The Secret Ingredient
“There has to be parsley in there.”
The last thing Morena expected to be doing during a second course of Vampire 101 was challenging
Jesper to name the ingredients in Nick’s gyoza recipe. But here they were, leaning over plates
overloaded with the remnants of Nick’s sleepless night, testing Jesper’s super-sensory sniffer.
“You sure about that, pal?” Nick smiled, chopsticks halfway to his mouth. He proceeded to shovel
noodles damp with broth so efficiently and effortlessly into his mouth that Morena didn’t wonder why
entire nations found no use for spoons.
Jesper’s face screwed up in concentration. His face was right next to hers alleging that he could smell
best as she released the flavors with her chewing. After getting over Nick’s gagging look and her own
discomfort having a creature whose face had been even closer to other more private parts of her body,
Morena had to admit this had become fun.
She sat on a floor cushion in front of the settee where Nick reclined. They had pulled over a coffee table
to bear the weight of Nick’s culinary insomnia. Jesper sat in a straight back chair, wearing a tight navy
short-sleeved T-shirt, dark relaxed jeans, his once-auburn now nearer to bronze shoulder length hair
flared out around him in waves. The most noticeable difference? His eyes. They’d seemed grey before
and now they were alive with all colors, but mostly hazel.
“Take another bite,” Jesper told her.
“Why don’t you just eat it?” she complained. She was stuffed. If she ate another gyoza, she was certain
she’d pop the top button off her designer jeans.
Jesper jerked his head back, aghast at the suggestion. “Me? Oh no, I follow a strict non-vegan liquid
diet.”
Nick laughed as Jesper played it totally over the top. Morena rolled her eyes and sighed, picking up one
more. When she went to dip it into the soy sauce, Jesper halted her.
“Without the sauce this time, the sodium is throwing off the scent.”
As she tore the gyoza into two between her teeth, Jesper leaned in close, breathing deep. The playful
look in his eyes earlier banished as he became all focus, closing his eyes.
“Now exhale at me,” he instructed, hands on his thighs.
She tossed Nick a look.
“That has to be cheating,” Nick commented.
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She breathed openmouthed into Jesper’s face and he inhaled, straightening up and back away from her,
eyes closed tightly.
“And that there is so gross.”
Morena almost choked on a laugh. “You stop it! You’d think you tried to rig this.”
Nick shrugged, “Yeah like I was totally thinking of putting crazy ingredients in there this morning as I was
trying not to think of mind wrecking.” He sobered for a moment, burying his face into his bowl to try and
cover it.
Morena couldn’t help the smile sliding from her face. The fear of this morning seemed so far away and
yet, her hand was still covered by a bandage and she was packing Nepalese heat in her bag. The cut
from the kukri had mostly healed; the bandage was more a reminder to be alert and wary. She hadn’t
thought that would need to be on top of her tasting ability. It wasn’t a talent she pretended to have.
She looked over to Jesper to see if the mood shift had impacted him too to find him watching Nick very
closely. Nick seemed to still be investigating the bottom of his bowl.
“Ask me, Nick.”
Nick shrugged, “I dunno. I just was wondering if you’d ever wrecked a human before.” Before Jesper had
a chance to answer, Nick continued. “It’s just, it sounds so horrible. I mean, I don’t think too much of my
brain. I’m not Einstein or Hermione but, it’s the only thing that’s really mine, you know. My thoughts.”
Jesper considered Nick for a moment, waited for Nick, who was lounging on the settee to meet his gaze.
Then Jesper looked to Morena. She couldn’t help it. She wanted to know too. It was all fun and games,
she knew, until she found out how badly her ex-whatever-he-had-been had behaved in his vampire life.
“It is horrible. Our minds, our memories in particular, are what shape us into what we are. But being
what we are doesn’t come with instructions. Without proper guidance, our abilities can do a lot of
damage, especially when we are first vampire born.”
“Is that supposed to be a yes or no?” Morena asked directly.
Jesper met her eyes. He lowered his eyes slowly, regret covering his face. “I’d like to be able to say no.
But much of my early years I have no memory of. It happens sometimes, when there’s enough stress. I
have to hope not. But I have never knowingly bound a human to me.”
“Why not? Isn’t it safer to have a companion?” Morena asked, suddenly concerned. She didn’t know his
age but to think of him alone for all those years, with that horrible secret, it seemed unbearable. She
had held his secret for only a few months and she found it so isolating, even with Camille sharing it.
Jesper raised his eyes to hers. “Safer for whom?”
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She couldn’t fault that logic. It didn’t take the hurt away from him not sharing more about what he was
truly capable of with her, but it gave her a hint of why he had kept it from her. It also let her know, all in
a rush, that he never meant anything long term with her. She dropped her eyes realizing that.
“Uh, you guys want a moment?”
Morena slapped Nick’s leg and a smile crossed her face. Boy, he made her laugh. For now, that was
worth a whole lot. His face was a strange mix of discomfort and naivety. He hadn’t really known what
she was thinking, but somehow, he could tell she went into that darker part of her thinking, the place
she normally dwelled with regards to her relationships.
He gave her a tentative smile. She’d swung by to pick him up, partly to keep an eye on him, partly to
help him haul the night’s dinner. He’d managed to get a good amount of sleep, like she had, and they’d
had a pleasant chat on the ride over. That was when she wasn’t hounding him about how they were
possibly going to eat that much food.
“Basil!”
“Are you shitting me? How the hell do you DO that?”
Jesper grinned ear to ear while Nick filled up his bowl for the fifth straight time. One thing was for sure:
that boy could eat a mean streak. “Now, for our daily double,” he added, stuffing his mouth again with
rice,”how much are you willing to bet in potent potables?”
“Hmm,” Jesper thought about it, index finger to his temple, fingers curled under his chin. “A new leather
jacket?”
Nick’s eyes got wide, “Well ok then.”
He was obviously pleased with himself. This one was bound to be harder than Morena believed Jesper
would expect. Jesper had already returned Nick’s leather jacket that he’d borrowed last night, just like
she’d said he would. He’d even apologized for racing out. There had definitely been more unease there
than she was used to seeing from him but she realized this Jesper was entirely new to her. It was like
meeting him for the first time, the veil finally falling away. She had to admit, with an admiring look at
him, it was rather bittersweet. All thanks to Sophie.
“Where do you think Sophie is?” she asked to no one.
Jesper stiffened, noticeably.
Nick shrugged. He knew but wasn’t saying. Quite the dutiful employee indeed.
“Would either of you tell me if you thought she were in danger?” Jesper asked bluntly.
“Um, what part of her job isn’t dangerous?” Nick retorted.
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Jesper fell silent.
After a few moments silence, Morena targeted her harsh tone to Nick, ”She’s with that Castellan, isn’t
she?”
“That’s not what it’s called,” Nick pouted.
Morena saw the tension all over Nick’s face and leveled a seething eye at him.
“I don’t actually know where she is. She didn’t tell me, alright?”
“She said she’d be here,” Jesper said stiffly.
Morena turned back to him. “You talked to her?”
“Not exactly.”
Morena looked between the two of them and realized that no one had, in fact, made sure Sophie wasn’t
doing something stupid. Just as she was going to get up in a huff, Nick fished out his phone, tapping a
few buttons.
A tremulous silence fell for a moment but Morena noticed that Jesper hadn’t moved an inch.
“Who’s the Carpathian? The woman from last night?” he lightly touched his chest.
Nick tightened his lips. He wasn’t about to say a word. He was trying to be the dutiful assistant.
Morena had no such compunction. “No, there’s another one. She told me she’d never successfully
treated one; that she’d been killed by the last one she treated. Are they that powerful?”
Morena saw his eyes narrow in a way that made her realize that yes, there was something dangerous
lurking there. She wished she understood more. The not knowing was the worst.
“She was right. There is a lot you two must be told. Like how to avoid us.”
Before Jesper could continue, Nick’s phone chirped back. Nick hastily grabbed up the phone.
“She’s on her way back to the office. Should be here shortly,” he announced, relieved. He looked up,
smile on his face. Then, casting a glance at Morena, he asked, “You going to finish that?”
She shook her head and watched him finish off the last of the gyoza with a flourish, as if moments
before they weren’t all thinking Sophie was in danger. It made her smile, how easily he let go of it. She
tossed a look to Jesper, expecting him to be relieved as well.
But Jesper was lost in thought, hand moving over his chest idly.
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She drew her brows together and then remembered the anecdote about Vampire healing. She didn’t
really want to ask but found she couldn’t help it. “So, um, did you, uh, go out last night?”
When he turned a blank expression on her, she almost lost her nerve. The memories she had of sharing
blood with him involved very little clothing and very pleasant sensations. She swallowed. The last time
had been about a month ago, something she had tried not to think too much about as it had rattled her
in lots of ways. Enough that she had broken her confidence, taken a business card, and made a call to a
stranger.
“To heal, you know,” she continued. It had been different when she’d been helping him pick willing
donors. She needed to get over it, needed to hear him say that he was with someone else. It would
make it easier. It really would.
He blinked, his hand stopped moving. “No.”
“No? Are you healed?”
He nodded.
“Then how?”
The smile slowly spread over his face. “I followed doctor’s orders.”
She smiled back, shaking her head.
“Yeah, two blonde co-eds and a redhead chaser.”
“Nick,” she exclaimed, slapping his leg.
“What?”
“I think I’m ready for that potent potables now,” Jesper added.
“I don’t think you are but you can try.”
“Ah, I’ll take that challenge.”
“Yes, one Italian leather jacket.”
“Oh, it’s Italian now?” Morena accused.
She watched Nick and Jesper spar verbally, enjoyed seeing this side of Jesper, even though she realized
she was so not over him. But yes, she could see it. There was a bond there. She’d seen it the first night
after he and Sophie had talked. And she remembered the shock of seeing Jesper curled up in Sophie’s
lap last night. It was something strong and she needed to get over it. Soon.
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Just as she was about to re-engage the conversation, the office door creaked open and Sophie shuffled
in. They all turned to look and one look was all they needed to know where she’d been and who with.
And with his usual knack for the obvious, Nick addressed it.
“Damn, boss, you look like Death warmed over!”

