if I wasn’t mistaken, I even felt Elizabeth stir inside of me. “Uh, Brent just asked you a question.” 
 
    “I heard him, but I don’t see the relevance of the question.” 
 
    “It’s very relevant,” I said. “Are you okay?”  
 
    He shuffled some papers and stood. “Sam, I’d like to talk to you alone, if you don’t mind.” He moved his eyes to Brent and in the corner, I saw an involuntary twitch. “You can see yourself out, right, Brent?” 
 
    Brent glanced at me. “We came here together, Kingsley. And we’re working this case as a team, so I don’t see why—” 
 
    “I’ll take her back to the precinct to get her vehicle,” Kingsley said, stepping forward, cutting off Brent’s words. 
 
    Brent turned to me. “You okay with this?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s okay. Go ahead and take off. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.” 
 
    He nodded and then, he hesitated as if he was going to say something to Kingsley but instead turned and left the office. I stepped out into the hallway and watched him disappear into the front reception area.  
 
    I whipped around and narrowed my eyes at my boyfriend. “Kingsley, what are you doing? What in the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    We were alone in his office, the two of us, and suddenly the dark aura had disappeared and Elizabeth crawled back inside of me to the depths of who knows where—the area where she lays low and waits, plotting out her next appearance.  
 
    Kingsley moved over to a wet bar and poured himself a shot of whisky. In one swig, the brown liquid disappeared. “You pulled quite a stunt yesterday.” 
 
    “Stunt? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He moved his eyes from the now-empty glass to the crystal decanter and then to me, tilting his head. “Come on, Sam. Playing a video game capable of sucking you into the abyss—” 
 
    “Switzerland, actually.” 
 
    “Yeah, there. Dangerous, Sam. Selfish and dangerous.” 
 
    I knew Kingsley cared about me—loved me, even—but sometimes, living this lifestyle that we lived, it was easy to get wrapped up in everything else and forget to cherish those in our lives.  
 
    I stepped closer to him and reached out to touch his arm. He moved out of my way as he strode to his desk, opened his top drawer and grabbed a set of keys. Turning to face me, a glimmer of anger and pain rested in his eyes. “What if something had happened to you? Did you wager that into your act-now, think-later gamer marathon?” 
 
    “But nothing happened to me, Kingsley. I did what I had to do so that I could save the lives of hundreds of children—hundreds that would have turned into thousands or even more.” 
 
    He stared at me—a lingering, hungry stare. “Of course. And if anyone was going to save them, it was going to be you. But, I’m guessing you decided not to tell your boyfriend because you didn’t want him to tell you that he’d rather you not rush into the game?” 
 
    “Why are you talking about yourself in the third person?” I smiled, trying to make light of the situation. But, Kingsley was right. The danger was real and the stunt of being sucked into a world I knew nothing about was anything but light. And, he felt left out of the loop. Hell, I’d told Mary Lou, Allison and my kids. I’d told everyone but him that I was going to take a risk.  
 
    The man was hurt. I stepped toward him and this time, he stayed planted. “You’re right. I guess I didn’t want you to try and stop me. I didn’t want to see one more child pulled from a dumpster. Can you forgive me for not telling you that I was going to put myself so far into the case?” 
 
    A ticking clock on his wall echoed in the otherwise silent room. He ran his hairy hand over his face. “Look, I understand that you can take care of yourself, Sam. Hell, you’ve taken care of me before. Remember the Lichtenstein situation in Lake Elsinore?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    He continued, “You were right there in the mix when I was being beaten to a pulp. But I want to know that a part of you does need me a little, Sam. Otherwise, why are we dating?” 
 
    “For the animalistic sex?” I smiled, but he gave me a sideways look and I knew I had to fix this and fast. “Kingsley, you must realize that I need you. But more importantly though, I want you. Sure, I can handle myself in every way, but at the end of the day, it’s nice to have someone to share my life with.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment. “I’m glad you made it back safely.” He slid his right hand along the side of my face, his warmth brushing my cheek as he dug his fingers into my hair. With his fingertips curled around the back of my head, I waited… I anticipated his warm soft lips covering mine. And they did. Hard and devouring, yet soft and supple. His mouth claimed mine in a way that even heated up my cold vampire body temperature. The man loved me and no words could ever convey that kind of love like the kiss he was giving me now.  
 
    When he pulled away, I sucked in air, tried to catch my breath and steady my wobbling knees. I tilted slightly forward and used his tall, sturdy body to brace me, hold me upright. Then I moved my gaze from his chest upward. I whispered, “Can we kiss again but this time with the door locked?” 
 
    He chuckled loud and deep and pressed his lips on mine once more, but this time with less animalistic fire. This time, it was sweet and loving. “If we did that, I’d have to replace all my furniture in here tomorrow.” 
 
    I laughed. “I know, isn’t it great?” 
 
    He hugged me and stepped away to close his blinds. “Tell you what. Let’s go back to my place and see how much furniture we can break.” 
 
    Kingsley’s office phone rang. He put up his finger and said, “Excuse me,” as he answered the call.  
 
    “Saved by the bell,” I whispered. 
 
    I watched as his expression changed. First shocked and then sad and angry and by the time he hung up with the caller, he threw his glass paperweight against the wall and it shattered all over the floor.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    His eyes locked with mine. Anger settled into his face—into every line and crease that was barely visible until a few seconds ago. His hand in a tight fist, Kinsley whispered through gritted teeth, “My client, Matthew Malone. He’s dead.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Morning came quickly. Kingsley needed me last night. All night. He had wanted to talk and the man never chatted a night away. He usually spoke a few words and only when he had something important to say.  
 
    Last night, he was angry. His client was dead. And we had a mystery that begged to be solved. My werewolf boyfriend gave me his theories last night, and I listened to him in the same way he’d done for me during many of my own cases.  
 
    Needless to say, my body needed to rest. My mind needed to sleep, and I needed to eat—or drink coffee—which I planned to do as soon as Brent and I  made it through the Starbucks drive-thru line. Once I had my coffee in hand, I’d be able to talk to my partner about the case.  
 
    “Here you go,” Brent said. “Fuel to get you through the day.” 
 
    “You can tell?” I said. Of course my mind immediately remembered when coffee actually did work on rejuvenating me after a long night working on a case with HUD. Sure, it doesn’t actually fix me in the chemical way, but it does give me a weird mental boost. Vampires may not get physically exhausted but we do get mentally tired. 
 
    “That you got no sleep last night? Yeah, well, I’m guessing since I’m sure Kingsley was happy to see you.” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    Brent laughed. “Hardly.” 
 
    One sip of coffee and my smile faded. “Brent, there’s been a change in our case.” 
 
    He pulled out of the Starbucks parking lot and glanced at me before he moved his eyes back to the road. “What kind of change?” 
 
    “Matthew Malone is dead.” 
 
    Brent slammed on the brakes in the middle of the street and snapped his head toward me. “What? What do you mean, dead?” 
 
    “Exactly what we’re going to be if someone hits us from behind.” 
 
    Brent merged back into the lane. “What happened?” 
 
    “Kingsley got the call last night.” 
 
    “How did he die? He was only in his twenties.”  
 
    “The warden told us he died of natural causes. A heart attack, they believe. But, of course, they won’t know for sure until they do an autopsy.” 
 
    Brent didn’t say much more as we drove to Bank of America for a meeting with the branch manager. Confusion swept across his face several times before anger lines settled near his mouth and eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m just speechless. A heart attack?” Brent shook his head. “The guy was twenty-eight years old, and according to his file, he was in good physical shape.” He turned his eyes to me. “I’m not buying a heart attack.” 
 
    “Well, of course not. Me neither.”  
 
    “And his death doesn’t change the fact that something strange is happening in that prison.” 
 
    “Agreed. And we’re going to find out what that something strange is. So, are you ready to talk to the branch manager?” 
 
    My partner nodded and stepped out of the car. I followed, staring at the bank I’d passed many times over the years. After all, my life was ingrained in Fullerton and this bank had been in this city longer than I had.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Brent stood on the sidewalk waiting for me to walk away from his Mustang.  
 
    “I remember the bank robbery.” I stepped up on the pavement and strolled beside my partner. “Apparently, Matthew had come inside alone, quietly handed the teller a note and slipped out the door with a bag of money. No one in the bank even knew what happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he didn’t get away.” 
 
    “True. The bank manager had contacted the police while the heist was happening. She saw the note passed to the teller. The employee’s reaction was completely out of character, so she made the call.” 
 
    “And the second attempt?” 
 
    “According to the files, he came in, guns blazing. Shotgun on one side and a 9mm in the other hand. The MO was completely different.”  
 
    “Yeah, I read that in the file.” 
 
    We stepped into the bank and the finance manager immediately greeted us. “Good morning and welcome. Are you here to open a new account?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Brent said. “We’re detectives with the Fullerton Police Department, here to have a word with your branch manager.”  
 
    We flashed our badges.  
 
    “Did she know you were coming in today?” asked the older woman.  
 
    “Yes,” Brent said. “We have an appointment.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back. Please have a seat while you wait.”  
 
    I glanced around the bank. Not a large establishment. Intimate even. Four tellers, a couple of financial representatives at their desks on the main floor and a relaxed symphony of music playing through speakers strategically located around the place. In the far right corner, customers stood around a complimentary coffee bar.  
 
    A middle-aged woman with glasses, wearing a skirt suit, stepped out from the teller area and swayed her way towards us. “Hi, I’m Evette Jones. How can I help you, detectives?” 
 
    “I’m Detective Samantha Moon and this is my partner, Detective Brent Cole. We’re with the Fullerton Police Department. We set up a meeting to talk with you about a recent incident at your bank. Is there somewhere private we can discuss this, Ms. Jones?” 
 
    “Of course, please follow me.” She led us into a back office conference room where she’d called in another colleague to join our conversation.  
 
    After we nestled into our chairs, she clasped her hands on the table and moved her eyes from Brent to me—waiting for one of us to start.  
 
    Brent sat forward. “How familiar are you with the Matthew Malone robbery, Ms. Jones?” 
 
    “Familiar enough to be in therapy, Detective Cole.” She lifted an eyebrow. “I was here the day he robbed the bank the first time and as timing would have it, I was here when he robbed it the second time three weeks ago.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Let’s talk about the first robbery.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Our files indicate that he was apprehended before he managed to get away with the six hundred thousand he’d stolen from the bank.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” She shifted in her chair.  
 
    “You also told the detectives handling the case after the first robbery that you noticed his hands shaking, via the video footage, when he handed your teller the note.” 
 
    “Absolutely. The detectives said he had a .22-caliber pistol tucked into his front pocket, but I never saw him take it out. His hands stayed on top of the counter and he seemed distraught—as if he had been dared to do something that terrified him.” 
 
    “Was there anything strange about the second robbery?” I asked. 
 
    “It all happened so fast. I mean, to see his face again after his conviction shocked me. I’d followed his trial. I knew how long he had in prison, so to see him again was unexpected, to say the least.”  
 
    “The file states that he had weapons out this time.” 
 
    “Yes, we gave a copy of the footage to one of the detectives, but I have a backup that you can watch. He was a different guy. Completely different.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I said. 
 
    Evette turned her monitor screen toward us, clicked around the keyboard and brought up a digital copy of the video from prior, when the bank was robbed again, allegedly by Matthew Malone. We watched every movement he made.  
 
    He had swung open the door to the bank and shot a 9mm in the air. In his left hand, he held a shotgun at his side. I had her keep the sound off because I wanted to watch his movements without the distraction of the chaos. The assailant moved right to the same teller that he had given the note to the first time and slowly pointed the gun at her head. She fumbled, and stepped back. A frightened look ravaged her face. Then he turned and held the shotgun out at the patrons and guard behind him. His movements were lethargic yet bold. He was on a mission… determined.  
 
    I leaned forward. “There!” I pointed at the side of his neck. Just as his head turned, I caught a glimpse of something on his skin. “What’s that? Can you zoom into that mark on his neck?” 
 
    “I can try. I don’t have that fancy equipment you have at the police department, but I can certainly give it a go.” 
 
    Evette zoomed in as far as she could, yet the image was too blurry. I turned to Brent. “Contact Sherbet and ask him to zoom in on the left side of Matthew’s neck in the video taken during the second robbery.” He nodded, stood and pulled out his cell phone as he moved outside her office.  
 
    I turned back to Evette. “Do you remember anything else whatsoever?” 
 
    She shook her head as she thought.  
 
    “Think. Anything at all?” 
 
    “You know, this might not make sense, but there was something strange about his eyes.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like he saw past us. As if we weren’t actually there. In some ways, like a zombie, but not.” 
 
    “So, he had separated himself from the act of the robbery?”    
 
    “Yeah, like that.” 
 
    “That’s not rare, though. Criminals often behave in that manner,” I said. 
 
    “This was different, Detective. Like the guy was possessed or something. I’m telling you, he wasn’t even close to—” 
 
    “Back up,” I said, cutting her off.  
 
    She tilted her head.  
 
    “Possessed?” 
 
    “Well, I know people don’t actually get possessed, but behavior mimicked that—as in the movies and how they show possessions…” 
 
    Evette kept talking and my mind tuned her out. Possession. I’d dealt with various forms of possession. Hell, some might even say I’m possessed with that evil bitch, Elizabeth, dwelling inside of me. That’s what possession was, after all. Taking over one’s body. And she had tried again and again to take over mine. Especially when her thirst for blood reared its ugly head. At some point, I tuned back in to Evette Jones, interrupting her ramble about the show, Supernatural.  
 
    “Ms. Jones, you’ve been a great help. Thank you for your time. We’ll get back to you if we have any further questions.” 
 