The Point of Failure
The first of Buddhism’s noble truths is simply this: suffering exists. Not a particularly mind-blowing
concept, considering the state of the world, and I had never had troubles with that. The next truth also
had always made sense to me: suffering arises from worldly attachments and desires. Self-evident when
you look at all the wars and strife caused by this guy over here wanting what that guy over there has.
Even the third and fourth truths get no argument from me: ending suffering comes from releasing those
attachments and that can be undertaken through following the Eightfold Path. And like any follower of a
faith, the difficulty lies in the execution.
When I’d first learned of the Path, back in my life in Darjeeling, following it seemed part of the moral
duty to which we all belonged, to be right in understanding, intention, speech, action, livelihood, effort,
mindfulness, and concentration. But as I came back again and again, as I understood more, as I felt I’d
progressed further along the Path, certain things slipped askew.
I hadn’t needed Bruno’s nostalgic Italian vacation ad to tell me that Skovajsa was our vampire cannibal
of cyberspace lore. I hadn’t even needed the vampire in question to bring up Seville. I’d known it the
moment he’d given me the present and started talking about the stars and the sun.
He’d followed me. He’d seen Jesper. Somehow, he’d figured out that Jesper was worth acquiring.
This sobering thought had spun around in my head the entire cab ride back to the office in Bellevue.
What did real psychologists do when one patient threatened to…uhum…harm another. I’m not sure Dr.
Kaga would have any worthwhile advice for me. Slipping further off the board, away from right
mindfulness.
I had shuffled through the door of the office expecting to put my head in my hands, maybe cry a little,
and spend another sleepless night wondering what on Earth I could do about this impossible situation. I
certainly hadn’t expected Morena, Nick, and Jesper bantering back and forth like school kids waiting for
the school bell.
I froze.
Jesper‘s face went from smile to scowl in an instant and with a whoosh!, he was standing in front of me
as if he’d been there all along. As low as I felt, with him towering over me, sniffing with barely controlled
rage, I wasn’t ready to see him. And yet, I wanted to see him so much. I was horrified and glad he was
here all in one untidy bundle. I wanted a hug.
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“You’ve been with the Carpathian,” he seethed.
I looked up at him, no hint of professionalism on my face, just the raw, naked emotions. I knew this rage.
Had seen it so often over my lifetimes. There was supposed to be a point in reincarnating, that you
would figure out how to change your fate, amend your ways, and stop making the same mistakes. I
wasn’t learning the lesson. Slipping away now from right effort.
The rage slid off his face. “You’re afraid.”
“Not afraid,” I said simply, lowering my head. “I feel helpless.” Please, no crying. “I don’t know what to
do,” I breathed low, so only he could hear.
He put his hands around my shoulders, his grip gentle and kind, all the previous anger a memory of
some other vampire at some other time. He breathed deeply, as if trying to control the emotions,
fighting what his instincts would tell him.
“You must tell me about him. I can smell death all around you.”
I shook my head a minute amount. “I can’t. You know that.”
I felt his hands tighten around me for a moment. Then, he moved his hand to lift my chin towards him.
Having him so close when I really wanted him even closer, it was hard to put on any shell to ward off
these feelings. My eyes sought his. There was an awareness there I didn’t expect.
“How can I protect you if you don’t let me?”
But it’s you I’m trying to protect. I wanted to tell him. I was trembling wanting to tell him. I was sick to
my stomach with it. Slipping away from right livelihood.
“If I told my patients about one another, I wouldn’t be much good at gaining their trust, would I?”
He dropped his hands from me in a huff. “You don’t care if anything happens to you. You’re not afraid of
that.”
“Was I when I first met you? When you threatened to bite through my arm?”
He grimaced, his words suddenly sounding foreign, “Oh but that was different!”
“No different. I’m trying to help him like I’m trying to help you.”
“You don’t think all the deaths, the disappearances around here are because of him?”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m sworn to try and help if I can.” The calm was ebbing away, replaced with a
building frustration. He was right but there was nothing for it. I was a lapse Buddhist. I preached
nonviolence, balance in all things. This aberration that Skovajsa represented was a moral dilemma that
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my teachings had no answer for. What do you do when that which you hope to help is beyond all help?
What answer do you have then? Slipping away from right action.
I had none and the only answer I knew Jesper could offer was death. Jesper stepped toward me, not as a
threat but as a means of letting his will be known. I hated the posturing. It reminded me of Valerian. Kill
or be killed. “He’s a Carpathian, likely an orphan. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”
That touched a nerve. “Oh, I think I am most intimately aware of what a Carpathian is capable of! More
so than you’ll ever know!”
Slipping further away from right speech.
He swore something under his breath that sounded Russian. Again, the awareness of what it was he’d
said, of where I might have learned to speak Russian, was just outside my grasp. Like the answer to this
problem.
“Sophie, your belief in your faith is admirable,” he sighed. “But do you not consider the innocent ones
you would leave behind?”
That cut deep. Ready for a salvo of bravado from him, his empathetic question cut me to the quick, left
me breathless. Tears were welling. I had sacrificed everything to save the ones I loved from the harm of
what seemed to be my singular destiny. To minister to the undead. To try and bring them balance so
that they might be freed. Slipping away from right intention.
I would never have left my daughter if the danger to her had not been made so abundantly clear by…
“Sophie?” Jesper grabbed my arm as I swayed. No, I couldn’t go there yet. Not yet.
I looked up at him. His face held such concern; his touch was firm yet gentle. The wound was not
intentional. “You want to help me?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Tell me what you know about a vampire killing in Seville.”
I’d stumped him. He swiveled his head at me, confused.
“Then there are still things that a vampire cannot tell.”
I stepped away from him.
“This is what you would ask of me.” He released his grip.
I met his question with silence. He had enough of a network to know that I was a Vampire Psychologist.
He had admitted to consulting some others about me. Whether he was hiding more from me now, I had
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no knowledge. But I knew what his answer to my conundrum would be. And I could ill afford such
consul. It would cost me my soul and make all my previous sacrifices for nothing. Slip…
He looked to Nick and Morena, who seemed frozen in space. They would not take a side now that their
teacher had asserted some sort of authority. His gaze returned to me and the disappointment there
caused them to flash amber. But he turned silently on his heel toward the door.
Morena stood, “Jesper, wait.”
He paused for a moment. When she didn’t continue, he walked out the door and as the door shut, a
loud whoosh rattled the door.
The room returned to silence and I moved to lean against the desk, catching my breath. It was the
closest I’d ever come to breaking the confidence of my practice and it hurt like Hell that I hadn’t. I
surmised that somewhere in our exchange, Jesper and I were setting boundaries that would continue to
be challenged. That is, if we continued to interact.
“I hate it when Mom and Dad fight.”
“You said it,” Morena agreed. I lifted my head to see the confusion on their faces. I’d seen that look
before, from kids in my class in Ohio when I, the authority figure, had let them down. It was a horrible
look and I felt ashamed.
“Especially in Turkish,” added Morena.
“Huh?” I didn’t know Turkish. Not that I recalled.
“At least that’s what it sounded like,” she said. Nick strode over as she continued. “You, uh, were a bit
harsh with him, don’t you think?”
“Funny, you of all people accusing me of that,” I replied. When I looked up at her, there wasn’t anything
mocking or sinister in her face. She waited for me to explain. They both needed me to explain.
“Right intention depends on a commitment to harmlessness. It’s one of our fundamental teachings.” I
pointed to Nick’s amulet.
He held up his hands. “Don’t get testy with me. I wear this because my Gran gave it to me on my eighth
birthday. I just try the best I can and figure it’ll all work itself out in the cosmic wash.”
I hadn’t realized my voice had been that way. I was exhausted, tired of not knowing what to do. And the
weight of too many lifetimes weighed on me. I pinched the bridge of my nose to try and sharpen my
thoughts.
“I don’t think you’re much up for teaching tonight,” Morena said.
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I laughed, almost manically. “No, no you’re right about that.”
I sighed but couldn’t say more. Maybe because I was fighting back tears. My thoughts kept replaying the
disappointment on Jesper’s face. This is what you would ask of me.
Morena grabbed Nick by the jacket and started pulling him toward the door, ignoring his momentary
protest. “Come on, let’s give her some peace.”
I laughed again, coming a little unhinged each moment.
Nick halted at the door, “Hey, don’t you want to grab your bag?” He pointed to a small khaki knapsack
tossed on the settee.
Morena took a rather long, measured look at me, hands on her hips, and shook her head. “No. Teach
might find it more useful to her at this point. I suspect she’ll know just what it’s good for.”
They left without another word. It took me a few moments to sum up my evening. Bad patient left
feeling encouraged that he might bind me to him. Good patient left feeling I didn’t trust him. Both
trainees thinking I’m some crazed nut.
I walked over to the settee, pondering all the meditations I might use this evening to find a handhold
back onto the Path. I was so absorbed in that thought that I absentmindedly reached into the knapsack
and pulled out the object inside.
The Crimson Kukri was in my hand and it occurred to me that I was either going to pass this cosmic test
or die trying.

DJB: Insults and Injurious Thoughts
Valerian had once given me a protocol to use in the event and only in the event of an emergency. The
protocol included a way to contact him, even in his most private chamber of his redoubt. Over the years,
I suspected the technology attached to the protocol might have changed but the accessing it was the
same.
An iron lockbox welded with no remaining seams covered in raised silver gilding. The silver would cause
some burnt flesh to most vampires. I had chosen to keep it secret that it had no effect on me. The
nature of the box was to ensure that it took quite some effort to get into.
In the security of my condo, it had taken me only a second to punch my hand through the box and tear
into it. Sophie’s reaction be damned. This was an Emergency. She was going to get herself killed. And I
couldn’t let that happen, no matter what she believed.
The anger released in getting into the box calmed me enough to think about our fight. It was an old one.
The book and now the old grievance, argued in the old tongue. The memories were still mostly locked
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away, but not the feelings, not the emotions. I hadn’t felt this on edge, this unsettled in a long while,
emotions rumbling under the surface waiting to erupt. I had approached her in anger, not directed at
her, but at the threat she continued to protect.
The Carpathian. When she’d spoken, I felt more than saw the need in her eyes to fix wrongs done long
ago, her desperation to repair the past. I could not help her with imperfect knowledge. She did not know
what to do. I had to help her see that the only way out was through.
Inside the box, it was lined in black velvet with a single scrap of vellum. I fished out the ancient paper
and tossed the box aside. On the paper, in simple handwriting, were a number and a location. The
number was an old style phone number, from the 1930’s. The location was 9 Universitat Luzern.
Switzerland.
I did a quick online check and came up with a phone number. Then I used my computer to dial it. Once
the line was picked up, I forced myself through the line into the room. It gave me a few seconds before I
would be discovered, my form taking the time to solidify. In the meantime, while the receiver was being
brought to someone’s ear to answer, I overheard the conversation.
“The child was already lost. I had to do the unthinkable to protect her.”
The voice was familiar, smoothly accented South American. But it was the voice of the reply that I well
recognized. As my form materialized, my vision took shape as well. Valerian, head bowed, hand
clutching something to his chest, spoke as if to himself.
“I'm still cleaning up the wrongs I did you in the past only to find troubles are drawn to you in the
present."
“My Lord, we have an unexpected visitor.” Aubry didn’t bother to put the receiver completely up to his
ear as by now, I had materialized right in front of him.
Valerian turned to look at me, but his mind still clung to the memories of his past. I knew the feeling and
suspected more than ever that Valerian had a direct relationship with Sophie. I believed her now about
her past lives. In what lifetime had the two of them met?
“Jesper. Not an unexpected surprise.” He stared at me for a moment, giving me the sense that he read
me cover to cover.
“Sir, he called the Luzern line.” Aubry carefully set down the receiver of a very antique phone alongside
its base. The room was his private chamber, alright, but not in Switzerland. It was his castle in Prague
that the number had been forwarded to. Layered in baroque opulence, Bianchi looked like some Latino
Ken doll posed uncomfortably on a red velvet chair.
Valerian spun his whole body towards me and his eyes flashed black for a moment as he commanded,
“What has happened?”
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I felt Vox buffet against me in a way that showed me only a glimmer of the power this Carpathian held.
Sophie was right. I’d seen many things in my years but beside some sanctioned combat, I’d never seen
the full fury of a Carpathian unleashed. Perhaps it was easier not to know the depths of evil my brethren
were capable of. It had always been easier to turn my head away, distance myself from all those
concerns.
But right now, Sophie was in the middle of it with an orphan, half mad Carpathian animal and she
needed help. And somehow, I suspected that this Carpathian owed it to her.
I shrugged off the Vox and commanded in kind, “Tell me about the Vampire killing in Seville.”
Valerian stared, caught off-guard. But his face sobered and he sighed.
“I’ll fetch tea, my Lord.” Aubry left the room through a curtained doorway.
Valerian spread an arm to Bianchi, “Alejandro, you’ve heard of our scribe, Jesper Bretton.”
“Si, senor. Mucho Gusto.” He stood and bowed.
My brows drew together from the formality of it. But another word from Valerian cast some light on the
situation.
“Bianchi had been keeping an eye on our Vampire Psychologist when she first surfaced from her
slumber. Before she had to abandon her home in Ohio.”
“Then you already knew what she was doing, what she was up to. You didn’t need me to investigate
her.” It felt like a betrayal deep down. He’d sent me to do work that had already been done. What game
was he playing at?
“Alejandro, perhaps you might give us a moment? Jesper has not been brought up to speed.”
Bianchi nodded simply and withdrew, leaving me with the vampire who had me spying on the Vampire
Psychologist.
“You lied to me.”
“You were never told to investigate her background. Simply to learn what you could about her current
circumstances.” He moved slowly over to his seat, the black dress robes encumbering his movement,
weighing him down. He sank down, weary, his hands spreading over the arm rests, gripping them. He
breathed heavily and he finally let me read his face. After a moment, I could really tell what was going
on.
“You’re protecting her. You sent me to see that she’s safe.”
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“She has a tendency to get involved in situations…beyond her capabilities.” His finger drummed on the
armrest in a building rhythm. I could see the tension in him finally, as if the day had worn him down.
Aubrey, as if on perfect cue, arrived at his master’s chair, passing him a cup that Valerian drunk down
rather quickly. As he handed the empty cup over to be refilled, his hands had stopped their nervous
movement and he’d seemed to get a grip on himself.
“But why?” I asked.
“Because you are the only one I can trust with her.”
It didn’t make any sense. If he valued her so highly, Xi would make a better guardian. I wasn’t half the
vampire in strength or speed that he was, that any Carpathian or Jiang Shi was.
“I can see what you’re thinking and it’s true. I might’ve sent a better warrior to guard her life but I
couldn’t trust anyone but you with her soul.” He sipped from the cup again, then set the cup
deliberately back on the saucer. “She’s at it again, trying to save another Carpathian, isn’t she?”
“Tell me about Seville.”
He set the saucer down and settled deep into his chair. “A bottle of the Taint, disguised as wine. One of
my agents was sent to retrieve it, trace its lineage. Alphonso. He reported the rumor of an abomination,
one taken by the Taint. The rumored seems to be true.”
“And this abomination, it was made from your own elixir. Your own blood?”
“Yes, the sins of my past.”
I stepped toward him in the room, suddenly angry beyond anything I’d felt in a long while. “Did you
know it would find her? Did you?”
“No. I had not seen that.”
“And there’s no helping this thing, no way to balance it, as she would say.”
Valerian’s eyes met mine at hearing the words. “No,” the words exploding with more force than perhaps
he meant. Then, more softly, “No, I know of no cure for such a creature.” He shuddered through a sigh.
“But there’s no telling her that. You must know that about her. That’s not how she learns. She's not
much on talking about things, she wants to feel them, touch them, understand how they work. And so
you show her, thinking it is so wholly separate from who you are and how you feel and then she's
crawled right under your armor, under your skin to where you live and breathe. Reminding you that you
still do live and breathe.”
I knew exactly what he meant. She thought she knew it all, thought there was always another way,
another hope, even for those whose cause was lost. But I didn’t like hearing all this from him, as if he
could teach me about my Helene. The fog was lifting on a lifetime spent in spices and sand, one spent in
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love and loss. I may not have begrudged another for feeling some semblance of what I did for her but
there was no quarter given for one who claimed to know her better.
“You wanted the recipe for some tea, Mr. Jesper?”
As I moved to take the proffered paper from Aubry’s hands, I saw a muscle twitch in Valerian’s jaw. He
saw me as a tool, sent to become a guardian, that was clear enough. He had felt certain that her charms
would work on a vampire like me, a romantic like me, in ways that were predictable. He was playing the
puppeteer and I vowed to cut the strings the first chance I got.
“I wouldn’t take that draught just yet,” Valerian warned. “Oh, Aubry may act as if it’s nothing but you’re
not ready for that remedy. He’s just angry that you violated our laws in charming him to reveal secrets.”
When I looked in Aubry’s face, I saw the fierceness just underneath the veneer. But it was only what
Aubry meant me to see. If he had wanted it, there would’ve been no warning at all. I read the recipe
from the paper and handed it back to Aubry, who crumbled it up into dust, eyes seething.
“I tried to explain to him how you did it to protect our mutual friend but you see, that’s the rub. If you
can’t trust your friends to behave, then who can you trust?”
I straightened and bowed, “You have my utmost apologies. If you’d like to call me out, I completely
understand.”
Valerian sat upright in his chair, as if strike by lightning and full of fervor. “We’ve no time for that. You
have a job to do. I expect you to do it.”
I swallowed hard and then nodded. I was no match for Valerian or his horror if it came to that. And as
much as I trusted that he did want her protected, I had no idea what connection lay between Sophie and
this particular Carpathian. I would have to ponder it all later.
I started to release my hold on the connection but Valerian had some parting words for me.
“If I didn't know you better, Jesper, if I thought you had skeletons in your closet and weren't the closest
thing to a priest we Vampires can be, I'd think you were utilizing Sophie’s services for yourself. And I’d
perish the thought.”