    She nodded and walked me to the office door where I met Brent right as he hung up the phone with Sherbet.  
 
    We started for the front door of the bank. “Well?” I asked.  
 
    “It appears to be an open wound or fresh scar on the inner part of his neck.” 
 
    “Hmm. What kind of scar?” 
 
    “A symbol or something. Sherbet wasn’t sure. He told us to come in after we finish up here so we can take a better look at it.” 
 
    “Kingsley said that Matthew had said something about his neck. His words were disjointed, but he did mention it.” I didn’t say much else.  
 
    Before I knew it, my thoughts had taken a turn, switched direction without a signal. One minute, I was thinking about this prison case and the next, I was reliving the Piper game—thinking about the door that I’d opened while stuck in a raging fight with Peter and Paul.  
 
    At the time when we discovered that I’d have to play the digital game and subject myself to unknown danger, I went to see Archibald Maximus, the alchemist, who gave me the ornamental dagger made of a special kind of quartz that could blast lightning bolts. The deadly weapon disguised as a necklace.  
 
    What he’d failed to tell me (or I’d failed to listen) was the seriousness of that door that I opened when I’d used the dagger necklace. A door that released for a trade tycoon, but not just any kind of trade. The vampiric demon named Adze who thrived in the business of trading humans to supernatural creatures for a hefty price—a price that cost a person their life.  
 
    “You know,” Brent said, “I won’t let anything happen to you if Adze does come through that door.” 
 
    Damn it. I hated when he read my mind. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “You need to know, Detective, between me, Sherbet, and the alchemist, we won’t let that vampire piece-of-shit get away with anything.” 
 
    For some reason, that vow wasn’t very reassuring—not in any way, shape or form. I sighed and glanced out my side window. “Let’s just focus on the prison case and worry about that door later.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “What did you find out?” I asked Sherbet. 
 
    Without saying a word, he pivoted the monitor screen toward us and zoomed in on the wound that scarred Malone’s neck.  
 
    “See the lifted skin. Still red around the edges. It’s a symbol of some sort and the wound is fresh—maybe a day or two old,” Sherbet said.  
 
    “Do we have footage from the first robbery?” I glanced at Sherbet.  
 
    “Already scoured the footage. We never get a glimpse of his neck on camera. Although, as I said, the wound is fairly new, so I bet he didn’t sport that during the first robbery.” 
 
    “Do we know what it means?” Brent asked. 
 
    “We’re only seeing the bottom half of the wound. It’s not easy to make out what it is. So, you know what that means?” Sherbet smiled and ran one hand over his rotund belly.  
 
    “Yep,” I said. “We’re going to visit a dead body today—specifically, the dead body of Matthew Malone.” 
 
    Brent moved forward and narrowed his eyes at the monitor screen. “You two do that. I think I’m going to pay our warden friend, Aaron Hall, another visit. Man to man, I want to have a chat with him.” 
 
    Sherbet nodded. “Sounds good. Sam and I will head over to the morgue. Why don’t we meet at Kentro Greek Kitchen for dinner and go over the case?” 
 
    Brent agreed and left.  
 
    Sherbet turned toward me. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “To see a dead body?” 
 
    “Hopefully to get some answers.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    Sherbet smirked and turned off the light to his office. “Let’s stop at Dunkin’ Donuts on our way.” 
 
    “For a fruit platter?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, a frosted fruit platter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Do the dead speak? 
 
    They did to me. I had been in this situation before—many times. I stood in front of a cadaver, staring down at the lifeless body of a human being who once had dreams and hopes and desires. Of course, the younger the person, the harder it hit me. And each time another lifeless body lie in front of me, it reminded me how short life was and how vulnerable human beings were. It reminded me of the mortality of my children. 
 
    This time, I stared down at a 28-year-old man. Last time, it was the corpse of a child. Sherbet moved to the other side, checking for anything conspicuous on the body. I slid on surgical gloves and tilted Matthew Malone’s neck to one side, exposing the new scar.  
 
    The coroner left us in the room alone with the body. And I planned to take full advantage of the time I needed to assess Mr. Malone. Like I said, the dead communicated with me through their left-behind scars and wounds and expressions and a million other things that detectives might find to piece together a story. In my case, the dead spoke directly to me, when I touched the body or the inflicted area. I inspected the raised skin of the emblem. Yes, it was an emblem of some sort.  
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like that?” Sherbet asked. 
 
    “No, can’t say that I have. But,” I grabbed the overhead light and pulled it closer to his body, tilting his head a bit more, “it almost looks like a logo of some sort.”  
 
    I slowly ran the tips of my gloved fingers over the slightly raised flesh. The wound was fresh, serrated around the edges, but the redness—that redness made an appearance in the video footage from the bank. As my fingertips moved along the scar, I closed my eyes.  
 
    And it happened. A bolt of electricity slid from his wound through my fingers and there I was, standing in front of Matthew Malone. His legs curled up on a cot in a small box of a room. I tried to glance around, but everything surrounding Matthew was black and empty—everything except the man in front of me… and the hand that carved into his neck.  
 
    The dainty hand showcased long fingers and a stunning, electric-red and blue ring on her left hand—the same hand that carved into the man’s smooth neck. The butcher was a female and as hard as I tried to see who she was, nothing was visible past her wrist—past the prisoner who let her brand him in such a way. His eyes were open. His face was tormented with pain and a coating of wet tears rested like mist on the length of his eyelashes. Blood dripped from the wound onto the white fabric of the thin sheets. 
 
    What had Matthew done? Why had he let this woman mark him in such a way? What did it mean? I wanted answers. I needed to know. When I took a step toward them, the vision disappeared. In front of me lie the same man, now blue and cold and stiff and… dead.  
 
    Sherbet stood at my side, his eyes wide, his mouth forming an O as if he was ready to ask me something, but he decided to wait. I sucked in air—air I didn’t really need, but somehow felt that I did and then, Sherbet spoke.  
 
    “A vision?” 
 
    “It tends to happen when I’m around the dead.” 
 
    “A connection maybe?” 
 
    “With the dead? I sure hope not.” 
 
    “Well,” he said carefully, “you are a bit undead yourself, right?” 
 
    Smart ass, I thought. I stepped away from him and the corpse and let my mind replay the vision I’d just seen. “The problem with these visions is that they are so limiting. I’m in the room where the wound took place. She put a knife—” 
 
    “She?” he interrupted.  
 
    “The hands of a woman had carved into him. And as hard as I tried to see who she was, I couldn’t. But the ring…” I trailed off.  
 
    “The ring?” 
 
    “She wore a large ring—a blue-and-red ring. Distinctive. If I had seen it before, I would have known.” 
 
    “What else did you see?” Sherbet stood smack-dab in front of me. Too close. Close enough that his warm breath seemed to glaze my face. I stepped back to gain some space between us.  
 
    “Matthew Malone. I saw him. He let her mark him without a fight.” I pulled out my cellular phone and snapped four pictures from various angles of the marking on Matthew’s neck. “I need to find out what this mark means. I think it will lead us to the female and the female will lead us to the answer.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    There were a hundred and one things going through my brain and none of them registered that I was hungry. Food was the furthest thing from my mind, yet here I sat with Sherbet and Brent at a Greek restaurant in Fullerton watching them wolf down their meals. I leaned back and waited for Brent to come up for air.  
 
    “So, what happened at the prison today?” I asked. 
 
    “The warden was reluctant to see me. At first, he said he was in a meeting and didn’t have the time. When he realized I wasn’t going anywhere, he invited me in for a two-minute conversation. I think that’s how he put it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I questioned him about Matthew’s death and he refused to answer. He asked if he was under arrest, I told him no, and he moved to escort me out.” 
 
    “And? You left?”  
 
    “Of course not. I stepped around to his side of the desk and reached for the picture frame. I shocked him. He knocked my hand away. So, I asked who the people were.” 
 
    “I thought the picture had nothing to do with the case.” 
 
    “At that point, I wasn’t sure it did. But I thought the portrait was a good conversation piece.” 
 
    Sherbet chimed in. “What picture?” 
 
    “An old photo on Warden Hall’s desk. The only framed art in the entire room.” 
 
    Sherbet nodded and stuffed his mouth with another bite of his paithakia, lamb chops and kentro fries, covered in tzatziki sauce. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Brent. “And?” 
 
    “He gave me some bullshit story that the two people were his grandparents and their son. The son eventually became his father.” 
 
    “Why is the story bullshit?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I know bullshit when I smell it. I asked about the two-foot doll standing between them and he got irate, kicked me out of his office and told me to go through the legal channels before I came back to the prison. He said something about this not being our jurisdiction and that he won’t answer any more questions unless the inquiries come from the Chino PD.” 
 
    “Chino Police Department hired us to assist them,” Sherbet said.  
 
    “Yeah, we understand that, but he chooses not to acknowledge our help,” I said. “I didn’t see the two-foot doll when I spotted the photo. That’s creepy.” 
 
    “It is. But while he was kicking me out of his office, I took a clear, distinct snapshot of the photo!” 
 
    My phone dinged. I received the text from Brent with the photo from the warden’s desk. “Got it.”   
 
    “What about you two? How did it go in the morgue?” Brent took a sip of his wine. 
 
    “We discovered that Matthew’s neck was carved by a woman, but we don’t know who she is. We also know that Matthew let her carve into him. Go figure.” 
 
    “That sounds a little masochistic. I’ve heard of people doing things like that to release an inner pain by an outer pain expression. Could that be it?” 
 
    “Nah,” I said. “I didn’t get that vibe.” I stood. “I got a little sleep last night, detectives, so I’m going to call it an early night and get home to my kids. I’ll see you both tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    After dinner last night, I went home, helped Tammy with some homework and fell asleep. It was rest I desperately needed after my all-nighter with Kingsley the night before. 
 
    This morning, I decided to stay home and work from my home office. Doing so gave me a chance to pick up both my kids from school. It felt good to be home. So good that I kicked my feet up and watched a little Judge Judy. Until my doorbell rang. I thought about ignoring it and letting the person move on to the next house, but after the third ring, and Tammy yelling for someone to get the door, I thought I had better answer it.  
 
    Glancing through the peephole, I saw the back of Detective Sherbet’s head as he scanned my neighborhood like he was searching for something. I threw the door open and he whipped around.  
 
    “Good to see you’re alive, Sam,” Sherbet said, his eyes narrowed in at me.  
 
    “Well, that’s a matter of opinion, Detective. I am considered undead, remember?” 
 
    He laughed and stepped inside without an invitation. His head moved as if it was on a swivel as he glanced from the view into my living room and the opposite direction into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. He mumbled, “We missed you at the office today.” 
 
    “I needed a little time to piece this prison thing together—time without interruptions. Besides, the Piper game took a lot out of me.” I hesitated, “Maybe I just needed a day of rest after that case.”  
 
    “Right. Right, of course.” 
 
    The man was definitely distracted. “Everything okay, Detective?”  
 
    His eyes locked with mine. “Do you have a minute to talk, Sam?” 
 
    I nodded and moved into the living room, turning off Judge Judy and taking a seat on the couch. Detective Sherbet sat in the rocker-recliner chair to my left. His clasped fingers rested on his plump stomach as he slightly rocked. 
 
    “What is it, Detective?” 
 
    “Probably nothing, but Brent didn’t come into the office today either. No call. No show.” 
 
    “That’s odd.” I sat forward, resting my forearms on my thighs.  
 
    “I know. I wondered if you had heard from him after dinner last night. With the case and all, I figured you two may have planned to investigate something without showing up to the office today.” 
 
    “No, nothing. We’ve been working the case. The last I saw him was at dinner last night. Earlier in the week, we visited the prison and we stopped by Kingsley’s office.” I hesitated, but decided not to mention the awkward moment between my boyfriend and my partner. “Did you try to call him?” 
 
    “Yep. I went by his house, too. Nothing.” Detective Sherbet twisted his chubby fingers together and leaned forward. “My gut is messing with me on this one, Sam.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s okay. Maybe he just needed a day off the same way I did.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “But listen to this,” I said. “I spent the day following up on the warden’s past.” 
 
    “And?” he asked.  
 
    “The warden has been actively working at Chino Prison for three months. Guess how many inmates have died in the last three months.” 
 
    “Three.”  
 
    “Exactly. Each within a month after the full moon. So I decided to dig deeper into Warden Hall’s closet of skeletons. You know, a thorough background search.” 
 
    “What did you come up with?” Sherbet asked. 
 
    “In the past seven years, he’s worked at three prisons. Louisiana, Massachusetts and now, Chino.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Every month in each prison, there was an inmate who died of natural causes.” 
 
    “Prisons can be rough. Especially maximum security.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Each and every month? Do the math. In six years and three months, there have been seventy-five male inmates who have died of natural causes, after the full moon.” 
 
    Sherbet’s chubby fingers twisted harder, leaving the skin of his digits ghost-white. He was trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together right there in front of me. I could see his mind at work. “Natural causes?” 
 
    “Every single one. Oh, and one more thing to know. All the victims were under the age of thirty and over the age of twenty-one.” 
 
    Sherbet ran both hands over his face three times before he shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “I love my job, but these paranormal cases are becoming too frequent. What’s happening to Southern California?” He put up his hand to stop me from answering. “It was a statement, not a question. And in two days, we will have another full moon. Which means, this could happen again. How do we narrow that down?” 
 
    “Search the records of all inmates between the age of twenty-one and twenty-nine who are in solitary confinement. When I was researching the other prisons, each crime was done while the inmate was in solitary confinement. It’s the perfect alibi. How can an inmate commit a crime if he’s not only locked up in prison but also locked up in solitary confinement?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, we need the list of inmates between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-nine who are or will be in solitary confinement at the Chino prison on the night of the full moon. That will be a much smaller list than scouring the entire prison.” 
 