And All Sorts of Messes
With a vampiric growl, the tea cup sailed across the velvet room like a missile, smashing into dust
against the opposite stone wall.
“Something tells me this isn’t going as planned.”
Valerian now sat forward, robes askew, panting with the effort to keep from ripping the room apart. “If I
had other choices, Aubry, I would use them.”
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Aubry floated silently over to the wall and began to brush the dust into a pan that he pulled out from his
robes. He always seemed to be cleaning up messes these days. “You could still send someone else. Or
better yet, let me handle this.”
“No. I cannot afford to show more interest. And sending anyone else into that area would alert the
Shapeshifters.” Valerian bowed his head, shaking it from side to side. “Jesper is all I have at the moment
to work with. And what he lacks in actual vampiric ability, he makes up for in intelligence… and charm.”
Valerian chewed over the last word as if it were moldy bread.
“He has altered from his time with her, has he not?” Aubry spoke, still bent about his task, his back to
his master. But he did not need to see Lord Valerian’s face to feel the vampire’s displeasure nor wonder
at its source.
“You saw his wounds?” Valerian asked softly.
Aubry stood, surprised. “No, I did not.”
“I only noticed because I’ve always felt he was made quite young, never having truly lived and
experienced, showing no scars at all.” Valerian sighed heavily. “He’s sporting two recently healed round
scars in the middle of his chest.” His fingers started tapping again.
“Stakes? Is that possible?”
Valerian nodded to himself, his eyes staring off into the distance.
“Perhaps Mr. Jesper is a better guardian than you thought.”
Valerian leveled his eyes upon his servant. “What good does it do me if he won’t obey later? If he wants
her for himself?”
Aubry smiled cautiously, “Perhaps we should focus on the immediate need: keeping Sophie alive.”
“If it is the Taint, Aubry, she’ll need more than our bookish vampire to save her. There must be more we
can tell her.”
“The last thing she asked about was the Book itself. She never answered back about the photo. She
wanted to know about the book’s origins.”
Valerian stood, a glimmer of his weary mind showing in his slow movements. “Never mind about that.
That damn book of hers is no longer important. I should have burned it a long time ago instead of
allowing you to reunite her with it.”
Valerian made his way to the door while Aubry waited. He could see the wheels turning in the vampire
lord’s mind. Hundreds of years of experience and this one human still vexed him sorely.
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“No, Bruno has served his purpose for the moment. It would be best if he went dark. We could use him
later to draw her back in, if all else fails.”
“And the tainted one, this Skovajsa?”
Valerian steeled an eye on Aubry. “Jesper had better hope his resources are enough to keep her safe.
His life won’t be worth much to me if she dies. I can’t afford to wait another hundred and twenty-five
years for a reunion.”
Valerian shuffled out of the room, leaving Aubry with nothing but doubt about this course of action and
everything but hope about what the future held for his old friend from the Ghost Club.

DJB: J’Adoube
“I need your help.”
Morena’s response was immediate. “What can I do?”
I hadn’t asked Valerian for help. For whatever reason, I had pushed the Panic button and not followed
through. There was not going to be some cleaner team of fifteen military trained Conclave sanctioned
assassins coming to Seattle rid it of a dangerous Carpathian vampire. I was left to my own devices. And
my own choice of allies.
I projected through the phone line. This was the trickiest bit in a Vampire’s existence, revealing one’s
abilities unaltered by charm or influence to a human. No softening the strangeness. I’d been interacting
with her in this way, albeit with more subtlety, since we met, most of our online interactions mixed with
a bit of presence to make sure she was discreet. But not in any way she would be aware.
I came all the way through, my mental projection taking shape in her apartment moments before my
bare feet felt the seam in the boards of her old wooden floor. I groaned at the effort; it hurt like Hell.
My body strained as thought became form, bone, muscle, flesh. My skin sweated, my scars itched, and I
felt nauseated, shaking and panting like a junkie in front of her.
She dropped her arm, still holding the phone, shock and awe written all over her face. I had just
materialized out of thin air in her apartment. As much as she probably would have questions about what
else I could do, this was exactly what I needed her to know that I could do.
“How?”
“Through…your phone.”
She turned her head, raising the device as if it had sprouted hair and was sending secret signals to
satellites. I dropped to a knee, struggling with the aftereffects of transformation and her attention
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returned. She ran over to catch me before I completely collapsed. I needed to get much better at this
very quickly. Like now.
“What’s wrong?” She asked.
I smiled. “I could sure use a drink.”

Morena set her phone down, all emotion tied down, perfectly calm, resolute.
“Camille is on her way.”
She tied her hair back. I hadn’t asked it of her. It didn’t feel right to do so.
I sat on the floor, shivering under a blanket. She’d brought me the lemons like I asked but in this state, I
felt unsure of the results and wary of being knocked unconscious. It was four in the morning. Which
meant it might take Camille a little while to get here.
Morena kneeled beside me, her hand on my bare shoulder.
“This would be for her,” I explained.
She nodded. “I know.”
“Then why?”
“Because she’s someone worth protecting. Like Nick is. And Camille.” She got closer. “I get the sense
you’re going to need a lot more than you planned. And I don’t want to put Camille at risk in any way.”
I nodded but kept her gaze. She moved closer.
“What about the girl vampire?” I could smell the basil in her blood. My fangs grew against my
apprehension. I shook.
“Lucy? She’s gone dark. I think she’s helped as much as she could. I left the kukri with Sophie.” Morena
sighed as she sat down, pulling the front of the blanket down. “I’m not sure how it’s supposed to help
but Lucy said it would.”
“Morena, I don’t want this.”
“I know. That’s why it’s ok.” She needed more Vitamin D in her diet. Her blood was low in it. Perils of life
in the Pacific Northwest.
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“It’ll hurt. I don’t have the strength now to prevent that.”
She smiled and it was the most sincere I’d ever seen her. “Good,” she said softly, her brow creasing. “I
think I need it to hurt.”
With that, she eased into my lap, her arms sliding around my naked back, her head turned away, carotid
artery pulsing beneath my face. I brushed my lips against her throat all on instinct before catching
myself. Before the fog took over, there were things she needed to know.
“Try to stay calm. If your heart races, it’ll be harder for me to stop because of the adrenaline in your
blood. Long, deep breaths.” My hand weakly cradled her head as she better positioned herself.
“Like Yoga.”
I licked at her skin. Her heartbeat remained steady. Good.
Her hands clasped together behind my back as she was anticipating her own weakness from anemia. I
couldn’t help but smile. She felt it.
“What?” she asked.
She wasn’t expecting it which was what I wanted. My fangs slipped into her skin like needles, causing
the smallest cry. It was almost an out-of-body experience for me; I felt such hatred for myself wash over
me.
“Please,” she croaked. My anger at having to do this crashed against her and she felt it all. “Think of
Sophie. This is for her.”
At the sound of her name, as the blood rushed into me, I pictured the woman I knew as Helene, gone
from my world and my thoughts for so long. Too long. She sought only to help others, through all her
lifetimes, the purity of her soul and her beliefs constantly challenged by the world she lived in. In this
lifetime, she was Sophie Quinn, Vampire Psychologist. And she was not mine.
But she needed protection, as did her wards, one of which now trusted me beyond all else that, with
this offering, I would be able to protect them all. I forced myself to relax into what I was, what Sophie
needed me to be right now.
The steady rhythm, Morena’s heart pumping blood directly into me through tiny slits in her carotid. Her
hands clenched, her cries becoming more vocal, and I pushed her mouth against my shoulder as I felt
renewed vigor flowing into each of my cells. She bit into my shoulder hard, breaking the skin. I didn’t
really know how much pain she was in and, for a little while, I lost all caring. Several breaths later, her
mouth released and her cheek slid against my shoulder.
With sustenance came clarity. I needed to be careful, not to take too much. That was why we called
Camille. Morena was worth more than her weight in blood in a fight to come. After a few moments that
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felt like forever, I felt her grip slacken around me. I retracted my fangs, licked her skin clean. The two
slits were imperceptible. She lay in my arms, very quiet, her pulse a little weak but her heart strong, her
bones already at work to replenish. On my shoulder, the tiny break in the skin where her teeth had
drawn blood had already healed. I tucked the blanket carefully around us. Unintentional and the effect
very likely temporary but it would help her recover more quickly.
“Jesper,” she whispered.
“Yes?” I brushed the sweat from her brow.
She turned her head to me, eyes clear but fatigued. “Make sure Camille doesn’t feel anything.”
All new strange abilities aside, there was one thing that remained constant and I knew full well how to
use that, especially after the influx of rich, strong, vibrant blood.
I am Vampire.
“Don’t you worry,” I promised her. “When I’m done, she’ll never remember she ever met a real live
Vampire.”