    Sherbet nodded. 
 
    “I have a meeting in an hour with one of the maintenance supervisors from the prison. We’re getting together at Hillcrest.” 
 
    “Want me to go with you?” 
 
    “No, he seemed a little skittish. Let me do this on my own.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll talk to Chino PD and see if they can help us get that list for the night of the full moon.” Sherbet stood and walked to the front door. “If you hear from Brent, let me know?” 
 
    “I will. You do the same.” 
 
    “Of course.” He stepped out on the porch and turned back to me. “Are you coming into the office tomorrow, Sam?” 
 
    “You miss me that much, Detective?” 
 
    He tilted his head, waiting for my answer. The concern on his face over Brent’s disappearance seemed to have aged him a lot over the last few seconds. Instead of bantering with him the way I usually did, I told him I would be there.  
 
    He turned to leave, but I stopped him. “There’s one other thing, Detective.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When I was doing the background search on Warden Hall’s employment history, there’s no record of him before seven years ago.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Sherbet asked. 
 
    “It means, the man didn’t exist until seven years ago. At least, not under the name Aaron Hall, and not with a wife and a baby.” 
 
    “Sounds like a glitch in the system, Moon.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. I’ll find out.” 
 
    “If you need my help, let me know.” He didn’t say anything else but turned to leave. I picked up my cell phone to call Brent. When he didn’t answer, I sent him a text: Where are you? We have a case to solve. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I parked my minivan in the parking lot of Hillcrest Park. It was exactly 4 p.m. and the maintenance supervisor from the prison was standing alone waiting for me. I did a quick checklist search. Phone in hand, weapon in fanny pack and Elizabeth growling deep inside of me. All defense options were accounted for. I stepped out of my minivan.  
 
    The maintenance supervisor stood with his back against the stair railing under the orange sky from the setting sun. I glanced down at the ring I wore to keep the sun’s rays from doing its damage to me. I’d come a long way from the days when I’d had to slather sunscreen all over my skin. But even though I was protected, there was an anxiousness growing in the pit of my stomach—Elizabeth fought to push forward—to taste blood. It must have been a connection to the park—to the very location where my life had changed forever.  
 
    I left fifteen feet between the man waiting to talk to me and myself. The sound of his heart thudded against his chest. A nervous thud. He kept his eyes locked onto my face and he stood with his hands shoved inside his front jeans pockets. Confident. No, arrogant. Different than he had appeared with a rake in his hand at the prison. 
 
    “Detective Moon,” he said with a curt nod.  
 
    “Mr. Denver Michaels. I’m here and ready to listen to what you have to say.” I crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    “Do you know what I do for a living, Detective?” 
 
    “Rake?” 
 
    He half-smiled and shoved his hands in his front pockets a tad deeper. “Maintenance at the prison. And do you know why I chose the prison as my place of employment, Detective?” 
 
    “Since I’m not a mind reader, Mr. Michaels, I’d have to say no. But please, enlighten me.” 
 
    “It’s a great place to learn about the human spirit. What drives a man to do what he does. Why one person might walk away from a hostile situation and another might walk into it. I rake or sweep or clean and I listen and take note and learn.” 
 
    “And this is what you wanted to tell me, Mr. Michaels? This is why I’m standing at a park in the early evening talking to a prison employee?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “The men who are serving time don’t always belong in prison, Detective. Matthew was being stalked by bill collectors right after his little boy died from a horrible illness. Isn’t it more criminal to push human life aside for greed?” 
 
    “I’m not here to debate what is ethical and what is not, Denver.” 
 
    “What if I tell you that you could avenge a wrong that was done to you or your children—” 
 
    I cut him off. “How do you know I have children?”  
 
    He smirked. “I don’t. This is hypothetical, Samantha Moon. Only hypothetical.” When I didn’t say anything, he continued, “Let’s say a creature stole something from you that you could never get back. Perhaps, hypothetically speaking, your humanity. And what if I told you that you could avenge yourself and in doing so, life for your children and your husband would be normal again—before the incident kind of normal—before all your lives changed.” 
 
    “My husband is dead.” 
 
    Denver said nothing but stared at me through his sadistic eyes. He waited for me to answer. What was he doing? He was climbing into my subconscious mind and playing tricks on me. We were at the perfect place—Hillcrest Park, where it all happened—and he knew it. This man knew that I’d consider his words carefully if it meant I could give my kids back their normal life—their father.  
 
    “Who are you?” I whispered. 
 
    Denver stepped closer and even closer still. He didn’t fear me and yet, something told me that he knew what I was. When he was three feet from me, he said, “Walk away from this case, Samantha Moon. Take my offer. Or don’t. But, walk away.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “This case is not what you think. These men deserve a second chance. They want an opportunity to make things right before they die.” 
 
    “They don’t need to die, Denver.” 
 
    “They do and they will. That’s the price for revenge.” 
 
    “You take their lives, don’t you?” 
 
    Denver laughed loudly. “Samantha Moon, I’m only a maintenance man, not the reaper. I’m asking you to listen to me. I listen to them and I know what their hearts desire. In essence, your poking around where you don’t belong and that makes you the reaper of their dreams. Is that what you want to be considered?” He leaned forward. “Think about it, you’ve already stolen the dreams of your husband and your children. They’ll never have normal lives. Don’t take away the last wish of a dying man.” 
 
    Anger gnawed at me. Elizabeth stirred. The sun was almost below the horizon and an orange-and-purple hue illuminated the sky. This was the toughest part of my day—the part where I was anxious and hungry and in need of blood. How dare this man tell me that I stole my children’s dreams? I didn’t ask for this life. I didn’t ask to be attacked in this park on that night.  
 
    I balled my hands into fists at my side. “You and whomever you are working with will not get away with what you’re doing. I will put the pieces together and when I do, I’m coming for you.” 
 
    “To steal my dreams, too, Dream Reaper? Good luck. I’m a maintenance man who listens. Apparently, you’re a detective and the true criminal of us both. Stealing is wrong, Samantha Moon. Don’t you know that?” He turned to walk away but stopped, his back toward me. “I’m letting you walk away because there’s something bigger coming for you, Samantha Moon—something powerful and ugly and on the path of revenge. Watch your back.” He continued walking away.  
 
    It took everything inside of me to keep from tackling him to the gravel, handcuffing him and locking him up for the murder of Matthew Malone. But in reality, all I knew was that he was a maintenance man at the prison with big balls and an even bigger mouth. And now, he was on my list. 
 
    I turned and opened my van door, sliding into my seat. From the corner of my eye, I watched him walk over to a very sexy and sleek candy-apple red sports car.  
 
    “That’s a lot of car for a maintenance supervisor, Denver Michaels,” I said under my breath.  
 
    My cell phone blared out. Fumbling with it, I finally hit the green answer button. “Moon here.” 
 
    “Sam, it’s Sherbet.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I picked up the frantic introduction the moment he started to speak.  
 
    “It’s Brent.” 
 
    “What about him?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s in the hospital, Sam. He was attacked.” 
 
    “Attacked? Attacked by what?” 
 
    “The doctors claim it was by a wild animal.” 
 
    My heart sank. “Which hospital?” 
 
    “Fullerton Memorial,” Sherbet said.  
 
    “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    When I pulled out of the parking lot and stopped at the red light, I was directly behind Denver. I noticed, and took a mental note, that his vehicle had Alabama plates and then I snapped a picture of the plate number. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The world had just flipped upside down. Sherbet and I stood side by side as the surgeon thumbed through Brent’s chart. I hated hospitals. The sound of worried families—the smell of the sick. All of my senses were heightened, of course, and the scent of blood seemed to give Elizabeth reason to toss and turn and claw inside of me. I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the doctor as we waited for him to tell us what was going on with my partner.  
 
    “Detective Brent Cole was literally dropped off at the hospital emergency door this morning. He was nude and—” 
 
    “Nude?” My eyes widened. “What do you mean, nude?” I knew what he meant, but I felt a need for clarification.  
 
    Sherbet leaned into me and said, “Without clothes, Sam.” 
 
    I gave him a sideways glare.  
 
    The doctor put up his hand so he could continue. “He was dropped off with claw marks and puncture wounds across his abdomen, sides and back. I’m surprised he was still alive after being shredded like that.” 
 
    “Do we know who dropped him off?” Sherbet asked.  
 
    “Hikers found him behind some bushes. He’d lost a lot of blood and his pulse was faint and slow. The hikers couldn’t even find his pulse. They thought he’d already died. They dropped him off and answered some questions from detectives at your department before they left.” 
 
    “Is he going to be okay, Doctor?” I asked.  
 
    “Not sure yet. It looks like he put up one hell of a fight. But unfortunately, Brent lost a lot of blood.” He hesitated, glanced down at his folder and back at us. “Does Brent have any next of kin?” 
 
    Okay, that question made me worry even more. 
 
    “Yes, he has a father,” Sherbet said.  
 
    “We’re a bit baffled over his blood type,” the doctor said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I asked.  
 
    “I want to say it’s rare, but I can’t even say that because I’ve never seen his blood type before. He needs a blood transfusion, but the hospital doesn’t have a match.” The doctor’s eyebrows came together as if waiting for us to protest that the hospital didn’t have a match for our friend. Neither of us said anything. 
 
    “We can try and find his father,” Sherbet said. 
 
    “Good. The sooner, the better.” He reached out and handed Sherbet and me his business card. “Bring his father in as soon as possible. Brent’s life depends on him.” The doctor pivoted but stopped. “There’s one other thing.” 
 
    Sherbet and I gave the doctor our undivided attention. 
 
    “What I’m about to say defies medicine as we understand it, but if you or his father can shed any light on this, I’d be grateful.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “When Brent was dropped off this morning, he had claw-mark gashes that were at least a half-inch deep. What would normally take weeks to heal is already healing at record speed. With all that said, because Brent lost so much blood, other organs in his body are showing signs of shutting down. And…” he paused.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He’s in some kind of coma.” 
 
    “Some kind?” Sherbet asked. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “We’re running tests. We’ll know more when we get some results back. In the meantime, a blood transfusion is extremely important right now, but we don’t even have journals on his blood type.” 
 
    “Just keep him alive and we’ll bring you a match.” 
 
    The doctor gave us one curt nod and turned to walk back toward the nurses’ station, shaking his head as he opened up Brent’s file again.  
 
    On our way to the car, I stopped Sherbet. “You realize it’d be helpful if we knew Brent’s background?” 
 
    “We’re about to find out.” 
 
    “I’ll go, Detective. Who’s his father and where does he live?” 
 
    “Let me handle this, Sam.” He handed me a folded paper. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “The list of men in their twenties who are locked up in solitary confinement at Chino Prison. They will be there through the full moon. If any others are added, we’ll get that list.” 
 
    I unfolded the paper. “Victor Sanchez,” I said. “There’s one name here.” 
 
    “Yep, the only one in the age range we discussed. He’s the one we’ll watch on the full moon. We need to research all about his original crime that put him in prison in the first place.” 
 
    I shoved the name in my pocket. “I can do both. We know that Brent isn’t completely human. He belongs to VCSU more than you do. We know nothing about his father. Let me go. His life depends on this.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll poke around the area where Brent was attacked and see what I can find out.” 
 
    “Do you have an address for his father?” 
 
    Sherbet pulled up a log in his cell phone, jotted down the address and handed it to me. “Be careful! It’s dark and his father lives in a cabin in the middle of the Angeles National Forest. And he doesn’t take kindly to unannounced guests.” 
 
    “You just make sure my partner doesn’t die, Detective.” I slid into my minivan. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I grabbed my cell phone and clicked speed dial as I drove off toward the Angeles National Forest. When my sister answered, I went right into what I needed. “Anthony is at Jacky’s Gym for another hour and Tammy will be at Dillan’s house.” 
 
    “Take a breath, sis,” Mary Lou said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m a bit frantic. Brent, my partner, was attacked.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “No clue yet. He needs blood, so I’m heading out to his father’s home in the Angeles National Forest to see if I can get him to donate.” 
 
    “And you want me to pick up the kids?” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Sure. Billy Joe has drum lessons in the same area as Jacky’s gym, so I’ll swing by and get him and then pick up Tammy on our way home.” 
 
    “Thank you! Thank you so much. I’ll text them both so they know you’re coming for them. This may be a late night. Do you mind if they eat dinner at your house?” 
 
    “I have a roast in the crockpot, so there’s enough for all of us.” 
 
    “I owe you one, sis.” 
 
    “Just one?”  
 
    We both laughed.  
 
    When we hung up, I texted my kids and put Brent’s father’s address in my GPS. It would be much faster to summon Talos and fly to his house, but I thought he might freak out if he saw a large bat-like creature or a dragon landing in his driveway. I took a deep breath and focused on the winding road up the mountain.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    My GPS lost service. I cursed and threw my phone on the seat beside me.  
 
    “Okay, Sam. You can do this,” I muttered to myself. “Turn right at the next street.”  
 
    These really weren’t what I considered streets. More like dirt-road cutouts through the forest. Brent’s father lived so deep into the San Gabriel Mountains that the paved roads had stopped three miles back.  
 
    From the left corner of my eye, under the moonlight, I spotted movement. A shadow of a man walking across the road in front of me. His face distorted. Angry. His hands in tight fists as he stared at me through my windshield. I slowed the car and locked eyes with him. My headlights bounced off his face. He held my gaze as I rolled past him in what felt like a slow-motion movie. When I moved my stare into the side mirror, he was gone—disappeared into the darkness of the night. 
 
    Something felt off and wrong and disturbing. I grabbed my cell phone to call my best friend, Allison, but there was still no phone service. I tossed it on the seat and glanced back at the road. And from the corner of my eye, I saw the same guy or thing or whatever it was repeating the walk across the street. 
 