Remembering How It Started
October 1883 Darcie Sherbourne meets Lord Percival Valerian. February 1886 She dies.
Late Fall 838 A young Darjeeling woman of the aristocratic caste meets a Rakshasa prince, becoming
engaged weeks later. Early Spring 839, day of her wedding, she dies.
There were memories floating around, still unbound to a life, still as of yet unidentified in time. Some,
more terrifying than others. Thick, rusty chains and screams echoing in a damp, stone dungeon,
somewhere, sometime in Paris. The sounds of sheep bleating in the morning mist, before the heat of the
day. Yards and yards of raw silk bundles stretched out before my bamboo cane in Japan. The sporadic
memories that welled out of me all started from a single spring.
Late summer, 2006, a small community college in Ohio, a woman recovering from a tragedy sneaks into
a special lecture for an advanced comparative religions class. Dr. Kaga, a world renowned expert on
religious meditation, PhD in Cognitive Psychology, was speaking on internal alchemy, the Taoist practice
of developing the mind and spirit for immortality. He led the half full lecture hall in a series of breathing
techniques which left most of the students becoming very sleepy and yawning.
I, on the other hand, had collapsed in the back of the room, not to be found until after all the students
had left and Dr. Kaga was collecting his things. He had heard my cell phone chirping. He had kindly
helped me into a nearby chair and assured my panicked husband Dan that I would be safely sent home.
“Do you remember what happened?” he asked me.
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“I’m sorry?”
“What were you doing when you collapsed?” he asked politely. He reminded me of someone I knew. But
that would be impossible. Maybe someone I knew from a movie or television show. This was before I
knew of my pasts.
I touched the back of my head, feeling for a bump. “I was doing your breathing.”
“Would you mind showing me? Those techniques are not known for causing young ladies to faint.
Perhaps you were not exhaling properly.”
It was an odd request but as I was a student on scholarship taking a few summer courses and sneaking
into much more expensive talks, the least I could do was humor him. So I began to breathe and black
closed in on me once more.
When I came to, I was on my back again, this time with my legs raised up in the chair I had been
previously sitting in. When I tried to sit up, Dr. Kaga gently pushed my shoulder back to the floor.
“I’ve called an ambulance. They should arrive shortly. Have you had a head injury recently?”
I broke out into a cold sweat. “Please, please no more doctors.” I agitatedly kicked the chair away and
tried to get to my feet.
“Relax,” he said.
“I want to see no more doctors,” I hissed back.
He started and sat up bolt straight in his seat. I stopped struggling, realizing that I felt awful, my head
was splitting open and nausea welled up. Purse strap wrapped around my wrist, I clamored to my feet,
forgetting my backpack, and made a quick exit to the nearest bathroom, just outside the lecture hall. I
threw up in the nearest toilet and then spent a few minutes chilling my fevered brow on the outside of
the bowl while it flushed.
Feeling marginally better, I made my way to the sink, rinsed my mouth out, and then splashed my face
with some water. I popped a couple of breath mints into my mouth, and then fished my makeup bag out
of my purse. As I searched for my powder, Dr. Kaga opened the door a crack and called to me.
“Is it ok to come in?”
“Yes.”
He stepped inside, walking with great quiet and care toward the sinks to stand just behind me. I’d made
it to applying lip gloss before he uttered another word.
“Do you remember anything you said while you were under?”
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“Excuse me?”
He took a measured step towards me. “I don’t want to alarm you. Nor would I like you to faint again.
Especially since I cancelled the ambulance request. But you were not speaking English before. It was
Japanese. Do you remember that?”
He stood close, just behind me. I think he was readying himself to catch me if I fell again.
“Don’t be ridiculous. I substitute teach Spanish at the school sometimes but I don’t know any other
languages besides that.”
He caught my eye in the mirror in a way I’ll never forget, his whole demeanor becoming calm and
soothing, like a confessor or a priest. The palm of his hand touched the middle of my back, not with
pressure, but just touching there, offering support, understanding, solace.
I felt a panic rise up.
He said something in what I assumed was Japanese. But it sounded foreign.
I shook my head.
“May I?” he pointed to my makeup bag.
I nodded, not even knowing what I was giving him permission to do. I just stood there, his right hand
against my back, his left digging in my makeup bag, my left hand holding the lip gloss cap, my right
holding the gloss halfway to my parted mouth.
“Sometimes, it’s better to let other parts of the brain work on a problem for awhile.” He brought out the
eyeliner pen, the kind with an end like a little paintbrush. He took off the cap and handed it to me as I
set down the lip gloss cap in the sink.
He stretched my left hand with the eyeliner pen out and touched it to the mirror while my eyes were
riveted to his face. He was humming. Or maybe singing. I could almost make out the words.
“Did you really cancel the ambulance? No doctors are coming?” The eyeliner pen moved against the
mirror as he stepped back, just his right hand still on my back. My head turned to follow him, my body
remained straight forward.
He had the kindest eyes and a very nice baritone. His lips started to move into words and he seemed to
finish a verse before assuring me. “Yes, no doctors.”
My right arm dropped the gloss into the sink and rested there.
“But you’re a doctor.”
“Not that type.”
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“I suppose you’re going to tell me I’m crazy too.”
His eyes flicked to the mirror and then the most genuine smile formed across his tan, wizened face. “No,
I believe you are most sane, Ms. Quinn.”
“You just met me and I fainted in your lecture. Because of breathing. Why would you think that?”
“Because an old soul reaching forward into a new life is a very rare and beautiful thing, Ms. Quinn. It
should be cherished and nurtured so that it may come into its full bloom. But sometimes, it needs quiet
to lose itself enough to be heard.”
He gestured to the mirror and I turned my head back to see black eyeliner arranged in a most beautiful
design. And my left hand holding the pen.
“Wha—What does it say?” I asked in hush tones.
As it turned out, Dr. Kaga hadn’t known exactly either. It had taken his expert several weeks to decipher.
But in the end, it hadn’t mattered too much. The dam had been cracked and Dr. Kaga had been able to
help me control the damage by lowering the proverbial reservoir of water. Weeks of narrative therapy
let some of the most pressing memories out while allowing me to sketch others into existence, making
them available for translation.
By the time the winter had arrived and I couldn’t drive the hundred miles to school every day, Dr. Kaga
and I had developed on online correspondence, sending me the translation of what I wrote along with
the description on how old it was.
An expert in Japanese writing identified the early kanji characters phrased with some local Japanese
spoken influence and dated it circa 410 CE. Kofun era, when it was rumored that writing first began in
Japan. It was the earliest identified memory I had from all those we freed that autumn.
There were two books most important in my life. The first was the Memento, its format dictated to me
when I gained possession of it sometime after all that. There were the fact pages, scribbled notes over
the years. Stories and myths here and there. Then there were the more emotive pages, like Lucy and
Maurice’s. But timelines, dates, descriptions of who I was when I met them, no, that wasn’t in there.
That information lay in my case notes; simple leather bound volumes of ruled paper. The first volume
started as the record of my narrative therapy which I had extended to include my own treatment of
vampires. In two years of searching for clients and doing what I could, two years of my own stories had
gone ignored. Somewhere along the way, I’d forgotten what had kept me sane. It was the ability to let
the memories out to blossom.
So I wrote an entry in my notes, one just for me, only about me. It began like this:
July 26th, 2009
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Not able to divine treatment for Case #13-4, afraid this is a lost cause. The paradox of how to
save a vampire may be to let another perish. Discovered today I know Turkish. Perhaps the
recent memories of spices and sand came from that place. Must remember to investigate.
Realize these feelings for Case #13-5, Jesper, run deep. We have met before. God help us both
stick around long enough to remember it.
And it was at that moment, I took particular notice of the Kukri that Morena had left with me. It was as if
the thing held itself up and said Hi! Remember me? I picked it up and felt a queasiness move all through
me. It was obviously an anti-vampire weapon. It was ridiculous to think I would have a use for it.
No, the absurd thing was that in this case I was beginning to believe the most heartfelt and profound
action would be no action at all. To let the Universe have its way with me, bend me to its needs and
whims.
You hear that Universe? I’m not going to fight you. You have me in an untenable position. Instead of
moving a piece, I prefer to let my clock run out, force you out of hiding your purpose.
It was about that moment a cacophony of crows could be heard outside. It raised the hairs on the back
of my neck so that I went over and opened the door, looking out. Under a streetlight, I could see a
crowd of them fighting around the dumpster toward the back of the lot. There seemed to be about
twenty of them. Almost four and twenty.
Hmm, but no pies. I put my hand to my throat and remembered that my necklace was still missing. I’d
given it to Nick to give to Lucy when she awoke from her Rigor Dormitus. It seemed an age ago. It was
just one week. I should call her, make sure her ears were healing.
I closed the door, went back to my desk, and a memory came back to me. When Lucy was little, she
would leave me gifts on days when I had to be awake during the daylight hours. She’d hide it
somewhere I could find it and wrap a black ribbon around the gift so I would know it was from her. A
silver spoon. A posy of lilac. She was my dark little cherub and I could always count on her leaving me
something. She’d once found a knife bayonet in the forest and wrapped it in a black lace ribbon.
In a way, I wondered if the Kukri was from her, via Morena. Except no ribbon. I wondered if she’d
forgotten all about that or folded the memory away. It seemed such a small thing to remember. Like a
lover’s kiss hidden behind a veil.
I wrote both memories in the case notes. Then after a quick text to Lucy, I managed to down a few bites
of the food that Nick had left behind. An inscribed anti-vampire weapon. Turkish fluency. A vampire
orphan.
Maybe he wasn’t responsible for the killing around here. Maybe something else was going on. Maybe
there was another vampire involved.
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The crows made a bunch of noise as if to argue that thought. I wasn’t in a position to know. I sighed. I
hated waiting as much as I hated failing. But there was nothing for it. When one has no clear action to
take, the only action is stillness.
I packed the kukri with me, tossing it into the same non-specific bag as I’d found it along with my case
notes and my laptop. Back at my hotel room, I started a hot bubble bath, took as much Melatonin as
was safe, followed by one of the little bottles of merlot in the mini-fridge, soaked until I felt drowsy, and
slid into Egyptian cotton sheets that reminded me of nothing.
Alright, Universe, your move.