    Again, he was in front of my minivan, crossing the dirt path and once again, he glared at me, his hands in fists at his sides as he crossed, never taking his eyes from me. This time, he extended his teeth, his fangs. The bastard was a vampire. Not just any vampire. I glanced down at his hand and in the glow of my headlights, I saw ink—a tattoo—the same as the one I’d seen on the hand carrying the kid in the Piper game. Again, I slowed down, but this time, I stopped. I threw open my car door, broke eye contact long enough to step out of the car and when I lifted my eyes to where he was, he was gone again. He had disappeared into the night.  
 
    I yelled, “What in the hell is going on? What do you want?” My voice echoed against the mountains surrounding me. Nothing. He had vanished and I moved back into my minivan. After a few minutes, I continued down the deserted road. Alone and without the mysterious vampire shadow. 
 
    The last left turn took me up a graveled path and in front of a crumbling shack, smack-dab between thick-trunked, tall trees. If the cabin had been lifted a few feet up, it could have sat nicely between branches and been called a treehouse. Under the stars and moon, I noticed the place was weathered and falling apart. If I had to guess, I’d say that Mr. Father Cole had left this place years ago and was living elsewhere.  
 
    I knocked on the front door but no one answered. Twisting the knob, the door unlatched and creaked open as I kept my place on the porch. A waft of rancid odor hit me hard.  
 
    “Hello? Mr. Cole?” I yelled into the house. “My name is Samantha Moon and I’m with the Fullerton Police Department. I work with your son, Brent.”  
 
    I was met with silence. “Mr. Cole. I’m a friend of your son, Brent. I’m going to come inside now.” I stepped into the home. My eyes roamed the dark room. My vision was superior in the darkness.  
 
    Elizabeth, the dark master inside of me, lurched forward and clawed at my inner being. An instant hunger pang struck my gut. I knew what provoked her. Blood. I smelled it, too. Fresh, wet blood lingered in the home. The living room had a tattered sofa in the corner with a water-stained coffee table. The smell beside the blood was musty, like old water puddled somewhere in the house.  
 
    A heavy step rattled the shack.  
 
    I held my ground. “Mr. Cole, I’m a friend of Brent. Is that you?” I moved farther into the home. A part of me wanted to reach for my weapon at my side, but I knew I didn’t need it. I was fast and strong and capable of handling myself without the appointed weapon the Fullerton Police had equipped me with.  
 
    In the shadows on the other side of the room, a man stepped out. A blood-covered man with a rifle in his hand. A rifle that had not been shot nor used like he wanted me to believe it had been. I would have smelled the gunpowder, had it been fired. It was a prop of some sort. Maybe a way to scare me.  
 
    “Sir, are you okay? You’ve got blood on your hands and face.” Delectable-smelling and sweet-tasting blood. I cringed that I’d let my thoughts travel in that direction. Although the room had no lights on, the moon cast a glow into the area just enough that he wouldn’t flinch at the thought that I could see him so clearly. 
 
    “What do you want?” his strained deep voice bellowed as he stepped closer to me.  
 
    “Your son is hurt. I’m here to see if you can help him.” 
 
    The way he glared made me feel a tad uneasy. And he stared at me as if he knew something about me. The man wore faded blue overalls covered in blood and his hair was long and curly with a kinky beard to match. But it was his eyes—those eyes reminded me of Brent. Emerald-green eyes with a very intense expression full of wisdom.  
 
    “Sir, did you hear me? Your son’s been hurt. He has a rare blood type and needs a blood transfusion. Can you come with me to the hospital so they can test you to see if you’re a match?” 
 
    “No,” he said coldly. He lifted his gaze from mine to a cabinet where he moved to place his rifle inside. Each step heavy. Each movement clunky and primitive.  
 
    “Sir, he’ll die if you don’t.” 
 
    “Obviously, you know nothing about my son, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    Irritated, I wanted to tie him up and drag him to the hospital with me. “I know that, he’s my partner. And I know we’re not going to stand around here and talk about saving him as he slips away.” 
 
    The man walked past me; the waft of blood aroma made my legs weak. He stepped up to the kitchen sink and washed off his hands, face and arms with dish soap and water. “What happened to him?” he asked.  
 
    “He was attacked while on a hike. The doctor said his wounds are healing at a fast pace, but the lack of blood is causing other organs to shut down.” 
 
    It felt like I stood there forever waiting for him to respond and when he did, the only words that left his lips were a mere whisper that sounded like, “Damn him.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    He whipped around from the sink and as he dried his arms with a paper towel, and said, “My son is not in a coma, Ms. Moon. And his other organs are not shutting down.” 
 
    “But the doctor said—” 
 
    “The doctor doesn’t know shit. My son is semi-hibernating.”  
 
    “Hibernating? What do you mean?” 
 
    “His body has shut down in order to regenerate blood and repair organs. He’s healing his damn wounds. He doesn’t need a doctor and he doesn’t need blood.” 
 
    I knew he wasn’t a vampire or a werewolf. Sure, he was something, but what other kinds of beasts could heal themselves? My mind replayed our interactions, our encounters. I tried to search for clues that I might have missed. There were a ton and yet, I still had no idea what in the hell he was. Logically, he was based on what I knew was out there—in the darkness of the world. “How is he healing himself, Mr. Cole?”  
 
    The gruff man scoffed. “Sounds to me like my son has failed to share his abilities with you, Detective. Tell me something. Have you told him that you’re the walking dead? That you would rather feed on his blood than anything else. That you’re a wretched vampire?” 
 
    His words shocked me. He knew what I was. How did he know? Was he able to sense my bloodlust when he came in covered in the red sticky deliciousness? I decided to ignore his revelation. “Mr. Cole, I don’t have time for this. Brent needs your help and time is running out.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned his butt against the kitchen counter. “I told you, my son is not in danger, Detective. He’s healing himself. By the time you get back to the hospital, he’ll be ready to play cops and robbers again.” 
 
    I could tell I wasn’t going to get anywhere with this guy. I gave him one quick nod and started for the front door. When I stepped outside and made it to my vehicle, I sensed Brent’s father following me.  
 
    “Detective?” he said.  
 
    I turned to face him, anger coursing through me. If anything happened to Brent, I’d be back to deal with his father—I’d be back to show him what a vampire rage could do. 
 
    “Brent deals with his birthright in ways I don’t agree with. His mother and I are from two different worlds and when those worlds collided, Brent was born. I can’t tell you what his mother is because it’s not my place to do so, but his physical strength comes from my bloodline.” 
 
    Without flinching, Brent’s father arched his back and his limbs tightened. Hair grew on his arms, face and neck. His nose elongated into a snout and his body morphed. I watched in awe as he changed into an abnormally massive, meat-eating brown bear. Brent’s father stood on all fours staring at me before he threw his enormous body up and erected onto his hind legs, growling into the charcoal sky. When he landed back on his front paws, he took off toward the forest with strength and power and speed that defied his size, leaving me awestruck in his wake. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I sat in a chair next to Brent’s hospital bed watching him flip through television channels. He stopped on the news before he put down the remote and turned to look at me. With two fists, he pushed himself up and back, to readjust into a sitting position.  
 
    “So, the doc said I’m going to live to investigate another day.” He smirked, which caused me to narrow my eyes. For a moment and only a moment, I had the passing thought that this man could be shot, laid up in a hospital bed and still look like he belonged on the cover of a steamy magazine. Of course, that thought came and went.  
 
     “Listen, yesterday the doctor told us that you were in a coma and you needed a blood transfusion.” 
 
    He shrugged. “And today, I’m going to live. You believe in miracles, don’t you, Sam?” 
 
    I put up my hand. “Can I finish?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “The doctor said he’d never seen your blood type before.” 
 
    “It’s rare. Just like yours is rare,” Brent said. 
 
    “Mine isn’t rare, Brent. It just doesn’t do what it used to do when,” I hesitated, “when my life was less complicated.” 
 
    “If that explanation makes you feel better.”  
 
    “Anyway, he asked us to locate someone who could donate blood.” 
 
    That sentence seemed to capture his attention. He listened closely but didn’t say anything. The slight lines in his face deepened and the corners of his lips slid out from the smirk and into a serious expression. 
 
    “I went to visit your father.” 
 
    Irritation swept his face before it disappeared. “My father and I haven’t talked for years, Sam.” He shook his head. “I’m guessing he told you about my background?” 
 
    “Just your father’s side, Brent. He didn’t mention anything about your mother. And he didn’t really tell me, he showed me.” 
 
    Brent rolled his eyes. “He knew you were more than what meets the eye.” 
 
    “More than what meets the eye?” I asked.  
 
    “He knew you could handle it.” 
 
    I nodded and brushed that comment aside. I was tired of beating around the bush about what he was, so I said casually, “So, I’ve been doing some research on bear shifters and I wondered if you could answer some questions for me.” 
 
    “Sure. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Since your father turned in front of me, I’m guessing you can turn at will, right?” 
 
    “Yes. At will.” 
 
    “You and Kingsley…” I paused. “I mean, the two of you seemed to hate each other right when you met. What was that about?” 
 
    “There’s an innate dislike between bears and wolves. A fight over dominance. Bears have the advantage. Our strength exceeds that of a single wolf and we’re able to smell as far as twenty miles away.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, that explains your great tracking skills,” I said. 
 
    He nodded and grinned. “It’s not hard to find you, Sam. You have a unique scent—a vampire scent. That’s why my father knew what you were probably before you even arrived at his place.” 
 
    “Is it repulsive?” 
 
    Brent chuckled. “Not at all. Just different. For instance, if humans smelled like lavender, your kind smells like citrus. It’s not apparent to just anyone. But to my kind, a silvertip grizzly, it’s strong.” 
 
    “That’s why your father came inside the house covered in blood.” 
 
    “That sounds like my dad. He was taunting you. Probably impressed that you didn’t act on your desire for blood.” He paused. “You didn’t act, right?” 
 
    I ignored that question and gave him a sideways glare. “Something strange happened when I was driving out to your father’s place.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I saw something, or someone. Not human. Appeared and disappeared and then reappeared further down the road.” 
 
    “A man? Fangs? Tattoo on his hand?” 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know?” 
 
    “I saw him, too.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I decided to go hiking after dinner the other night. Blow off some steam, you know? And I saw three creatures coming toward me—” 
 
    “But I said a man.” 
 
    “Oh, they were disguised as men, but Sam, they were nothing of the sort. I shifted to get away, but they came at me, attacked, claws digging into my flesh. I thought I was dead.” 
 
    “You’re too stubborn to die.” 
 
    In a fluid motion, Brent reached over and grabbed my arm. “You need to talk to the Alchemist. I believe the door you opened during the Piper game is trying to haunt us—or kill us. The door is opening.” 
 
    “That means everyone I know is in danger,” I said. 
 
    The hospital room door opened and Sherbet walked inside. Brent and I stopped talking and turned our attention to the detective.  
 
    Sherbet moved to the bed and shook Brent’s hand. “Good to see you’re doing okay. You gave us quite a scare, Detective. I have some of the men on the case as we speak.” 
 
    Brent glanced at me and back at Sherbet. “Not sure you want the regular team on this one, sir.” 
 
    Sherbet raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “This may be a VCSU case.” 
 
    “I’ll switch the team.” 
 
    “Listen, switching topics,” I said. “I met with Denver Michaels yesterday. He knows more than he has led us to believe when it comes to the random deaths of the prisoners within a month after the full moon. Do you mind doing some background work on him, Brent?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. It will give me something to do while I wait for the hospital to release me.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him at all!” I rubbed my hand down Brent’s arm. “I should take off. If you need anything, give me a call.” 
 
    As I left the hospital room, I heard Brent start to explain how we made it back from the Piper game in our last case and the door that we opened when we came back. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Allison’s voicemail came on and the tone sounded.  
 
    “Allison, it’s Sam. That bastard, Adze, the vampiric demon I told you about, sent his goons after Brent. They tried to kill him. I’m worried about Tammy and Anthony. Can you put some kind of protection spell around them until I can get this thing figured out? Also, can I stop by tomorrow at lunch so we can discuss my current case? I want to pick your brain. Send me a text.” I hung up the phone.  
 
    As I turned into the parking lot of Cal State Fullerton, my mind bounced from the door I’d opened when I had used the quartz crystal during the Piper case to the crimes and the full moon and the correlation to the local prison. The full moon was only a little over a day away and time was running out to piece everything together.  
 
    By the time I made it to the third floor, my mind only resonated on that damn door I’d opened using the quartz crystal that the Alchemist had given me. At the time, I saw no other way out of the mess with Peter and Paul, so I’d used the powerful weapon around my neck. I remembered what the Alchemist had said to me prior to using it: This quartz dagger will save your life, but there will be grave repercussions if you use it. And then he’d said, Remember, only use this dagger if there’s no other way. It’s a revolving door that I don’t want you to get sucked into. 
 
    “I remember saying that, Sam.” 
 
    I heard the Alchemist’s voice and whipped around. Confused, I realized I’d made it to the third floor of the library, stepped through the hidden door and stepped into the Occult Reading Room without even realizing I’d done so. There stood Archibald Maximus, the Librarian and Alchemist of the enchanted library. Oh, and of course, he was the son of Elizabeth, the bitch and dark master that I kept suppressed inside of me.  
 
    “Are you okay, Sam?” he asked.  
 
    “Uh, yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I had stepped foot inside the reading room until you said something.” 
 
    “Yes, you looked as if you were in a trance. Are you here about what happened to your partner?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, wondering how he knew about that.  
 
    “I read your mind as you stepped through the door. You were recalling what I’d told you the day I’d given you the quartz dagger.” 
 
    I felt dizzy and out of sorts. I ran my hand across my forehead. “Can I sit down for a minute?” 
 
    “Of course. Have a seat and I’ll bring you a glass of water.” 
 
    “Preferably blood,” I smiled. “Kidding. Water is fine.” 
 
    The young-looking librarian smiled and left for only a second before he returned with a small glass of water. The cold water touched my lips and hit the back of my throat as it raced down to my stomach. One long gulp and I handed the glass back. He took the cup and sat in a chair across from me.  
 
    “Sam, I’m working on closing that door.” 
 
    “How much danger are we in?” 
 
    “Quite a bit, Sam. Your partner was attacked by Adze himself. Which means he’s going to go after everything and everyone you love before he tries to finish you off. In his mind, you used powerful sorcery to close down a profitable business he had with Peter and Paul. A gateway that took thousands of years to put in place.” 
 
    “My kids?” 
 
    “In danger.” 
 
    “And Kingsley?” I asked.  
 
    “In danger.” 
 
    “How long do you anticipate it taking to find a way to close the door that was opened when I used the quartz?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that. I’m getting closer but not close enough.” 
 
    “Is there another way to close the door?” 
 
    “There is, Sam.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    He grinned but it wasn’t one of appreciation; it was more out of concern. “There are two local doorways that will lead to the castle of Adze. One is through a maze within the sewer, but I don’t suggest you take that route. And the other is in the dungeon of a castle in Fullerton.” 
 
    “A castle?” 
 
    “There are a few in the city.” 
 
    “Do you have an address to the castle?” 
 
    He nodded. “You must know that although the castle is devoid of residents, there are demons using that portal on a regular basis. You don’t want to be seen or caught near the portal or stepping across it. If that happens, an aggressive alarm will alert all of Adze’s followers and I don’t think that’s a fight you’ll win.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Maximus.” 
 
    He nodded. “I can give you—” 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I interrupted. “I don’t want you to give me anything. What do I do once I’m inside to close the door and return home?” 
 
    “You will have to kill Adze.” 
 
    The sound of that made my stomach churn. Don’t get me wrong, I’d been in my fair share of fights and I’d taken a beating in some of them. But the thought of fighting Adze, the vampiric demon and leader of this underworld, gave me a moment’s pause, even though I’d come up against the devil himself. Sometimes, the devil's warriors were far more fierce than the actual Satan of Hell.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Sam. Killing Adze won’t be the problem.” He had read my mind.  
 
    “What will be the problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Getting past his protectors. The ogres you came up against while you played the Piper game are kittens compared to his protectors.” 
 
    “Great. Any information on their strike zones or any tips whatsoever would be appreciated.” 
 
    Archibald Maximus told me to hold on and he disappeared deeper into the enchanted library. When he came back, he opened a book. “Start here, Sam. I will search for more information to feed you before you start on your mission.” 
 
    I took the book and stared at blank pages. Glancing at the librarian with a puzzled look, he took my finger and pricked it with something sharp. Two drops of my blood bled onto the page before my wound healed itself. To my surprise, words on the pages appeared, moved around and finally settled before me.  
 
    “The Protectors of Adze,” I read. When I glanced up at the Librarian, he was gone and I was alone in the actual Fullerton library with a James Patterson book opened in front of me. Confused, I closed the book and stood up from the chair I’d sat in. My mind replayed the entire chapter of the Protectors of Adze. As if I’d read it, I was able to recall every word. I knew what I would need to do to close the door between worlds. But I wasn’t sure I’d be able to accomplish it.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Anthony rambled on about boxing in between one bite of chicken and then one heaping shovel of rice into his mouth. We listened. Tonight, Kingsley joined me and my kids for dinner. I had news I needed to share with all of them.  
 
    “Jacky pushed me hard today. My arms are sore,” Anthony said, chewing again, staring at his plate, lost in his love for boxing.  
 
    “And what about you, Tam? How was school?” 
 
    She tilted her head and eyed me up and down. “Come on, Mom. That’s a pretty lame question, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Is it?”  
 
    “Well, we did have some excitement in fifth period. The teacher was rambling on about World War I when one of the kids sitting next to the window caught a peeping Tom staring into our schoolroom. It was creepy.” 
 
    “Did they catch him?”  
 
    “Yep. You’ll probably get an email and a phone call from the school, letting you know. That was the most excitement we had.” 
 
    My stomach dropped when she told me about the creep and then it settled when she said the faculty had caught the pervert.  
 
    Why? Tammy asked me through her thoughts.  
 
    I semi-smiled and placed my fork on my plate. “Listen, I need to talk to you all about a situation with one of my cases.” 
 
    Kingsley sat back in his chair. The kids stopped eating and listened. They knew that I hardly shared my concern with most of my cases and if I did call for a family pow wow, then there was something important that I needed to share.  
 
    My eyes scanned each of their faces. Then I said, “The Piper case has opened a door that appears to put us all in danger.” 
 
    “What kind of door?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “A door to an underground world. I know you both can take care of yourselves for the most part, but do me a favor and pay attention to your surroundings. If you see someone appear and disappear, it’s more than likely one of Adze’s goons.” 
 
    “Adze?” Kingsley’s voice burst out. “The Adze?” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “I know of him. How did you end up getting on his bad side?” 
 
    “Apparently, he had a contract with Peter and Paul, the two who were luring kids into their cave by way of the Piper’s instrument. The contract was huge. When I shut down the brothers, I stopped a lucrative part of his business. He wants revenge, I guess.” 
 
    Kingsley didn’t say anything and I knew it was because of the kids. We finished eating, washed the dishes and moved into other rooms. Tammy went to her bedroom to talk on the phone. Anthony went into my office to work on his homework. Kingsley and I stepped outside.  
 
    He handed me a glass of wine and we sat on the porch swing. I took a sip and leaned into him. “Go ahead, tell me how dumb it was to play that game without knowing the repercussions.” 
 
    “Too late for that. So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Figure out this case with the prison then close that damn door after killing Adze.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Kingsley. But my kids and my man,” I smiled at him, “and my friends are in danger while it’s open.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of Adze, but I know very little personally. I will reach out and see what I can find out.” 
 
    “Don’t draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He took a sip of his wine and we both stared out at the deep-blue, starry sky. After a few minutes, he spoke again. “I did some digging around at the prison. Asked some questions about Matthew.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Earlier in the day, he received a visitor. A woman.” 
 
    “A woman?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I placed my fingers over my temples and rubbed. “Sherbet checked the visitor log and Matthew had no visitors. Besides, he was in solitary confinement for an entire week prior to the night of the full moon.” 
 
    “Well,” Kingsley reached into his front jeans pocket and pulled out a folded paper. “The inmates will say otherwise.” 
 
    Sketched in pencil was a portrait of a middle-aged woman, with gray eyes and thin straight lips. “I’ve seen this woman before.” 
 
    “According to three different inmates, this woman arrived in the afternoon, sometime between one and three p.m. She walked through the prison alone, and disappeared in solitary confinement with Matthew. After fifteen minutes, the guards opened the door and she left back through the prison alone.” 
 
    “No escort? No guards?” 
 
    “Nope. They’ve seen her there once a month for three months. And I’m guessing that she will be there tomorrow afternoon before the full moon that evening.” 
 
    “In my vision, I saw a woman carving into Matthew’s neck with a knife. That’s why she was there to visit him. This is the woman. And her hand is the one I saw in my vision. I just know it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but who is she?” 
 
    “I’ve seen her before. I’m not sure where, but I have. I’ll find out who she is if it’s the last thing I do.” I nudged my handsome, hairy werewolf boyfriend. “Great detective work, counselor.” 
 
    “I like to think I can investigate with the best of them.” He smirked. “I don’t know what you’re up against when it comes to this prison case or with Adze. I just know that I want you to be careful. If you have to bring that grizzly shifter with you, then do it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and turned to stare at him. “You know?” 
 
    “Saw it in his eyes. Not a fan either. But I’d rather you have backup than go at this—this thing with Adze—alone. As for the Chino Prison case…watch your back. There’s definitely something mystical happening on the full moon. Something bothersome, to say the least.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.” I took another sip of wine and plotted out my next move with the prison case. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Time was running out.  
 
    And this morning’s meeting reminded us that we only had hours until the full moon hung in the sky. We had very few facts to build our case on or stop another senseless crime, but we still had some time on our side and we were going to spread out what we did have and see if we could make sense of it all. 
 
    The VCSU team sat around the conference table with fact sheets, photos, and notes laid out in a storyboard fashion. Brent sat to my left. Sherbet was on the phone with one of the Chino Hills detectives standing guard in front of Victor Sanchez’s solitary confinement cell. Mitchel was writing notes on a chalkboard and Terry was at the coffee machine making a second pot of coffee.  
 
    I stood. “Let’s look at the facts in front of us. We have the warden who claims to know nothing about the murders and yet, each and every prison that he has worked for has experienced the same exact M.O. Each time, a male inmate, between twenty-one and twenty-nine and in solitary confinement, is carved with a symbol on his neck. Then, the inmates are seen committing the same crimes that put them in prison in the first place. And then, each one dies of ‘natural causes…’” I threw up air quotes.  
 
    Mitchel turned from the chalkboard and said, “Why wasn’t an investigation initiated with each of the other inmates? I mean, we’re talking about the same M.O. for over six years.” 
 
    “Remember, Warden Hall has worked at two maximum-security prisons and now the one in Chino. Most of the guys in the maximum-security prisons have life sentences and most have no one to care what happens to them. As was the case with Matthew Malone. His wife divorced him, his son was dead and his parents disowned him. The only difference was, he had a close relationship with his attorney and he accessed a cell phone in time to alert him of what happened.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that in seventy-five cases of deaths deemed natural causes, when the victims were in their twenties, that no case was opened until now?” Mitchel asked.  
 
    “Two cases were opened and then closed. Both in Louisiana. And that leads me to the next bit of facts that we have. I was approached by Denver Michaels, one of the maintenance men at the prison. He threatened me in so many words. And he tried to scare me into backing away from the investigation. So, I called the family members who opened the previous cases and they refused to talk to me—too scared to say anything.” 
 
    Sherbet chimed in. “So, you think the warden and Denver are working together?” 
 
    Brent stood and I sat back down. Brent continued, “We did a thorough background search on both. And both men fall off the grid prior to seven years ago. Both men worked for the same prisons in Louisiana, Massachusetts and now here.” 
 
    “That’s a connection if I ever saw one.” 
 
    Terry sat down and opened some notes. “What about the marks on their necks? Do we know what that means?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet. I’m going to meet with a few people this morning to see if they might know.” 
 
    Terry pulled out a paper. “We got an analysis back on the fingerprints of Matthew Malone when he robbed the bank the second time and the match was inconclusive.” 
 
    “Did it say anything else?” I sat back and crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    “Just that there wasn’t enough to make a match.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    Sherbet said, “But we have the footage and his face is a match as well as the scar on his neck.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we have cameras in the prison that show him in solitary confinement. So, now what?” 
 
    “We keep going,” Sherbet said. “What else do you know? Who is the sketched woman?” He pointed to my storyboard of cards. 
 
    “Several inmates came forward and claimed that Matthew had a female visitor hours before the incident,” I said.  
 
    “Do we know who she is?” Terry asked.  
 
    “Not yet. But tonight is a full moon, which means, we’re expecting a repeat of last month with a different inmate.” 
 
    “Have we narrowed it down to whom the next one might be?” Mitchel asked. 
 
    “Yes, we have. His name is Victor Sanchez. He’s twenty-two years old. Sentenced for attempted murder. We believe he will go back and try to finish the job. We put a detail on him and have someone watching the home of Steve Montgomery. He’s the man that Victor tried to kill the first time.” 
 
    Sherbet stood and addressed the room. “There are two things that won’t happen tonight. First, that crime will not be recommitted and second, that prisoner will not be scarred with that mark on his neck. We are taking every precaution to make sure those two things don’t happen tonight.”  
 
    I stood. “I have a couple meetings this morning, but I’ll check in and update you all with any news.” 
 
    “Do you know where you’ll report this evening, Moon?” Sherbet asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I got your email.” I headed for the door. “I’ll call with any updates.” I left the meeting. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    My best friend Allison sat across from me in the coffee shop. Her eyes were closed and her lashes rested on her upper cheeks. I watched her intensely—every flutter under her eyelids and each breath she inhaled.  
 
    And when the server came toward us to refill our mugs, I lifted my index finger to my lips to make sure she didn’t say anything that would disturb Allie from her search.  
 
    As she slowly opened her eyes, the points of her eyebrows came together at the center of her nose. “You’re in real danger, Sam.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know, Allie.” 
 
    “I mean it. They’re building an army against you.” 
 
    “Are we still talking about the prison case or have we moved on to something else?” 
 
    “This has to do with the door you opened,” she said.  
 
    “I know. But you placed a spell around my loved ones, right?” 
 
    “I have.” She hesitated. “But, they’re finding a way to tear it down. And faster than I anticipated they would.” 
 
    “Allie, I know I have to deal with Adze and his demons, but right now, I need your help with this case. Tonight is a full moon. I can’t let anything happen and yet, I still don’t know what I’m trying to stop.” 
 
    She picked up my cell phone to look at the image again—Warden Hall’s family photo. When Brent went back to talk to the warden, he’d taken a snapshot of the portrait on the warden’s desk.  
 
    Allison closed her eyes and placed her hand on top of the cold phone screen. I knew she hoped to get some energy from the photo, even though it wasn’t one she could hold in her hand. When she opened her eyes, she shook her head. “I’m not feeling anything, Sam.” 
 