Sunglasses at Night
The sun had been full down for fifteen minutes. Morena, decked out in all black, except for the electric
blue of her earphones stuffed into her ears, elbows resting on the top of a counter, checked her watch
one more time. One of the hotel staff stared at her from reception. The sound of Lincoln Park blared
from her headphones. She turned her eyes to him just as he thought to go speak to her about it. She
raised an eyebrow at him as if to say, “Yeah? Come try it.”
She frowned, checking the time on her phone, about to text, again, when she finally spotted Jesper
striding towards her from across the hotel lobby. His movements seemed tight, controlled, like some
sort of caged animal. There was an aura around him that almost looked like the heat coming off
scorching pavement.
It was the blood doping. He’d explained. He’d be at maximum capability stuffed to the proverbial gills
with fresh blood. A lot of it hers. And it had hurt like hell. Still, it made him damn sexy to look at. Except
he had to lose those ridiculous sunglasses. And the strange platinum blond hair.
He paused next to her, seemingly taking in the lobby while she remained, holding up the counter as it
were. She studied him, wondering what else got revved up by that much blood in his system. Her eyes
finally settled on his hair.
“It’s the bite, you know.”
“What?”
He turned his head towards her. “I can see the way you’re looking at me. Sense it. It’s just a side effect
of biting my shoulder, drawing blood.”
She lowered her elbows off the counter but remained where she was. “Sure. What’s with the
sunglasses?”
He stared her in the face and lifted the shades to show her. The iris of his eyes was a golden red color.
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“Oh.”
He dropped the shades back in place and turned his head.
“She had any visitors?”
“Naw, no one’s gone up or called her room. Alex, the security guard on duty, woulda called me if so.”
There was something in the way his head was turned, the look on his face; it was like he was only half
paying attention. “What?”
He turned his head slowly to her. “Listening.”
“For what? You couldn’t hear her from here. She’s on the 12th floor.”
Morena saw his eyebrows go up and down.
“You are shitting me, right? You can hear 12 floors up right now?”
A smile crept across his face. “Just this floor. And maybe one more up. Or two.”
Morena stared for a moment. She wasn’t sure what she would’ve done if, per chance, this nasty vampire
dude had shown up. She’d given the Kukri, the only weapon she knew of that could help humans deal
with vampires, to Sophie. She’d even decided that carrying her piece actually made her react in too
human of a way and left it at home. She thought she might felt naked without it, especially after having
a good portion of her blood drained the prior night.
“How are you feeling?” Jesper asked, as if reading her damn thoughts again.
She felt wonderful. Like she had just done some amazing cleanse and all the bad juju had been drained
out of her and was being replaced by the bright, shiny, new. She couldn’t help flashing him a smile.
“It’s your marrow. You’re feeling it regenerate your red blood cells.”
“Way to spoil an oh so fresh feeling.”
“When the cells regenerate---“
Morena held up her hand. “God, Soph was right. Once you guys start talking, can’t shut you up.” Before
he could interject anymore vampire wisdom, she fished an electronic card key out of her skinny jeans,
thought about stuffing it down the front pocket of his jeans but thought better of the impulse and
handed it to him. “Room 1234.”
He smiled. “Thanks. I got this.”
It took Morena a moment to understand what he meant.
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“No, seriously, I got this.”
He put it all into the look that passed between them. Whether it was because this had now turned
personal between him and Sophie, or because he would likely be fighting another vampire, he didn’t
want Morena involved further.
Her face showed her disappointment. She was in this with him. She wanted to see it through.
“Nick. You need to make sure he’s safe. Watch over him. I’ll take care of Sophie.”
It took a moment. From inside, there was this thread that wanted to follow him anywhere in the world
that he might lead. It was the bite. She knew that. Residual influence from direct contact with his blood.
Whatever he had taken from her in blood, he had kept his promise. There was no binding in it, no
charm, no intended influence. He had further seen to it that Camille didn’t even remember what had
happened or that she had ever thought vampires existed. It didn’t matter; the pull was still there.
But then there was Nick. He probably would be rolling into the office at any moment with no clue what
Hell was about to be stirred up in Downtown Bellevue. For Jesper was convinced the Carpathian would
attack this evening and he had done everything to be prepared. And now, it was time for her to play her
part.
She nodded, stuffing her hands in her pockets. He exuded such vampiric strength and confidence; she
had no doubts that he could handle whatever Bad Vamp could dish out. But still, you never knew what
could happen in combat.
As she was about to say something, to reach out to him, he stepped to her and kissed her check.
“It’s going to be alright.”
She nodded, her eyes getting misty. Then, before a tear escaped her eye, she turned on her heel and
heading out into the night.
Jesper took his cell phone out of his pocket and proceeded to send her an email. It would probably take
a few minutes to get to her but, by then, she would be able to do nothing to change his fate.
Morena,
If I fail, it was not because of you. If he finds you, severe the neck, clean through. Then cremate
the body, to be sure. Do not bury anything. Scatter the ashes.
I was not deserving of such a friend.
-J
He caught a scent on the air. It was time to go. It was time to fight.
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The Running of Errants
The vampire Skovajsa, once the human called Vasa Skoda, was having a very frustrating night. Although
not know for his patience, he had decided that the bonding of this human Sophie Quinn deserved a bit
of wooing. She obviously wanted more than just a simple generic trinket of diamonds that he’d picked
up in a pinch from a nearby jeweler. The song had lied. Diamonds were not best friends to all girls.
His own pride also dictated that anything belonging to him would wear his unique style. That was why
he’d arranged to have a special piece made with what he considered his symbol, a crown, joined with
what seemed to be hers, an infinity symbol.
He’d noticed the amulet around her neck when they’d first met, assumed her vampire male had given it
to her. It was said that sometimes it was better to acknowledge a woman’s ex, even as he was meant to
be replaced by one older, stronger, more worthy. It would be so obvious that she was choosing the best
once she compared the paltry leather strapped silver amulet to the magnificent piece that Skovajsa
intended to give.
So on this night, before he finally made her his, bonded her to him for all times and gained the valuable
information she contained in her passably tolerable visage, he would appeal to her romantic side with
offerings of gold, jewels, flowers, and, at the end, wine. The special wine. His own blood.
He admitted to what seemed to be butterflies of anxiousness. His last episode in bonding, however
inadvertent, had ended…poorly. The creature he had begun with, while beautiful in form, had lacked
considerably in lifeforce, essence, style. Not that this human Sophie had any discernible style. She
seemed to favor the same jeans and t-shirt only opting for chino shorts in this latest heat wave.
And frankly, her form was underwhelming by modern standards. Short, doughy, curves in the wrong
places…brunette. Her one redeeming physical feature was her very long statuesque neck. And her blue
eyes were a sort of pretty. But he’d seen the remarkable nature of the ultimate makeover on many
television programs and was convinced that once undertaken, she would not degrade the impact of his
flawlessness. After all, style could be applied, substance need to be intrinsic.
And what a wealth of knowledge she was. Rumors abounded on her reincarnated lives, lending her
centuries of vampirical experience. She would help him greatly, help him find others of worth so he
might expand his capabilities.
But it demanded the right touch, the right offering. And so instead of heading straight to her hotel room,
1234, of the Hyatt, he headed into downtown, needing to run a few errands, the first picking up his
“Crowned Eternity” necklace at Gilbert’s Jeweler’s, near Pioneer Square.
Which was where things began to go wrong for Vampire Skovajsa. As he entered the shop after hours at
his appointed time, the dark curly haired woman behind the counter was not as he expected. He
approached while she continued to jabber away on her cell phone, while blaring music in her other ear.
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“Oh my God, I can’t believe he said that. That’s ridiculous!”
Skovajsa put both hands on the counter, straightening to full height and impressiveness. He reminded
himself that he needed to remain calm tonight, of all nights. It would not serve to lose his cool in front
the human Sophie and he had noted that his calm, once lost, was nearly impossible for him to recover.
“Excuse me,” he said, pushing just a little Vox in it to gain her attention.
The tousled haired woman stuck her finger out at him. “Just one second.” For a blink, he didn’t know if
she’d said it to him or her phone. Then, she tapped an earpiece on her other ear and the music leaking
out of her ear reduced to a dull hum. She twisted the phone receiver from her mouth and settled her
dark almost black eyes on him.
“Can’t you read the sign? It is after hours. Unless you’re this….” She glanced down at a guestbook in
front of her, finger tracing the page. “Victor Bella?”
“Yes, I am. I’m here for my package,” brow furrowing. The Vox didn’t seem to work although he wasn’t
at all practiced in using just hints of it.
The dark haired woman, perched on a stool and strangely dressed for the weather in a black turtleneck,
gave him the once-over with her eyes, hovering just at his waist.
“Hmm, I’ll say you need to a pick up for your package.” Then she spoke back into the phone. “What? Oh
no no no no. That’s just wrong. You tell that fuckin’ little fish faced rat bastard---“
“Ma’am, I really am in a bit of a hurry.” He suddenly felt unwell. It was really bright in the small store.
The lights were blaring at him and reflecting off of all the glass and mirrors. He was suddenly sweating in
his leather jacket, blinking his eyes.
“Ma’am, who you calling ma’am? Alright alright, if you’re going to just keep interrupting,” she said.
“Tommy, I gotta go. Yeah I know, some dude that couldn’t be bothered to keep normal hours. Yeah, call
you in a few. Buh-Bye.” She smacked the phone down on the counter and slide off the stool. Then she
stood there, tapping long fingers on the glass. “Well?”
Skovajsa was confused, digging a finger under his collar. “I’m sorry, who are you? Where is Mr. Gilbert?”
She tilted her head, “Mr. Gilbert spent the last five days straight fashioning your, uhum, package, the
last two nights of which he spent refashioning part of it to change moons into that boneheaded ‘8’
symbol because somebody didn’t like his original design and changed his mind last minute. So Mr.
Gilbert spent some quality time with Mr.’s Beam and Bitters and went off to bed.”
“I see.” He looked up at the ceiling lights, blinking furiously. “Have you changed your lights recently?”
“Why yes, Mr. Twenty Questions. Just got them installed today. They use natural light to better show off
the brilliance in the diamonds, best in the Emerald City.” She laughed. “But yeah, they can be a bit
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much. Why don’t you put these on?” She reached plastic glasses that looked like Roy Orbison’s
sunglasses to him and he gladly put them on. While he still felt uneasy, the light wasn’t directly in his
eyes and he felt better for it.
She waited for him to respond. He waited for her to do something. “Am I supposed to say something?”
Really, human females were so tiresome to predict.
“A claim ticket would be nice. And your ID. I don’t mind handling Mr. Bella’s package but would like to
make sure I give it only to him.” She smirked as if she’d made some sort of joke.
“Oh,” he got his wallet out and produced his ID, handing it to her.
She lifted it up so it was aligned to her view of his face. “Not a very good picture, is it?”
“What?”
“No one’s driver’s license picture is any good. I think they practice taking bad photos at the DMV. Ok,
your claim ticket?”
“But you already know that I am..Viktor Bella. You should just hand over my package.”
Her hand went to her hip and she leaned forward, all slender 90 lbs of her. “Look, pal, my uncle didn’t
spend forty years sweating in cramped dirty musty basement cupboards of New York giving his hand
toiled artwork away for free out of the goodness of his heart. The store policy on your receipt clearly
states both ID and claim tickets are required for pickup.”
Skovajsa the Vampire could feel calm ebbing away as his cool dissipated under the premium lights of the
store. Harridan. He took in a deep breath, ready to unload a torrent of Vox right in her face when she
spoke again.
“Unless, of course, you have your receipt.”
He huffed the air out. Where had he put that? In his preoccupation of the last few days, he realized that
instead of filing his receipt away with the rest of his financials, he’d left it in his wallet. He fished it out
and handed it over, one eyebrow raised to see what else she would throw his way.
She unfolded it carefully, raising the ID in one hand and the receipt in the other, examining. Then, a
shriek rang out, causing Skovajsa to jump back from the counter.
“BARTY!”
She lowered the paper and ID, gave him a shrewd look, and tossed her head around. “Barty! Customer
here for a pickup!”
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A muffled sound was heard from beyond the showroom towards the back room. What shuffled through
the door looked like half man, half metallic spider with crutches and braces everywhere on its 4 foot
minus frame. “Yes, miss?”
“This kind gentleman is here for his package. Go fetch it.”
The man named Barty looked utterly confused and nearly incapable of movement. “Um, name?”
“Yours, mine, or the customer’s?” the woman replied snidely. “Look, it should just be on the back desk.
Uncle Gilbert made this after hours appointment special.”
Barty’s head turned as far as it was able to the back room while his bottom lip jutted out in a way that
suggested he didn’t quite know where the package was. And as Skovajsa was about to pitch a fit of his
own, the woman flew after the retreating Barty, her white sparkling flip flops making as much racket as
she was chattering after him as the two employees went into the back to find the necklace.
Skovajsa decided patience could be found when someone serving his own interests was verbally flogging
a fellow human as savagely as the woman was doing to Barty. So he waited and nearly an hour and a
half of his patience which involved minutes of finding the right package (after two wrong ones were
offered), inspecting the workmanship (which was excellent, by any judge of taste), having to try several
of his credit cards while the Versa machine went down, then the computer, then the cash register
locked, finally paid off as he made his way to the door and was about to step out when the woman
called to him one last time.
“Sir!”
“Yes,” he tensed.
“Would you like complementary gift wrap for that?” She smiled. “Any special lady deserves extra special
presentation.”
Skovajsa sighed and resolved to the next half hour of selecting just the right presentation. It was the gift
of a lifetime and he couldn’t explain how the exasperation resolved into pride and anticipation with his
elegantly wrapped, one of a kind offering.
He was so satisfied with himself that he thought she couldn’t possibly refuse him. As such, he was later
than he’d wanted, now staring at midnight, and he was about to skip the flowers part of his offering
when he ran right into Mariner’s late night game traffic. With the crowds, there was no direct way of
getting Eastside without being seen or messing up his perfectly coiffed hair, so he called the specialty
florist to rouse her from bed.
Strangely, she was perfectly agreeable to opening up for him at the late hour so he turned his black
Escalade down Alaska Way towards lower Queen Anne. It wouldn’t get him out of the city sooner but he
might as well use up the time while the traffic cleared to improve his case. Of course, his florist Vicki
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kept insisting in adding these ugly pussy willow stems to the bouquet and seemed to have installed the
very same Diamonique lights in her store so he kept those ugly Roy Orbison glasses in place, even as
they seemed to hum a bit.
Another hour lost but with a gorgeous bouquet of lilies and roses, and yes, the damn pussy willows that
he intended to yank out on his own but traffic had cleared and he used all 403 horses in his Escalade to
cruise across the 520 bridge. He was feeling relieved as if this evening had been some sort of trial and he
had survived it with his calm intact.
Until, that is, the red and blue flashing lights jumped into his rearview just as he was taking the Bellevue
Way exit. Skovajsa the Vampire, having lived for many years had never received a speeding ticket or
parking infraction of any kind so gave himself a calming breath as the cop approached. He had to say, he
was little impressed with the figure approaching. The man was smallish and his pants seemed quite illfitting. It actually made him smile, almost as if it was some sort of jest in this night of all nights.
The officer approached sideways and did not exactly step up to the window as Skovjasa lowered it.
“License and registration, Mister.”
Skovajsa, full of humor and pride from knowledge that this fellow would be easy prey to the Vox, had
thoughts that maybe he’d make this fool dance the jig down the centerline in the middle of traffic.
“Aren’t you a little short for a state trooper?” he remarked, Vox issuing with vigor from his voice.
The officer stepped up to the window, facing him with dark aviator sunglasses and these odd earpieces
that seemed familiar, before flashing him full in the face with some sort of halogen torch that seared his
eyes, making them tear up.
“Laugh it up, jackass. Now hand me your license and registration so I can properly write up your ticket
for going forty over the speed limit and talking back to an officer of the law.”
No, this night was not going as Skovajsa had planned. As he got out his wallet, it was only going to get
worse as he realized the woman from the jewelry store had never handed back his ID. The officer
appended driving without a license to the ticket with a smile and a relish, seemingly as impervious to
Vox as everyone else he’d had contact this night had been.
Perhaps it might make more sense for a bite to eat to settle himself. He began to look at the officer in a
new light.
“You do realize that this registration is three months expired?”
His fangs began to extend all on their own. “No, officer.” His hand moved to the door handle.
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Just then, a road construction crew with a portal light generator pulled over on the opposite side of the
off-ramp and the crew began to unpack, the lights shining right into his windshield, causing him to shield
his eyes, removing his hand from the door.
“Sonofabitch!” The officer called over to them. “You can’t just set up like that without a flagger!” The
officer tossed his id and registration into the car, tearing the ticket off the pad and tossing it in the
window as well. Then he took several steps back, across the pavement. “Oh, Hell! Move along, move
along!” The officer waved at him angrily to get out of the way.
Skovajsa, assessing the situation, realized with so many witnesses and his recent spat of luck, maybe he
should take this opportunity to consider his errand run concluded and get moving towards tonight’s
goal. So he put the SUV in drive and got the hell out of there.
The officer watched Skovajsa race away and picked up not his 2-way but his cell phone. He dialed a
number and paused, waiting for the call to connect.
“Yeah, Ritterreiter, package is coming your way.”