    “It’s an old looking photo. Look at it. It doesn’t even look like one taken in this century. Look what the man is wearing. Maybe the baby is the warden when he was young.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of those Knott’s Berry Farm portraits. The one where people dressed up to make them look like they’re from the Old West.” 
 
    “Allie, look at the woman. She’s exuding some kind of aura, isn’t she?” 
 
    Allie shrugged. “I just don’t feel anything, Sam. But that doll standing between them is creepy.” 
 
    “I’m running out of time, Allison. If another crime is going to happen, then it will be tonight.” 
 
    “You have to admit, it’s a good thing you can pinpoint a time when the crime will take place.” Allie sipped her coffee. “Listen, text me the photo and I will do some research and see what I can find out.” 
 
    I sent the text and glanced down at the cup of joe in front of me. Sometimes, I just liked circling my palms around the mug for warmth. Other times, I enjoyed the taste. Today, I just wanted to stop the crime that was going to take place this evening.  
 
    “Allison, there’s something else.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Her coffee cup was already at her lips.  
 
    “I had a vision of a woman carving a mark into one of the prisoners. She was wearing a ring with a huge blue-and-red stone on her left, middle finger. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “I’d have to see the stone, Sam. Could have just been a worthless piece of jewelry.” She paused. “What about the mark? Can I see that?” 
 
    I grabbed the pen she was already handing me and pulled a napkin closer. As I sketched the mark, she leaned closer to watch. “It looked like this.” I turned and pushed the napkin in her direction.  
 
    “Never seen anything like it. I’ll ask around and see what I can find out.” She folded the napkin and slipped it into her purse. 
 
    “What about the stone? It could have been something from the witch world, right?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, yeah, but…I’d have to see it.” 
 
    “Okay.” I smiled and excused myself from Allison, gave her a hug and promised I’d call her after I solved this case so we could talk about Adze, the vampire demon, and the danger that we were in. I just couldn’t do both right this moment.  
 
    When I slipped into my vehicle, I grabbed my phone. “Sherbet, can you meet me?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I’m in the parking lot of your favorite donut shop.” 
 
    “See you in fifteen minutes.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Sherbet knocked on my car window and startled me from the research I was doing on my cell phone. I unlocked the door. He opened the passenger side and poked his head in.  
 
    “Well? Are we going inside?” 
 
    “Inside?” 
 
    “The donut shop.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to.” 
 
    “Come on, Sam. You make me drive all this way and tease me by having us meet in the parking lot of my favorite donut shop and we’re not even going to have a small taste?” 
 
    I sighed, stepped out of the car and gave the remote a click to lock the door. “You know, there’s a vegan restaurant right next to the donut shop. We could stop in there and grab something to eat.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not even sure what vegan means.” 
 
    I laughed. “Uh-huh.”  
 
    I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, but Sherbet ordered a pink donut with sprinkles and a large cup of joe. Once he’d settled in, dug into the paper bag and brought out the donut, breaking it in two, he glanced at me. “So, what you got?” 
 
    “As we know, the full moon is tonight. Did anyone else have anything to add at the meeting?” 
 
    “Not like I’d hoped,” he said.  
 
    I turned on my phone and set it in front of him.  
 
    “What’s this?” he asked.  
 
    “Look at that picture.” 
 
    “Is this the one you and Brent were talking about at dinner the other night?” 
 
    “Yeah. It sits on the warden’s desk.” 
 
    “Okay? So, he has an old family photo on his desk. That’s hardly evidence of foul play, Sam.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that man look like him?” 
 
    “I need another donut to numb this conversation.” 
 
    “Whatever. No sense of imagination.” I took the phone and shoved it in my front pocket. “Well, I have a few leads I need to follow up on before the full moon. Just have everyone in place tonight. Let’s stop the crime before it happens.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He swallowed a large piece of fried dough. “We’ll touch base before dusk.” 
 
    I left the donut shop. On my way to the car, my phone rang.  
 
    “Moon here.” 
 
    “Sam, it’s Allison.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Meet me at a place called Wanda’s Willows on Lemon Street. I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    “Okay. What did you find out?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get there. I’m heading over now.” 
 
    “See you in a few.” 
 
    I jumped in my car and pulled out of the parking lot, heading toward Wanda’s Willows.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Allison opened my minivan door and slid inside.  
 
    “What did you find out?” I asked.  
 
    “Okay, listen to this. I took the photo that you texted to me earlier and did a reverse-image Google search.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “A replica of that picture on the warden’s desk popped up.” 
 
    “The exact picture?” 
 
    “Yes. When I clicked the link, it took me to a magazine that showcased unsolved cases in the United States over the past 137 years.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The entire picture was displayed. Not just the portion that the warden had on his desk. So, I printed it out.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    She handed me a print of the photo. I scanned the picture searching every detail. The toy in the baby’s hand was a carved wooden cowboy. The woman’s dress wasn’t of this time period. And then, as if a light were shining on it, I saw the familiar piece of jewelry.  
 
    “The blue-and-red ring. There it is,” I whispered. “That’s the one I saw in my vision—the woman cutting into Matthew Malone’s neck was wearing that ring.” 
 
    “Exactly. And Sam, when I was holding this photo in my hands, I felt a thousand warning signs all over my body. This woman in the portrait isn’t just a witch, she’s powerful and evil and she’s living in this time—in this state.”  
 
    “How? The woman in this picture would be well over a hundred years old today.” 
 
    “Welcome to the powerful, evil and antiquated ability of witchcraft,” Allison said.  
 
    She was beaming with pride and I was proud of her for having paid attention when I talked about investigating. “So, why are we here? At this place?” 
 
    “Wanda may know something about this woman or the mark she carves on her victims. Something. Wanda’s an old, wise witch. She’s been around. She’s seen it all.” 
 
    I glanced from the picture to Allison, “Well, let’s see what she knows.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wanda’s Willows was a store of various-sized weeping willows. Greenery everywhere and with the skylight above, the place resembled a greenhouse. Allison led us through the maze of trees until she saw a young woman on her hands and knees digging at some moist soil in a bed of plants.  
 
    “That’s Wanda,” she whispered back to me.  
 
    “Wanda doesn’t look that old, Allie.” 
 
    Allison smiled. “Why look your age when she can look any age you want?” 
 
    The woman stood and before she turned around, she said, “Besides darlin’, I find that people don’t fancy an old face as much as they do a young one.” She turned and faced us.  
 
    I was shocked that she heard our remarks with the distance between us. Allison moved closer to Wanda and threw her arms around her shoulders. “It’s good to see you, my friend.” 
 
    Wanda smiled and immediately moved her attention from Allison to me. “Well, well, well. My dear. I never thought Samantha Moon would walk into my humble little store.” 
 
    Again, the woman shocked me. How did she know my name? 
 
    She leaned forward and said, “Your name is well-known in my circles, my dear. The vampire soccer mom who’s a private investigator.” She released a short laugh. “We had bets that you wouldn’t make it longer than a year after your attack. My dear. Let’s just say, I made a nice little nest egg on that bet.” 
 
    I smiled because she’d bet on me surviving that first year. 
 
    “Wanda,” Allison said, “we need your help with something.” 
 
    “Sure, darlin’. What is it?” 
 
    Allison turned to me. “Sam, ask her.” 
 
    I handed her the photo of the woman wearing the ring. “We found this in an archived magazine of unsolved cases. Do you know anything about the woman in this picture or perhaps anything about her witchcraft?” 
 
    Wanda took the picture at the same time she used her other hand to grab the reading glasses hanging around her neck and brought them to her eyes. After a minute of studying the photograph, she handed it back to me and pulled her glasses off her face.  
 
    “Can you help us? Any information whatsoever?” I asked. 
 
    “My dear. My dear. How many people has she killed?” 
 
    “We don’t know. I did a background search and prior to seven years ago, there was no record of her or her husband.” 
 
    “Or their child?” Wanda asked. 
 
    “The baby in the photo?” 
 
    “Darlin’, he’s no longer a baby. He’s older now. Maybe between thirty and forty years old. But he has probably stayed close to home and more than likely works in the family business.” 
 
    “Do you know what kind of business that might be?” 
 
    Wanda moved her gaze from me to Allison. “The less we say, the better we’ll be. I’d rather stay out of this one, Allison, my dear.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. “They’re going to strike again tonight and I have to stop them. Anything you know will be helpful.” 
 
    Wanda turned back toward us and wrung her hands in front of her. Then she bit her lip as she decided if she would share what she knew. After a few seconds, she said, “I was a little girl when I learned of the Hallingsworth family.” Wanda moved toward a back door in her store. “Follow me.” 
 
    When we stepped through the open door and into another room, it reminded me of the alchemist and his library. It was a room of herbs, hard-to-find potions, and books of spells—a room of sorcery and power and ancient knowledge. Wanda grabbed a book from a shelf and opened it to a page with the same picture I held in my hands. But unlike the magazine, this hardback with facts of witchery and history told the entire story. 
 
    “The Hallingsworth family were like any other family in 1865. New settlers to this world with dreams and hopes and aspirations for each of them. By 1872, they had an eight-year-old daughter and a brand-new baby boy named Denver.” 
 
    “I met a guy named Denver,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, as I said, he will stay close to the nest.” She paused and cautiously continued, “To make a long story short, eight-year-old Emily Hallingsworth fell victim to a grisly murder—a murder that shocked the community and devastated her family. Ester and Aaron Hallingsworth stewed for years in their depression. That picture you’re holding was taken right after the child’s death.  
 
    “Unfortunately, as the story goes, they had hired the photographer to take a family photo before the daughter died. But when he arrived, they had hoped, in some way, the photo would help them heal—give them something to remind them to count their blessings even after their tragic loss. They even used her favorite doll as a stand-in.” 
 
    “Did it give them comfort?” Allison asked.   
 
    “Quite the contrary. It became a reminder of her death—a taunting memory of the senseless killing of their baby girl. As their anger and rage festered, together they decided to avenge their daughter by murdering the men who killed her. But before they did, they savagely slaughtered the men’s families and made them watch. The Hallingsworths were sentenced to be hung, but on the day that their sentence was to be carried out, they disappeared.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to them?” I asked.  
 
    “When their daughter died, their world turned dark. Ester searched for comfort but found none. The only thing that gave her relief from the pain was the darkness—the ability to shut out the pain and rage and memories of their daughter. Slaying those men and their families gave her a sense of control back into her life. In her despair, she found her daughter while practicing black magic. She found happiness at her dead daughter’s side. So she struck a deal.” 
 
    “What kind of deal?” I asked, though I had a pretty good idea. 
 
    “She would relieve the souls of men who wanted revenge and feed the darkness at the same time. A deal with the devil, so to speak.” 
 
    “She carves a mark into their neck.” I pulled out my cell phone and brought up a picture. “This. Do you know what it means?” 
 
    “These are the initials of her daughter—EH—with a red eye intertwined. When they found their daughter’s body, her eyes had been removed. In the symbol, they are giving their daughter back her eyes so she might find the gift—the  soul—through the darkness where she lurks.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that the eight-year-old daughter is killing the men?” 
 
    “She’s a child of the darkness, Samantha Moon. Her mother feeds her souls to give her daughter a sense of revenge and the child then gives her family eternal life so that they might continue to feed the darkness. It’s a give-and-take relationship that gives them all a sense of purpose. She doesn’t actually do the killing. She has her mother for that.” 
 
    “They were in hiding for decades. Why did they resurface?” 
 
    “To feed the darkness again. One person for every year of what they call slumber. Worship time in complete obscurity. They killed ten people on their first bout with revenge and for ten years, they had disappeared.” She pointed to the book. “In 1882, they slaughtered 135 people in the same manner with the same carvings on the neck.” 
 
    I glanced down and saw page after page of the familiar scars. “They each died within a month after this was done?” 
 
    “Give or take, my dear. But each of them sought revenge and took revenge. In return, they gave themselves to the darkness—to Emily.” 
 
    “Why aren’t these murders known or remembered?” I asked.  
 
    “These days, it’s a fable—a horror bedtime story. Emily is known as many things—she’s known as the boogeyman or Bloody Mary. She’s the darkness in the night that people fear.” 
 
    “And tonight, they will attempt to feed another soul to their daughter—to the darkness.” I said that more to myself than to Wanda. “One more question,” I said.  
 
    Wanda nodded for me to continue.  
 
    “The ring. What does the red and blue mean?” 
 
    Wanda glanced around as if someone might hear her talking. A fear raced across her face and disappeared. She leaned forward. “The ring is made from the heart of her daughter. It’s said that if the ring is destroyed, so will her bond with Emily be destroyed. I don’t know if that’s true, but that’s the story, my dear.” 
 
    “Wanda, thank you. And Allison, thank you for introducing us. I have to make a phone call. I only have a couple hours before the sun goes down and the full moon ascends.” 
 
    Wanda reached out and wrapped her fingers around my arm. “Samantha Moon, don’t underestimate her power. The Revenge Witch is clever and powerful and resourceful. The element of surprise will work best, my dear.” She opened my hand and placed a beautiful green amulet in my palm. It bore a circle with an X through the middle. In each corner, there was a picture and ancient writing. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a circle-of-protection amulet. Wear it, Samantha Moon. It will protect you from her spells…but only her spells.”  
 
    “Thank you, Wanda. I’ll keep it on me.”  
 
    “Good luck, my dear. May that protect you from the wrath of Ester Hallingsworth and her soul-sucking daughter.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I dialed Brent’s number again as I sat in my minivan in the parking lot of Wanda’s Willows. “Pick up. Pick up, damn it.” 
 
    A knock on my window startled me. Seeing Brent’s face nearly pressed against the glass startled me even more. I rolled down my passenger side window. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Wanted to give you an update and find out the game plan for tonight.” 
 
    “You could have called.” 
 
    “I tried. You didn’t answer,” he said. 
 
    “It never rang on my end.” 
 
    “Good thing I can track your scent, right?” 
 
    He smirked and I felt a tinge of irritation. Just what a woman wants to hear; her odor is so strong that it’s trackable from miles away. “So the doctor gave you the go-ahead to work again?” 
 
    “Still light duty. But you and I both know that I’m strong and ready to take on anything we have to deal with tonight. What were you doing here?”  
 
    “Check out this book.” 
 
    My partner read the chapter about the Hallingsworth. When he closed the book, he shook his head and sighed. “I almost feel bad for the family. Although they took their rage and revenge a bit too far.” 
 
    “Yeah, it makes sense that he would be a warden. It’s the perfect place to find men and women who will easily sell their souls for the revenge they want to get. It’s like a candy store for them,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly. And the maintenance man?” 
 
    “Their son. His full name, Denver Michaels Hall, changed from Hallingsworth when they resurfaced seven years ago, but he goes by Denver Michaels.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the plan?” Brent asked.  
 
    “I need you to arrest Denver. Quietly, Brent. It’s time to remove some of these players without any of the others suspecting something.” 
 
    “I’m on it. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Go after the bitch with the ring,” I said. 
 
    “What about her husband?” 
 
    “I’m working on a plan for that one. Right now, I need to find Ester and make sure our inmate, Victor Sanchez, is being guarded in solitary confinement.” 
 
    Brent nodded and stepped out of the minivan. “I’ll fill in Sherbet with everything we know so far. You worry about Ester and we will take care of Denver and Aaron Hall. We have two detectives at Steve Montgomery’s house as we speak. I’ll be in touch.” He closed the door and I pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Tonight was the night that I intended to stop a crime that had already happened—a repeat crime that an inmate would commit while being locked in solitary confinement.  
 
    Tonight, I planned to stop a Murder.  
 
    A second attempt to murder a man who robbed a family.  
 
    I could have used Kingsley for backup, but he was busy becoming the werewolf in his steel cage in the basement of his home in Yorba Linda. 
 
    Being a private investigator and working on my own was sometimes easier than working with the VCSU at the Fullerton Police Department. As an investigator, I had the ability to pick and choose my cases. Working for the police department, I did not. 
 
    When my phone rang, I answered, “Sherbet, what’s up?” 
 
    “Sanchez has the mark, Sam. I’m in the cell. He’s unconscious but alive. We have the warden and Denver in custody, but we can’t find Ester anywhere.” 
 
    “I’m at Montgomery’s house. I want that witch to show up here. Have her son let her know. This ends tonight.” 
 
    “I’m sending backup there now. Are my two detectives still watching the home?” 
 
    “Yeah. But they can’t help this case, Sherbet. They don’t stand a chance. We’re running out of time. I need all VCSU detectives here for backup. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    My minivan was parked in an empty church parking lot near the house of Steve Montgomery—a career criminal who knew his way around the system. Apparently, two years ago, Steve had broken into the house of Victor Sanchez, a young professor at the University of Riverside. Steve had bound and gagged Victor’s wife and four-year-old daughter, beat Victor close to death and dragged it out of him that he had a hidden safe in his home. Steve made him open it and robbed him of his secret nest egg, almost his entire life savings.  
 
    Victor avenged his family and tried to murder Steve. Victor was caught and sentenced to prison. There was little to no evidence to convict Steve of his crimes against Victor and his family, so he was free to live his life—his reckless criminal life.  
 
    Sometimes the system wasn’t fair—sometimes I wanted to see guys like Victor Sanchez prevail. Not that I wanted to see him take someone’s life, but that he might find a way to replace that violated feeling with something empowering. 
 
    The parking lot on top of the hill was the perfect place to have a few moments to myself before I summoned the flame that preceded my transformation into my winged form, a bat-like or even a dragon-like creature with leathery wings. I had no idea what I looked like when I became Talos. 
 
    With my clothes stashed in a backpack that I would carry in my talons, I stood naked in the parking lot on the top of a hill in Fullerton. After a few moments, I closed my eyes and fell forward, my body moving swiftly toward the street below. I closed my eyes and pictured the single flame.   
 
    My wings unfolded and within a second, I was soaring upward across the sky over my hometown. My night vision and hearing heightened and as I dipped and rose, I headed toward Steve Montgomery’s home.  
 
    Good evening, Talos, I thought when I felt him with me. 
 
    Good evening, Sam, came his voice in my thoughts. 
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve spent some time with you. 
 
    I’m glad you are well, Sam. Where would you like to go tonight? 
 
    Over that neighborhood. We need to be all-seeing this evening. The eyes and ears over the entire block. 
 
    I’m with you, Sam. 
 
    Thank you, Talos. 
 
    We flew together up over the hazy, low-hanging clouds. The sun had long disappeared and the full moon hung high in the sky, casting a glow across the top of the sparse clouds. Soaring from one end of the block to another, we watched carefully and closely. My keen vision honed in on any movement—anything out of place.  
 
    Then I saw something in Steve’s backyard. A shadow. A lurking and peering dark figure that disappeared inside the home. Using my massive wings to gain momentum, I thrust them to my sides and nosedived toward Steve Montgomery’s yard. When I landed, I transformed back and dressed again. Still pulling my shirt over my head, I ran toward the back door of the house. It was unlocked and cracked open.  
 
    I slid into the dark house, moved through the kitchen, passed the living room and hugged the hallway wall with my back as I sidestepped toward the bedroom. The light was on. Deep voices were muffled through the walls. I reached and grabbed the doorknob, twisting and throwing it open.  
 
    Kneeling on the ground with his hands tied behind his back was Steve Montgomery, his mouth gagged, his face red and bruised and a shell of Victor Sanchez standing over him with his fist cocked back, prepared to pistol-whip him again with the gun in his hand. Victor was still in solitary confinement, yet, I was staring into his cold, dark eyes.  
 
    Without saying a word, he slammed the butt of the weapon into the side of Steve’s head again. The cracking sound made me cringe. The blood made my knees weak. The uncertainty of what I was witnessing gave me a moment’s pause—only a moment’s.  
 
    “Victor,” I said, my hands out in front of me. “Put the gun down.” 
 
    He had not seen me—he had not noticed me standing in the room. I took cautious steps toward him, my eyes narrowed as I watched his every move. He still had not muttered one word. He appeared lifeless. A zombie. Mindless, even. Steve’s eyes pleaded with me to help him. But Victor hadn’t even glanced my way.  
 
    “Victor!” I ran toward him and threw myself in the air to tackle him to the floor, but I went through him, hit the nightstand and crumpled to the carpet. The pain lasted a second and I jumped back to my feet and slowly came up behind the phantom of a man.  
 
    Victor’s hand came down again on the side of Steve’s skull. This time, Steve’s body folded in half at the waist. His forehead pressed against the carpet as his ass rested on the backs of his heels.  
 
    Steve whimpered behind the gag. 
 
    “Victor!” I said.  
 
    He didn’t hear me. Or see me. He didn’t even acknowledge me. He reached down and grabbed the back of Steve’s shirt and dragged him back into a sitting position. I ran toward Steve this time, jumped through the air to cover him but somehow, Victor’s hand went through me and connected with Steve’s jaw again.  
 
    I glanced at Victor and then at Steve. Steve’s eyes were glued to the door and my gaze moved to that direction.  
 
    “Ester,” I whispered.  
 
    “You have no power over him, Detective. He’s paid for this opportunity to avenge his family and his life. You can’t protect Steve any more than you can stop Victor.” 
 
    I glared at the witch. “You don’t get to play God, Ester Hallingsworth. I can’t let this man kill another. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “You’ve no choice in the matter.” Ester wore a red dress, and her dark hair was draped over her arms and shoulders. Her eyes were crimson and fiercely bloodshot. “You don’t get to play God either, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “He’s on a mission. He can’t hear you or see you! And you can’t stop him. His spirit is here to do one thing and until that’s accomplished, he can’t be stopped,” she growled.  
 
    I ran toward her. Without a thought or a plan or a deep understanding of her powers, I ran toward her with all of my vampire power and strength and rage. She wasn’t expecting me to be so bold and the impact was hard. I tackled her—I actually connected and brought down the witch. At the same time, I heard another crack to the side of Steve’s face. Bones breaking. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around her throat, pressed against her soft, pliable flesh and when I thought I had her in my grasp, the bitch laughed in my face. One second, she was under the weight of my body and trapped in the grip of my hands and the next, she was gone—she was on the other side of the room.  
 
    “Stop this madness,” I yelled. “Your daughter is dead!” 
 
    Fierce rage over took Ester. She used her hand to clear a path in the room toward me. Her left hand flung the king-size mattress against the wall, then she hurled Victor to the side. Her right hand threw Steve against the right wall and before I knew it, the revenge witch had decided I was next on her hit list.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I glared at the woman—the 150-year-old woman disguised in a thirty-year-old woman’s body. And I backed up, my legs heavy, rage burning inside of me. In the back of my thoughts, I wondered if the amulet would work—I pleaded that it kept me safe from her powerful spells and wicked magic.  
 
    Ester threw her head back and laughed—a hearty laugh—a sadistic chuckle. And with one swing of her hands upward, she changed the weather in the room. Rain, lightning and thunder. And in the depths of the distraction, she used those deadly hands to lift me in the air, twirl me around and throw me into the wall again. My body broke through; plaster and chunks of drywall and white dust crashed down around me when I hit the floor.  
 
    I gasped for air—gasped to breathe, even though I didn’t need the air. I managed to push myself up. Blood dripped from my mouth. My eyes scanned the room, locking in on Victor’s lethargic body as he stood with his back hunched and his arms dangling at his side. His eyes staring emptily at the floor. Rain soaked everything in the room.  
 
    Then I spotted the possessed jewelry. I needed to get close enough to her so that I could break the ring—destroy her connection to her evil daughter—and release the hold she had on her zombie-like subjects.  
 
    “Let him go, Ester,” I yelled over the rain and thunder. “Your daughter is dead. Stop this madness.” 
 
    Ester lifted her hands in the air, the ring illuminated and she, with a raised voice and fire in her eyes, released an angry cry followed by a spell of words spewed with increasing wrath, “Vampire blood drips from veins, break the curse of her chains, make her human one last breath, take her life and bring her death!” 
 
    I grabbed hold of the outline of the necklace around my neck and beneath my shirt—the circle of protection amulet that Wanda had given me to wear—and I glared at the witch. When nothing happened, shock swept over her face and she glanced at her hands. That was my moment to strike.  
 
    I jumped in the air toward her and landed in front of her. With my right hand wrapped around her neck in a vise grip, I picked her up off the ground and used my left hand to rip the ring from her middle finger. I threw her toward the bedroom window and watched her crash through the glass as she landed in the front yard.  
 
    The warmth of the ring shocked me. It pulsated. It was alive and trembling. I yelled, “It’s time to let go, Emily. It’s time to release your family.”  
 
    In the strength of my grip, I squeezed the large multi-colored stone until I heard it screech and scream like a dying animal. Ester jumped back through the window and threw me across the room, but I held onto that ring that was made from her dead daughter’s…heart. I crushed it in my grip, squeezing it until I felt it shatter into a handful of tiny pieces. When I glanced down and opened my hand, blood and blue veins ran through my fingers and dripped to the floor, disappearing into the rain-soaked carpet.  
 
    Ester came at me, her black nails razor-sharp, her teeth jagged and horrifically carnivorous. And I gave into my training, into Elizabeth, into everything that made me Samantha Moon. I took a stance, harnessed everything Jacky had taught me, centered myself and let Elizabeth move a little closer to the surface.  
 
    My fist connected with Ester’s face. Her nails dug into and ripped through the pale skin on my arms. She raked at my neck and face and I pulverized her jaw, shattering the left side of her cheekbone. I pounded and fought and pummeled and she tore into me as if to claw me from the outside in the same way that Elizabeth—the dark master bitch inside of me—clawed me from deep within.  
 
    Her nails sliced me like a spinning wheel of daggers, like a meat grinder and the burn of my skin and flesh and blood and exposed muscles threatened to suck the life from me.  
 
    But I pushed through the excruciating pain. My rage worked together with Elizabeth’s bloodlust as we pummeled the witch again and again. And then, I connected with her chest, so hard and so fast that my fists broke her ribs into a million pieces.  
 
    Ester gasped and screeched before my eyes. And as she struggled to pull oxygen into her torn lungs and caved-in chest, she aged in increments of a decade and then another. As she was dying, she was aging. Thirty to forty to fifty years old and into her eighties. Her skin aged so fast, it appeared to be melting from her bones, dripping into wrinkles and saggy clay. The structure of her body changed from upright to hunched and fragile. As she died, her body aged. As she struggled for air, everything that she once was disappeared.  
 
    When Ester looked about 110 years old, she dropped to her knees, her teeth spilled out onto the carpet. Her hands pulled into her chest and her fingers curled into hardened fists. Her last breath ceased and her body turned to dust. 
 
    The rain stopped.  
 
    Victor disappeared from the room and I fell to the floor, torn to shreds, bleeding and weak. The amulet had managed to work itself outside my turtleneck shirt and now, it hung from my neck. It had saved me. And with one hand around the necklace, I lay down to catch my breath—to find the strength to push that crazy bitch Elizabeth back down inside of me and to heal my broken bones, my shattered body and the many wounds to my flesh.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes to light—so much light that I thought I might be dead. When I squinted against the pain, I heard Tammy say she would close the blinds. The room was instantly shaded, and I glanced around and saw everyone sitting and standing. To my right, Anthony and Tammy sat next to me, and my son was holding my hand. To my left, Kingsley stood with his hand resting on my arm. In front of me were Allison, Sherbet and Brent.  
 