57 Channels and It’s So On
Just after sundown, Alex the night guard had sat behind his close circuit TVs in the Hyatt Regency’s
security office watching while Morena talked to a tall, athletic-looking, fair-haired guy wearing shades in
the lobby. He had smirked, wondering who Corey Hart was, wearing his sunglasses after dark. After a
few minutes, Morena had quickly turned and exited, like she was in a hurry. A few moments later, the
tall guy had made his out of the lobby towards the hotel bar only to come back about twenty minutes
later, looking rather nervous and, well, shifty.
Alex had once been one of Morena’s students in her Personal Protection Pistol Class that she had taught
at the Bellevue Gun Club. Honestly, he’d signed up because one of his D-Day Reenactment buddies had
told him this total babe was the teacher. Within ten minutes of the class, she had a smart ass student
flipped over on his back near to kissing her boots, while she spun and shot off a perfect round. Hot for
Teacher had never been so true but she turned out to be a cool chick, great at what she did and
appreciative of his former turn in the Service.
Not that they hung out. But once and awhile, he’d run into her at the range and she always said hello.
Not interested but hello. That was fine with him. He appreciated the honesty and not being treated like
a pariah. So much so, he liked to keep an eye out for her, go out of his way to walk her to her car when it
was late, opening the door when she was hauling her rifle case in.
There was a rumor that she was not only ex-military, ex-Secret Service, but also that she was ex-CIA. Or
maybe not so Ex. She kept a network that was for sure. He’d heard that bust up at her bar in Ballard a
few days ago hadn’t even been written up because she still had friends in the Force. So it wouldn’t have
been unheard of if she’d come and asked him for a favor.
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What had been intriguing was that his supervisor at his security firm had beat her to it, telling him that
she would be seeking him out tonight, even switching his work location to make sure he was working
the Hyatt. Occasionally, his firm did fill in work when companies had temporary security needs or
training.
This landed him perusing Hyatt security cameras and wondering who this fool in the shades was. That
wouldn’t be a hint of jealousy, would it? Crazy. The dude had kissed Morena on the cheek before she
stormed out.
Hmm, this guy’s bad news. Looks like he’s waiting for something.
He was about to get on his cell and call in when the phone rang. It was his supervisor.
“Hello?”
“Sidewinder, time to report in,” the voice said.
“Oh, yeah, there’s this jerk off loitering about. Is this your guy? You want me to send Rob and Brock
down?”
“Was he with Morena?”
“Uh, yeah but she left--.”
“Then no. He’s not our guy. He’s fine. Brock’s got road duty and Rob, well, he’ll be busy later. Send up
the gift.”
“The gift? Now? It’s not morning.”
“Now, Sidewinder.”
Alex shrugged. His supervisor also did reenactments but always for the Axis side. Still, the guy had a lot
of street cred and had helped him out with shifts and things for awhile. He was one to be trusted.
“Ok, Ritterreiter, I’m on it.”
He hung up his cell phone and picked up the house phone. “Yeah? Hospitality?”

Universe 1 Vampire Psychologist 0
The first response from the Universe I received after our little chat came as a knock on my door just an
hour after sundown. I had slept all through the day and awoke groggy and drooling into my pillow. I
raised my head from the pillow and watched as a paper was pushed under my door. It would’ve seemed
strange at this hour had I been fully in my mind.
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But as I was still woolgathering from dreams spanning the centuries, I just figured it might be
worthwhile to check out the paper. So I crawled out of the covers, switched the bedside lamp on, and
shuffled over to the door in my premium hotel slippers, curious to see the Universe’s response to my
defiance.
There was a room service cart complete with a coffee service, an ample silver lidded tray, and an orange
bubbly drink in a champagne flute. Confused, I checked down both directions of the hall, seeing no one.
Looking back at the cart, I saw a card and picked it up.
“Miss Quinn,
For being one of our frequent stay guests, here’s breakfast on us!
The Management”
With that, I shrugged and wheeled the cart into my room.
I got comfortably seated on the bed and uncovered the tray. Pancakes with maple syrup, scrambled
eggs dusted with cheese, heart slices of bacon, a fat sausage link, wheat bread lightly toasted, and
country potatoes steamed and smelled delicious as I set the tray lid aside.
The Universe had decided to respond to defiance with…breakfast. I smiled just as my stomach growled.
A hot version of the most important meal of the day seemed just the thing, even if it was almost 11 PM.
I was about to spear the sausage link when I took note of the bubbly orange concoction.
I took up the champagne flute and sipped it.
The Universe toasted my defiant spirit with a Mimosa. I knocked it back, felt it burn all the way down to
my empty stomach and resolved to relieve the discomfort with a mouthful of banana pancake. Which I
followed with that speared sausage link, and proceeded to challenge the sin of gluttony with wild
abandon.
It didn’t take but a few moments before I felt very sleepy. At first, I’d thought it was all those carbs
hitting my stomach like anchors showered in fairy dusted powdered sugar but after my eyelids kept
drooping, it became as clear as it could in my befuddled mind that the fairy dust was not of the naturally
occurring dietary kind.
With the knowledge that dumb arrogance would be trumped by belligerent righteousness, I groaned as I
toppled over in bed, my whole body going numb. My eyes spotted the empty champagne glass, as if in a
spotlight of a cosmic boxing ring. In this corner, the Universe, aka The Management, intended to strike
back with sugary carbohydrates and spiked Mimosas.
“Shit,” was all I could manage before I fell back asleep.
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Birds of a Feather
Nick pulled in front of the Deli a little after 8PM. It was earlier than dusk but with the late Mariners
game versus the Blue Jays, Nick wanted to skip the fray of traffic before it got into a frenzy. He figured
he’d clean up some of the last remaining paperwork about the office rental and call his career as a real
estate agent done. After shutting off the engine and removing his helmet, he heard some other sort of
frenzy, angry birds squawking unusually loud. It was coming from behind the building.
He went around back towards where the office stairs were and saw what the ruckus was. A collection of
crows had taken up residence at the dumpster and were whooping and squawking loudly. The dumpster
had seemed to have seen better days, it looked dented and the ground underneath looked like it had
recently been roto-tilled. He shrugged, figuring the birds were just fighting over territory, although, they
didn’t seem to be attacking or addressing each other.
In fact, they seemed to be in some sort of solidarity and as he watched the separate crows all started
vocalizing at the same exact time, creating some sort of crow chorus. Weird. There was a crash, like a
bottle shattering back around front and, worried that someone had backed into his bike, he ran around
the front.
It was the girl from the Deli and her grandmother. The grandmother had been carrying a grocery bag
and it had split open, a jar crashing on the pavement. Both the girl and her grandmother were carrying
too many bags apiece to do anything but set their burdens down to try and assess the damage.
Nick flipped his messenger bag behind him and trotted over to help. Within a few minutes, he and the
girl had hefted all the bags inside the Deli, letting the grandmother head grumbling towards the back
towards the small office, her hand to her head, without even acknowledging Nick’s help at all.
As Nick dumped the bags on the counter, the girl turned to him, suddenly shy. “Thank you for your help.
It was most kind.”
“No problem,” he trailed off, at a loss.
“Irina.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, suddenly bashful.
“Nice to meet you. Again. I’m Nick.”
She averted her eyes, starting to remove items from the grocery bag. “I know,” she said quietly.
Nick had a hard time believing this was the same girl that had given him such a hard time just a few
weeks before. Even more surprising was how her grandmother, aka the Iron Curtain, had transformed.
He could just see through the hallway into the back room where she had put her leg up on a stool, took
an embroidered handkerchief out of her sleeve, and put the cloth to her eyes.
“Is your Grandmother ok?”
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Irina followed Nick’s gaze and then walked to doorway, pulling a curtain into place. She approached him
slowly, arms wrapping around herself. “Grandmother is very upset. My sister Oksana has been missing
for several days.” Irina sniffed and rubbed at her nose with her sweatshirt sleeve.
A sick feeling moved through Nick’s stomach. He swallowed. “Your sister? Oksana? Was she blonde, tall,
short skirts?”
The hopeful face that jerked up to look at him looked familiar and confirmed his suspicions. “You’ve
seen her? Where? When?”
Nick felt his mouth go dry. How do you tell a teenage kid that you suspected her older sister had joined
the ranks of the undead? However small those ranks might be? Or not? Nick wasn’t sure what to say so
he opted for the truth. “Sorry. It was a week ago, over at Jerry’s.”
“Oh,” her face fell. “She used to go out all the time but she’d always come home. Sometimes, she’d
wake me and tell me who she met, who’d flirted with her, crazy stories. She is always struggling to fit in
here in America, to not feel so much the outsider. Drives Grandmother crazy, that she is giving up her
heritage to be someone she’s not.”
Nick nodded. He’d heard that argument before. “It’s not easy being first gen.”
Irina met his gaze and understood him. “But it all got worse when she saw him. After that, she seemed
almost possessed to break with us.”
“Him?”
Irina pulled at the cuff of her sweatshirt. “Shishka. Our landlord. You know him.”
Nick remembered that when the Landlord had gotten mentioned before, the girl and her grandmother
had become afraid. He regretted the deception.
“Look, I don’t really know the guy at all. I was just trying to show the office.”
Irina kept pulling at her sleeve. Nick worried that she’d clam up now that HE had been mentioned. She
had started to gnaw on her lip so Nick took a peek into the grocery bag. “I don’t see any beets for the
borscht.”
“Chjort! Grandmother told me I’d forget.”
Nick smiled, “Look, why don’t I ride down to the market and pick some up?”
Irina looked undecided. “No, that is too much. I can go.”
“Come on, it’s a ten minute trip on my bike. Besides, don’t want you wandering around alone out in the
dark.” He could see she was teetering on agreement. “I’ll come back and we can have some pierogi.”
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She turned thankful eyes up to him. “But I don’t really know how to cook.”
He was already heading for the door. “Don’t you worry. I know my way around a kitchen.”