    “Am I dying or something? You’re all staring at me like you’re at my wake,” I said, my voice hoarse. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Mom?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “Alive, I think.” Or as alive as someone who is undead can feel. 
 
    Kingsley squeezed my arm. “You took quite a beating two nights ago.” 
 
    “Two nights ago?” I tried to sit up but inhaled against the pain in one of my arms. My strong, handsome boyfriend lifted me up and I rested my back against a pillow. “What about Steve and Victor?” 
 
    Sherbet stepped forward. “You killed Ester. When she died, Victor was released from his contract and he woke up the next morning with a nasty wound that the prison had to explain to him. He didn’t remember anything. The warden and his son were also tied to Ester and when she crumbled, they crumbled, too, in custody. We had to explain that to a few of our own.” 
 
    I laughed. “I want to hear what you told them, Detective.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Sherbet smiled. “And Steve is in the hospital. He’s in critical condition.” 
 
    “Poor Steve,” I murmured, thinking of how he had been brutalized. 
 
    “You did good, Mom,” Tammy said. She reached over and squeezed my arm. “Now that I know you’re okay, I’m going to do the laundry and make everyone something to eat.” 
 
    My eyes widened and I glanced at Sherbet. “Who is this? And what happened to my daughter? Where did she go?” Everyone laughed, even Tammy.  
 
    “The amulet worked, Sam,” Allison said.  
 
    “I know. I couldn’t have taken her down without it. I’m forever grateful to both you and Wanda.” 
 
    Kingsley chimed in, “We found your vehicle yesterday in the empty parking lot of a church and this was on the windshield.” He handed me a sealed note.  
 
    “Did you read it?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t addressed to me.” He leaned down and kissed my forehead. “I have to go into the office, but how about I come over tonight and make you dinner?” 
 
    “I need to get torn to shreds by a witch more often.” I smiled as he kissed my lips. 
 
    The room emptied out quickly and when Sherbet and Brent were the only ones left, I had to ask, “What’s going on? I can tell something is wrong.” I lifted my finger. “Wait, before you tell me, let me open this note.” 
 
    As I read the words, my heart dropped.  
 
    Brent asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “It says, An eye for an eye, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    “That’s what’s wrong, Sam,” Brent said. “According to the underground, Adze has an army of demons and he’s begun his revenge. If we don’t find that door and close it in the next few days, all hell is going to break loose, in our world. And I mean that literally.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. The pain I once felt was instantly replaced with adrenaline. “Where can my kids go to stay safe?” 
 
    “We need them to fight this battle.” 
 
    “No way! Hell, no! My kids will not fight this battle, Brent.” 
 
    “We have no choice, Sam. Tammy and Anthony have been marked. Adze will find them, and kill them. They stand a better chance with us than they do alone.” 
 
    I put my head back and felt tears burn my eyes. I hated crying. I had to be strong and I knew both my children were stronger than I gave them credit for. “Do they know?” 
 
    Brent nodded. “Kingsley is coming back this evening to make dinner for everyone. Tonight, we’ll figure out what we’re all going to do and how we’re going to kill that demon bastard.” 
 
    “That’s why you all were here?” 
 
    Brent nodded again. “We all received the same note. The same words. A message to you. That’s how I know we’re all marked.” 
 
    I sighed and lay my head back against my headboard. The last thing I wanted to do was drag Tammy and Anthony into a battle with underground demons. Heck, I knew they’d encountered worse—Satan himself. But a parent never desires the thought that their children are in harm’s way. I’d jumped into the last case blind. Taking on the Piper game without knowing what I was up against got me into this mess. This time, we would not make the same mistake. This time would be the last time those underworld creeps would mess with me and my family and friends.  
 
    I glanced from Sherbet to Brent. “I want every person I know that isn’t human to help us prepare. Dracula, Fang, Wanda, Archibald Maximus, Talos and everyone that I know who will help us in this fight. If Adze thinks he’s going to threaten us and get away with it, then he’s much dumber than he looks. Because we’re not going down without a fight.” 
 
    Brent cracked a smile. “Damn right. My partner is back.” 
 
    When they left, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Inwardly, I thought, I may even need you, Elizabeth. Because if I die, you die. She stirred and for the first time, I was glad she was there. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    His name was Archibald Maximus and she proudly called him an ally. 
 
    She smiled to herself as she thought of the first time she’d come across him, and how she’d thought he sounded more like a gladiator or a god rather than a supposed philosopher. She’d suspected the two former options were a lot closer to the truth than the latter was. The concept of immortality was not at all foreign to Samantha Moon. 
 
    She’d discovered that Archibald Maximus was a talented and knowledgeable alchemist who watched over the many secrets of the Occult Reading Room at Cal State Fullerton and he’d helped her greatly in the past. So, in Sam’s estimation, if Archibald needed her help or wanted to advise her, she would turn up when and where he asked her to. 
 
    As she sat in the reading corner at the library, Samantha Moon couldn’t help but wonder why Archibald, the librarian, had asked her to come see him. His phone call had been brief and very much to the point. She’d opened her mouth to ask him what it was all about, but he had cut off the call before Samantha could get a word out.  
 
    She looked around the room. As usual, it was empty. Behind her, the malevolent volumes that filled the shelves called out to her as they always did. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and a shiver ran down her preternatural vampiric spine. 
 
    No way, I’ll ever get used to THAT level of weirdness, she thought to herself. 
 
    Sam suspected that, unbeknownst to the students and faculty, the University was probably home to what could be one of the world’s most dangerous collections of arcane and rare books; tomes that were full of dark power and could easily cause a great deal of harm if they ended up in the wrong hands.  
 
    Her gaze left the book shelves and scanned the library entry way. Through the door, she could see students and other people walking past the room. They went about their business like they didn’t see it and that was the case. You couldn’t see the doorway unless Maximus wanted you too or if you had a great need. In fact, Sam suspected young Archibald Maximus, or Max, as he preferred to be called, was a gatekeeper of sorts. Perhaps he was a mystic watcher and protector, placed there to guard the knowledge collected in that place. She’d heard of the existence of such beings; immortals who kept the balance between good and evil and essentially governed over the doings of immortals both the young and the old. 
 
    With a half sneer on her lips, Samantha shook the thought from her head. It was preposterous. Considering the things she had seen the last few years, it was absurd to think that there was anyone governing anything. A good watcher would never have let what happened to her in the park that night go down the way it had. Not to mention allowing jackasses, like that bounty hunter, Rand, try to kill her with silver tipped arrows. Even some of the crazy stunts she had pulled herself, flying low over the city and almost inciting chaos in her bat form, should have drawn the attention of such beings; if they existed at all. 
 
    She scoffed. Of course, they didn’t. 
 
    But then her mind went back to Max. His extremely bright aura suggested there might be something to the idea. Max’s aura was damn bright, although not as bright as the angel she’d met previously. So much so, that it suggested he wasn’t entirely of this world.  
 
    Or I could be going crazy... Now, that is probably the most plausible theory of them all! 
 
    As she continued to wait for her friend, the ‘librarian’, she recalled one of the first conversations they had ever had. It had been months ago, right in that very room, when Sam had asked Archibald Maximus, “Who are you?” 
 
    He’d held her gaze for a moment, and his bright green eyes had somehow looked deeply into her soul. And after a moment, he’d simply said, “I’m a librarian.” 
 
    “Bullshit. That’s like saying I’m just an everyday soccer mom,” she’d retorted. 
 
    “But isn’t that a true description in itself, Samantha? At the same time though, do not many things define you?” 
 
    “So, you really are a librarian?” 
 
    “In part.”  
 
    He’d reached over and patted her hand, then returned his attention back to the book they’d been studying. 
 
    That meeting took place when Sam had brought the second of the vampire medallions to Max for an explanation of what it did, as well as why she kept finding them. She’d been led to the second medallion after recovering a safe for a client who’d been a tremendous hoarder. Her psychic abilities had revealed two very valuable items in her client’s house the night she’d recovered his safe. One had been the contents of the safe, which she’d recognized as a rare lost document from America’s history; the second had been the medallion, resting inside a wooden box deep under a pile of newspapers. 
 
    “There are four known medallions in the world, Sam. Two have now come into your possession,” Max said. 
 
    “Who made them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but suspect it has something to do with your race.” “You mean, vampires?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Archibald Maximus had smiled at her. Their faces a mere eight inches apart as they both hovered over the old book.  
 
    A familiar voice suddenly broke her reverie  and she looked up from the reading corner to see its subject approaching. 
 
    “Hello, Samantha,” he said, smiling, as he crossed the room and sat across from her. His eyes twinkled as he said her name. He always greeted Sam using her full first name; somehow, it even seemed appropriate coming from him. 
 
    As usual, he reached across the surface to take both of her hands in his. There was, as always, a moment of silent exchange in which it seemed he was imbuing her with his calm and peace. Briefly, she reveled in the balminess of his pale, but quite warm, hands. It was one of the rare times that she didn’t feel self conscious about her ice cold flesh. Archibald, after all, was very aware of who, and what, she really was. 
 
    As she sat there beaming like a schoolgirl, Max placed a black leather bound book on the table in front of him and pushed it across the surface towards her. Samantha opened the book and read the title page. It was blank. No title, and no author was stated there. Her mouth opened as if to ask a question or utter a protest, but he silently held up his hand and pointed back to the book. She turned a few more pages and found that one of the introductory pages featured a photograph. She studied the old half-tone picture carefully, trying to identify the strangely dressed people posing in it.  
 
    As she studied it, she heard something call to her from deeper within the reading room. It was coming from the areas she knew to be housing some of the darker books of the collection. 
 
    “Ssssister,” the voices whispered, melding into one slithering, slippery sound. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Maximus said, as she looked up from the book for his reassurance. 
 
    “Ssssamantha Moon...come to us. Come open us. Come read us.” 
 
    The hair on her arms stood on end. 
 
    “They’re just trying to be disruptive, Samantha,” he continued. 
 
     “I just can’t get used to being harassed by your book-bound spirits, Max.” 
 
    He nodded without looking at her.  
 
    Sam shivered again. “They sound...even more evil than usual.” 
 
    “Vampire! Come heeeere!” one more seemed to shout out in a desperate, screech. 
 
    Samantha jumped. Max looked at her sharply and his sapphire blue eyes faded for a moment.  
 
    “Just remember that’s why I’m here, Samantha,” he said, “Especially since it seems that your little penchant for attracting rare artifacts is developing into a modern day psychic phenomenon.” 
 
    He pointed to the book before her and grinned again. “Focus.” 
 
    “But I didn’t find this one, Max. You did!” 
 
    “Or did I?” 
 
    He stood up from the reading desk suddenly and walked briskly past her, headed into a section of the reading room which Sam had never been to before. As usual, as soon as Max entered the walkway between the shelves, the whispering from the books there stopped. While she turned her attention back to the picture in front of her, he fetched several thick, black books from among the various shelves.  
 
    He came back a moment later, and set the volumes down in front of her. 
 
    “More reading material? Don’t you think this one’s going to be challenging enough? I mean, come on Max, if these people are who I think they are, there’s no way they could all be in a photograph together. Much less one that was taken in 1895 as this notation says it was. I mean, that’s William Wallace and I could bet my son’s skid-marked boxer briefs that that’s Empress Tzu-Hsi of China.” 
 
    “Samantha, slow down. Take a breath. You’re babbling,” Max said calmly, as he sat down across from her again.  
 
    “Come on, Max. This isn’t what I think it is, is it? I mean that would be im...” 
 
    “What Samantha?” he interrupted. “Impossible? I thought that word would have been completely eradicated from your vocabulary by now. What, with all the things you have seen in your short vampiric life so far.” 
 
     He looked disappointed in her for a split second, then covered one of her hands with his and shook his head slightly as a renewed smile crept across his lips. 
 
    “Everything that you were ever told was a fairy tale or didn’t exist outside of horror films, is real, Samantha. They’re all as real as you and I, and believe me when I tell you that there are even worse creatures out there as well. Creatures that mankind has chosen to ignore and forget over the centuries with the banal assumption that ignoring them will make them go away.” 
 
    Fighting back tears of fright that his words drew out of her, she redirected her focus to the stack he had brought from the shelves. She picked up the first one and scoffed. It was a fiction novel by a woman called Chanel Smith. Chanel Smith, seriously? 
 
    “Why the dry response, Samantha?” Max asked, a little surprised. 
 
    “I know her work. She’s written a few books about the misadventures of a so-called huntress vampire from San Francisco called Veronica Melbourne. The first book came out after she’d been active in the Los Angeles area for a few weeks. A detective friend of mine, Spinoza, had given me a sort of heads up when that had happened but she’d left town soon after and even though, according to the rest of the books, she apparently returned to California, I haven’t encountered her once. Seems she’s mostly active overseas.” 
 
    “I see,” Max interjected. “Go on. I sense you know more.” 
 
    “Not much, really. Just that it’s funny you brought out this book because it’s where I first read about the existence of some sort of Immortal Council. Of course, I just chalked all that up to the author’s extremely active imagination. I mean, she’s a good writer. But…” 
 
    “But what? And what’s funny about me bringing out the book?” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that even though I know Chanel’s character and her rogue hunting activities is all true to life stuff, I’d assumed the rest of it was just made up malarkey. However, it’s the second time, since I’ve been sitting here today, that the topic of the Watchers has come up.” She looked Maximus in the eye and watched as his smile faded. “It’s not a coincidence is it?” 
 
    “You know better than that, Samantha. It never is.” 
 
    “Hey, I thought your eyes were green.” 
 
    “Were they?” Max asked with a mischievous grin. 
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