Every Plan Has Its Loose End
The walk from the Hyatt over to the office only took Morena twenty minutes and it gave her plenty of
time to think. And she really wished she had brought her gun. But she realized her gun was a crutch and
she needed to unlearn what she’d learned about how to fight if she was ever going to hold her own
against a vampire.
She recollected how Lucy and Jesper had fought and the speed alone had been insane. Before she’d
even recognized an action, the two had moved on to a parry and another block. Super speed super
sucked for humans to have to deal with. She wasn’t sure how a kukri was supposed to counter that.
As she approached the building from the back of the lot, the first thing she noticed was a cluster of
crows around the dumpster making an insane racket. She didn’t see Nick’s motorcycle as she bounded
up the stairs. At the landing, she paused with her hand on the doorknob, turning back around to look
back down at the dumpster. The birds were calling up to her in perfect unison. It creeped her out.
It was no wonder. It looked like some kids had been having some fun roughing up the dumpster. It had
been flipped over on its side and there were quite a few holes punched into the bottom. It was hard to
tell more but the ground just there looked like someone had dug something up. She couldn’t see much
better; the streetlight right over that part of the parking lot was out.
Crows? Really? When there’s a dangerous vampire that Jesper is probably fighting right now? She shook
it off and went through the front door of the office.
The office was dark but something immediately felt off.
“Nick?”
She stepped lightly over the wooden floor, stopping at the desk to flip the lamp on. That was when she
noticed a sliver of light from the doorway of one of the examination rooms down the hall. She put her
hand in her pocket and pulled out her Asp. Her gun might be her crutch but she wasn’t stupid to not
carry anything at all.
With a flick of her wrist, the Asp snapped open into a 16” black chrome baton and she slowly headed
down the hallway.
“Nick?”
She got to the slightly ajar door, took a breath, and then kicked the door open, blocking the entrance,
eyes darting around the room. There was a small exam light on but the room was empty. She listened
38 | P a g e

Stacie Benton

Copyright 2011

quietly for a moment and then, hearing nothing but crows squawking, she relaxed. She spotted a folder
sitting open on the exam table and entered the room to take a look.
It was a collection of papers that looked like Sophie’s case notes. Instead, it was some sort of timeline
that looked like a record of her life. Correction, lives. Morena picked up the folder and began to read,
marveling at the concept that anyone could really reincarnate, let alone remember their pasts.
She shook her head. She certainly didn’t want all that baggage to drag around. She had enough in this
lifetime.
Just then, the door slammed shut and Morena jumped. She quickly crossed to the door but when she
turned the knob, the door didn’t open. It was locked. A shiver went up her spine and started her scalp
tingling.
“Nick?” She knocked on the door. “Nick, are you out there?”
She was quiet for a second but couldn’t hear anything. She wrestled with the doorknob and then,
unsuccessful, pounded on the door, “Is anyone out there?”
She got her cell phone out and say that there was no signal in the room. She recalled Nick being
particularly proud of being able to fulfill some of the stranger requests in the exam rooms, like no
wireless coverage, virtually soundproof, lightproof. It was meant to hold vampires and keep them safe.
As she walked around all corners of the room and still no signal, she realized it was going to keep her in
too.
She continued to pound on the door in futility for about five minutes but was already silently cursing
one important point: Nick was good at his job.
“Shit! Nick!”

DJB: Kiss and Tell
When I first caught a scent of the Carpathian early in the evening, I had followed it out to the street
expecting that a fight would ensue. I found myself facing yet another new condo complex under
construction just across from the Hyatt. If its originality was already marred by just advertising luxury
condos, it looked like a wine bar was nearing completion on the ground floor. Imagine, a wine bar in
Bellevue. I’d have turned up my nose if I hadn’t been actively sniffing with it.
But after that first very strong whiff, the scent faded and I was standing there for far too long being
buffeted by toxic car fumes. Unable to ascertain its direction further and unwilling to hunt it down, I’d
taken up watch back in the Wintergarden, grabbing a magazine.
At first, waiting was a blessing. It meant I had more time to assimilate the bounty from my blood gorge
the night before. I could feel my cells bathing in it. It made me feel strong, fast, nimble, lethal. In other
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words, I felt little like my normal self. I was a terrible vampire, in the traditional sense, and I had plenty
of time sitting in the Wintergarden, surrounded by the vacuous space of modern hospitality
architecture, to rue my decision of not letting Valerian help.
I wondered if my pride and anger had gotten the better of me and, in doing so, would be the worst for
Sophie. Stretching out my senses, I tried to hear her, feel her but we were not that acquainted yet, not
in this lifetime. When she was my Helene, I could discern her heartbeat as if it were the thundering of
hooves from miles way.
I pushed those thoughts away before they dragged me back into reverie. Here I was, spoiling for a fight I
did not want to have, impatiently wanting to see Sophie. But did I want her to see me like this, blood
gorged eyes, barely controllable fangs? Maybe not.
After a mind-numbing article about Marrying Mr. Wrong and a rather more intriguing one about six
ways to simultaneous climax that I intended to file not too far back in my mind, I really needed to see
Sophie. I realized I fit too horribly close to the first article to even spare a hope of the second. When last
we’d talked, we’d argued…in Turkish. The time before, I had run out of her office after collapsing in her
lap. I wasn’t having a very good run.
And now that I recognized her, now that I remembered bits of our past together, it pained me even
more. Not to mention the fact that I was depending on some security guard and my own limited
vampire senses to let me know if Sophie was in danger.
By midnight, I’d worked myself into such a fuss, that I had to get up and stretch my legs. And then I just
happened to walk past the elevator for her tower when the doors opened. And then I just happened to
get into the elevator with someone else going to the twelfth floor. When we stopped on that floor, an
odd thing happened.
“Oh wait, I forgot they moved me to a suite, guess they are doing some work on this floor. Ha ha. Sorry,
buddy.”
I paused for an instant as the young man pressed the button for the 21st floor. But then I stuck out my
hand to catch the door just as it was sliding shut. The man gave me a strange look.
“Beg your pardon, I just got my new room key from downstairs,” I slipped out the door without another
look. No need for expending any extra Vox.
As I stood in the hallway, I realized how quiet the floor was. The man had been right; there seemed to
be no guests on this floor. Save for one. I heard a faint slow heartbeat, a woman’s heart, toward the
very end of the hall and I headed towards it.
I didn’t know what I would say. I should apologize. Shouldn’t I? I should tell her I would make it ok. I
would tell her about the Taint, break the Conclave confidence. Then she would know why I needed to do
this. She would understand.
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As the room numbers counted down, I realized that she would not understand, she would not condone,
she would not give up on her principles. I fervently hoped that somehow, this situation would be out of
my hands. But I knew what I had to do. I had to protect her and hope for the best.
I knew her door from the sounds of her heart beating and her breathing just inside. I saw an evening
paper lying there pushed partly under the door. When I picked it up, something fell out. It was a
business card, with one black side and one white. On the white side, there was a single black symbol: a
tied satin ribbon. On the other black side was the phrase written in white letters: “Gypsy Twin
Irregulars.”
It made no sense to me so I pocketed the card and got out the card key Morena had given me. I
breathed in first and knocked softly, head listening. Her breathing was even, uninterrupted by my
knocking. I slipped the key in the door, watched the lock sensor light turn green, and turned the handle,
pushing the door open.
There was a breakfast cart in front of the bed and the lamp beside the bed was on. Sophie lay on the
bed partially obstructed from my view by the cart, outside her covers, in a heap. She was fully clothed so
I stepped inside, softly closing the door.
“Sophie?”
Again, her body gave no response and I cautiously approached the bed. There was something in the way
she lay that looked unnatural, like she’d fallen face forward unintended. I sat on the bed beside her,
brushing her hair away from her face. Her mouth was open, pressed against the bedcovers. A sort of
worry quickly overcame me but I was gentle when I grabbed her shoulders and drew her back against
my shoulder. Her head lolled to the side and I used my hand to turn it toward me, all the while the sense
of concern growing. Her heartbeat remained constant throughout.
I smelled around her head, her hair, and finally her mouth and something quite off struck me. A
medicinal smell. Somebody had drugged her. Maybe even a poison. My head turned toward the food
cart and the most obvious choice was the champagne glass, completely drained of its contents. I
reached over and picked it up, putting it to my nose. Orange juice and champagne but no hint
otherwise. I would’ve tried to taste it but there was nothing left.
I set the glass down and looked at her again, lying limp in my arms. I laid her carefully back on the bed,
warring with myself over what to be done. Her heart rate was solid…but I didn’t know if that would last.
Had someone meant to knock her out or poison her? There was only one way to tell.
I leaned forward, both hands braced alongside her head, and kissed her. I couldn’t taste anything from
her lips so I took liberties and opened her mouth, tongue exploring the tastes. The sweet taste of citrus
made my eyes shock open with light for a moment and I lifted my mouth from hers. I couldn’t taste any
poison and I immediately felt guilty. I’d wanted to do that but had not envisaged our first kiss with her
unawares.
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My hand turned hers over in mine, my thumb moving over her wrist, feeling her pulse. As if I needed
any more assurances that she was fine. Drugged indeed, but nonetheless fine. Perhaps she’d taken
something herself. Not that I believed that. The drug had obviously hit her suddenly.
But what kind of a lout was I? Under pretenses of protecting her, I had snuck into her room and then,
worst of all, taken advantage of her. No, this wasn’t what my Helene deserved.
But she wasn’t my Helene. I did not know her like I had known that other version of her from years ago.
And she did not know me. I was a perfect stranger who barked at her in a foreign tongue and collapsed
into her lap. I claimed to want to protect her but here I was invading her privacy. I rose, tucked her
carefully under the covers, pulled them up over her, took one further liberty brushing her hair carefully
aside, then stood looking over her.
Would she know to call me for help? Would she even need help?
I picked up the receiver on phone by her bed. It took me a few moments to understand how to dial out,
but I pressed the numbers and heard my cell ringing. I took my headset out of the pocket and put it on
as I heard the call connect through. I then set the receiver on the nightstand. If something happened
inside the room, I could hear it and be here straight away.
I gave her one more long look.
“Next time, Sophie Quinn, you will ask me to kiss you.”
I left her room then, slipping the card key in my pocket in case of the most dire of circumstances and
headed back to the elevator to wait in the lobby. I pressed the down button and when the elevator
opened, it was the same young man as before.
“You look like she said no,” he spoke.
“Huh?”
He smirked. “You know, the bar on the 21st floor is much better than the one in the lobby. Closer too for
catching an elevator in case she calls you back.”
I stood there stunned while the elevator doors slide shut. Then I pressed the button up and waited for
the next elevator.

Possession is Nine Tenths
Nick returned from a longer than expected shopping trip with bags full of goodies and proceeded to
show Irina that the difference between pierogi and gyoza was a matter of language. After all, dumplings
were dumplings, boiled, fried, or steamed.
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And no offense to her Russian grandmother, which he discovered was actually Georgian from the city of
Tbilisi, but her piergoi was crap. Boiled and tasteless, it might serve perfectly for wartime peasant folk
without much access to anything but staples…but for the more adventurous and less ethnically sensitive
Bellevue crowd, any food had to have the name of authenticity with a decidedly fusion blend.
By the time he was done with them, the pierogi had taken on a chipotle-infused mutton and oozed like
more familiar soup dumplings. When bidden by the smell Grandmother Iron Curtain ventured out from
the office, pushing Nick out of the way as she fished one onto a spoon and surely burned her mouth
sampling it.
Her face screwed up, flushed, and just as Nick was certain she was going to slap him upside the head,
she grabbed him in a fierce hug and streamed rapid-fire Russian in his ear. Stunned, Nick was just
getting his balance back when she quickly released him, shoveled ten of the doughy pockets into a bowl
and retreated back behind her calico curtain.
Irina laughed heartily, “You reminded her of home.”
“I hope in a good, pre- or post-Communist way,” he joked and scooped two platefuls for himself and
Irina and then sat down at one of the Formica tables in the restaurant proper to eat. After a few
moments where they both greedily slurped up the pierogi, Nick asked, “Your family been here long?”
“My parents moved to America when Oksana was just two, right after the Soviet Union fell, in ‘92.”
Nick smiled. He’d meant here as in the deli but obviously, it was a story she wanted to tell. He played
along, his interest piqued, “Isn’t it a little odd to leave Mother Russia when it had finally become free?”
“Free? Yes, for the mobsters and criminals. Not for simple people with not a lot to pay off the
gangsters.” Irina looked down at her plate. “Grandmother used to tell us stories, how it was better with
the Communists because at least they had a predictable system of corruption.”
“Still, you were able to leave.”
“My parents were athletes. When the system fell, there went their support. So when they could, they
moved over and brought Grandmother back a few years later when I was born.”
Nick chuckled, hooking his thumb back toward the office. “Oh, so it’s your fault.”
Irina laughed, a wide smile with a gap toothed smile that reminded him of Madonna. “Sure, blame it all
on me.” Then, she turned suddenly serious. “Grandmother is the best. She took care of Oksana and me
when our parents died.”
“How…?”
“Car accident.”
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“Ah, gee, sorry.”
“Maybe because I never knew a life without her, I just was used to Grandmother. But she and Oksana,
they always fought, even when she was little. I think she was embarrassed about Grandmother and her
peasant, folk ways.” She sighed. “Grandmother warned her to stay away from Him.”
Something occurred to Nick just then and he stood, grabbed his messenger bag. Irina watched him
silently as he dug into the bag and fished out the rental documents for the office space. When he found
what he was looking for, he asked, “This guy, Shishka? What rubbed your Grandmother the wrong way
about him?”
Irina shuddered. “Big shot. Fancy clothes, cold, looks down on us. Grandmother thought worse.”
“Like worse how?” asked Nick, holding up the rental paper.
Irina hunched over her food, fork pushing a pierogi around the plate. “She called him upyr.”
“What does that mean?”
She shrugged, “Bad man. It’s silly.”
“Victor Bella, that’s your landlord, right?” Nick put the rental paper down on the table in front of Irina,
pointing to his typed name on the listing.
She shook her head. “I’ve heard that name but that’s not what she called him.”
“Your grandmother?”
She looked up from the paper, confused, “No, Oksana.”
Nick let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. It all made sense now.
“Let me guess. She called him Skovajsa.”
Irina nodded, dumbly.
“You want to tell me again what upyr means? It isn’t bad man, is it?”
Whether Irina didn’t answer because she didn’t want to believe it or whether she could see that Nick
knew it to be true, Nick didn’t know. But he did know what happened to her sister. He grabbed his
phone out of his jacket, dialing Sophie’s number only to have to leave a voice mail.
“Hey boss? We may have a teensy problem. You know the office? The one I just retrofitted for your
clients? Well, it happens to be owned by one of your clients. And you’re not going to like which one.”
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Even an hour later, Nick was still trying to convince Irina and her Grandmother that they needed to pack
up immediately. He had to use, as his last straw, the story about how he’d seen Oksana chewing on that
guy’s ear in Jerry’s. Irina still denied it and was refusing to translate things that Nick was saying to her
grandmother when the Iron Curtain stepped right in front of Nick with a week old newspaper.
She spoke to him, gesturing to the picture.
“Yes, that’s him.”
“Bah!” Grandmother spat. She threw the paper at Nick and went back into the office. A zipping sound
could be heard and as Nick pulled the curtain aside, he saw that Grandmother had a small suitcase out
and was packing. She came out a few moments later and cleaned out the till of the cash register.
“What is it?” Irina asked, confused.
Nick stepped to Irina, showing her the photo of the businessman under the headline which read:
Missing Business Man Found Mauled. She shook her head as she read it.
“Now do you believe me?” Nick yelled. He dialed his phone again, this time getting Morena’s cell
number. Again, it went straight to voice mail. “Morena, it’s Nick. Where the Hell are you? I got a
situation here. Call me back.” He hung up. “Dammit, where the Hell IS everyone?”

Morena was wondering the same thing at that moment. It had been so much time she’d made it
through the recorded life and times of Sophie Quinn…twice. She’d been mildly surprised that Sophie had
been married so many times.
She’d tried everything she could think of to break through the door, the lock, the hinges…but nothing
worked. And her cell didn’t get any signal. She’d watched the battery drain to almost nothing.
For lack of anything better to do, she’d started reading through a few magazines left in the room. She
scoffed at the article about simultaneous climax and found herself nodding at the article about Marrying
Mr. Wrong. It made her think of Jesper. She forced her mind to other things. Then she lay down on the
exam table and while her brain turned over and over what might be happening, she nodded off.
It was early morning , 3:30AM by her watch, when her phone chirped, the battery finally giving due
notice of impending shut down. She started, surprised she’d slept at all. She’d had the strangest dreams,
red rivers of blood flowing down from Jesper’s shoulder as she clawed her fingernails into his flesh.
There was nothing for the cell so she turned it off. Just as she did, she felt the room rock violently.
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“What the Hell was that?” She went to the door and started banging on it anew. The hairs on the back of
her neck stood up and she strained for a second to listen just as the floor rocked again, almost as if
something had hit it.
“Shit!”
She needed to get downstairs. NOW. Her vision focused and, as she grabbed a side of the frame with
each hand, she felt this surge of pure, unadulterated power boil from within. She kicked out at the
door, convinced she was going to get through it even if she broke her damn leg.
The door buckled in where her boot splintered it and the force was so strong, the lock popped out off
the frame. Stunned with herself, she stood there staring. Her leg hurt like hell and some strange part of
her brain realized that she had fractured her thigh but blood was already swelling there, healing her.
“Sonofa…” She didn’t waste any time. She hobbled out the doorway just as the building shook again, this
time the sounds of crashing and glass shattering urging her on.

The Problem with Technology
Skovajsa, after a quick bite to eat to settle his nerves and improve his color, arrived at the Hyatt crisp
and fresh from a quick toilet. He made his way calmly through the Wintergarden, perfectly tailored in a
charcoal suit with maroon silk shirt and matching silk tie. He carried the bouquet of flowers under his
arm and a very ancient looking wine bottle in the other, shifting the bottle under his arm as he pushed
the elevator call button around four AM.
He stifled a smile as he shifted his weight. He was actually a little nervous, his feet tapping in
anticipation as he balanced from side to side waiting. It had been a very long time since he’d been this
close to such a boon and he’d never paid this much care to his approach. Sheer strength and ferocity
usually got him exactly what he wanted. This wine and dining approach was all new to him.
He pushed the button again, tossing a casual, caustic glance at a maintenance man on a ladder just
opposite him. Those beneath him didn’t deserve much more notice than that. He jumped slightly when
moments later, the maintenance man as at his shoulder, his music blaring from his headphones.
“That one’s not working.”
Skovajsa recoiled, shifting the wine bottle away from the man. He wore just a non-descript gray one
piece with a belt full of tools dragging him down into a stoop. His short cropped hair was mussed, and
stood up on a side.
“That elevator?” The man pointed. He waited as if Skovajsa would address him. “Isn’t working.”
“Oh.” Skovajsa quickly moved around the little maintenance man to another set of elevators, pushing
the button with haste.
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“Um, don’t know if you want those either.” The man called to him.
“Why? It works, doesn’t it?” Skovajsa fired back, stepping inside quickly as the doors opened. The man
waved as if to say more but it was lost to Skovajsa as the doors slide shut.
The maintenance man put hands on his hips, as his headphones blared R.E.M.’s “End of the World.” He
looked at the elevator labels to read “15 – 21 Floors.” It wasn’t a music player connected to his
headphones that he lifted up, but a cell phone. He punched a few keys.
“Yeah, he’s on his way up. Oh, it’ll take him a bit; I rigged it to go straight up to the top floor no matter
what button he pushes. You still babysitting?”
On the other end of the line, a young man with silvered temples and wire framed glasses looked down
the length of the bar at the blond man in the sunglasses who sat nervously waiting, listening intently to
his ear bud although not having spoken a word into it. “Yeah, I’ll try to keep him distracted but he sure
looks like he’s about ready to jump through that phone.”
“Whatever, Mordecai. Ritterreiter was clear. We leave that one alone.”
“Awrighty, Chain. I’ll do a smoke screen. Should confuse the other one to avoid any random
encounters.” With that the bartender hung up the phone, pulled a box out from under the bar, and
walked over to one of his regulars, sitting right next to the blond Viking. “Hey, Billy, have you tried these
new White Star cigars?”
After which point, Billy took the proffered cigar and lit up, after being assured that he wouldn’t get in
trouble for lighting up. The Blond man didn’t seem to notice anything around him, just gripped the
phone he had sitting on the bar lightly. It was hard to tell with those sunglasses. After a few moments of
smoking up the bar, the bartender wandered over to Sunglasses.
“You know, the bar officially closed a few hours ago. But I took pity on you; you looked like you had
woman trouble.”
Jesper didn’t even turn his head to acknowledge the voice speaking to him. He wasn’t actually sitting
there listening to the bartender, who decided to pour himself a tall glass of water and begin to spin
some tale of marital woe.
Jesper’s consciousness was sitting in a chair across from Sophie’s bed, listening to her breathing, training
his senses on anything nearby that felt or smelled or sounded Vampire. Which was why he smelled the
twinge of bloody decay mixed with some musky cologne and the fragrance of lilies and roses before the
elevator door alarm went off. He stood up walking towards the door to the hotel room.
Back at the bar, the bartender paused his story when he heard the cell phone in Sunglasses’ hand chirp.
“Hey, buddy, think your phone battery is going dead.”
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His warning fell on deaf ears.

“Jesper?”
Jesper’s head swiveled to the bed. Sophie was still asleep, under the covers, but her sleep became
troubled. She shifted, her arms stretching out, reaching around a pillow. He paused but the smell would
not be denied. His sense of smell was the worst of all his sense when he projected which meant the
Carpathian had to be close.
When the elevator alarm sounded, he sped to the door, but paused before going out. He turned back to
the bed. He could take her, now, run. Get her to safety. Fly her away from here, to Morena. Why had he
not enlisted help from Valerian? He felt the nerves knot together his stomach as he put his hand on the
door knob.
Even without the smell and the elevator alarm, he could sense the Carpathian approaching. It was time.
Except, his hand suddenly wasn’t on the doorknob anymore; it was around his cell phone. He started.
“Hey, take it easy, fella. I tried to warn you.”
Jesper stood, feeling suddenly ill. The call had been disconnected and he had been snapped back into his
skin. Without forethought, the transition produced ill effects that he termed Projection Sickness:
dizziness, weakness, in some cases vomiting...fainting.
He reached a hand across the bar and grabbed the bartender in a panicked grip. “What happened?”
“Erk, I tried to tell you. Your phone died.”
Jesper swayed against the bar, the edges of his awareness blurring, fraying. “No,” he mouthed, hand still
around the bartender’s neck but now slackening.
“Say, you wanna call her back, you can use my phone,” the bartender added. He dragged a desk phone
over and dialed, without asking for the number. “I’m getting a busy signal.”
Jesper slid along the railing of the bar, and then toppled over, hitting the floor taking a stool with him.
His face smacked hard into the wood but the pain helped him cling to awareness. No, he couldn’t
abandon her to her fate again.
“Sophie,” he moaned.
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The bartender came around the bar and looked down at the vampire at his feet. Then he used his own
cell phone only to have it go directly to voice mail. “Come on, Greg, get off the phone!”

Time to Galvanize
At around 4:30 AM, a light on Alex the night guard’s panel went red, drawing his attention. An elevator
door alarm on the twelfth floor corridor had been triggered. He leaned forward, reaching towards the 2way but instead picked up his cell phone sitting just beside it. He flipped it open and pressed a series of
numbers.
As the call rang through, a haze seemed to be filling the camera view right in front of the elevator door
but nothing else could be seen. The call picked up and he spoke, “It’s Sidewinder. Yeah, we got that
alarm, just like you said. No fire alarm, just the elevator door. What would you like me to do, sir?”
“Nothing. Reset the alarm. If anything else happens, in the hall, of course proceed with protocol. But
anything in the room, leave it. We’ll take it from here.”
Alex paused. They’d had to do a bit of jerry rigging to move guests from that particular wing, stating that
there was a maintenance request and upgrading them to better rooms with restaurant comps. Cindy,
one of the front managers, hadn’t wanted to do it but the footage of her getting horizontal with the new
chef on top of a conference table after hours convinced her otherwise.
“Sidewinder, do you read? Leave the situation alone.”
“Yeah, ok.”
“Follow protocol on all other matters, except the room and guest in question.”
“Yeah, yeah, ok. I’ll monitor and will call if anything more happens.”
On the other side of the phone, just across the street, tucked into the shadows at the base of the
construction site for the new condo complex, a short, nondescript man in a green fatigue jacket with
German eagle crest on the sleeve lowered a pair of binoculars with a hint of a smile.
“That won’t be necessary, Sidewinder. We’ve just pressed Play. Ritterreiter out.”
The man known as Ritterreiter hung up his cell, lowering his binoculars and tucking them into his coat
and pulling out a flashlight. Turning it on, he picked up crowbar that was leaning against the finished
foundation wall and made his way away around the side of the structure. The first several floors of the
structure had been completed, even to the point of having the beginnings of a wine bar almost ready for
retail.
The top ten floors above were a different story, an organized mess of steel beams, rebar, plywood
platforms, and concrete mixers wrapped in a bow of orange plastic safety fencing. A yellow industrial
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crane towered over it all, American flag flying proudly over the months of work yet to complete the new
condo/retail space.
Out of the old was arising the new. Wide vistas of flat concrete space were being replaced by towers of
glass and steel. The Bellevue skyline had been and would be permanently home to a nest of cranes as
the city refactored itself from sleepy downtown host for local computer entrepreneurs to entertainment
mecca for the jetsetter trophy families of the rich and digitally minded.
Ritterreiter came around the corner to a parking lot with a lone truck and checked the sky. The black sky
of the Pacific Northwest sky was feeling its first twinges of dawn. Night was ending and monsters were
in play. As he lowered his gaze, two hooded figures came out a side door of the construction site,
dragging a jackhammer.
The two figures loaded the jackhammer into the back of the truck and threw him a wave. He smiled,
taking his cell phone back out.
“My finger is on the button.” He dialed and put the phone to his ear.

The Price of Tea
The smashed tea pot was Chinese, from Yixing, thousands of pots of tea brewed into the pot until the
purple clay had so absorbed the flavors that one need only add water to get the tea. It was a terrible
waste. Not that either Valerian or I cared in that moment as his fingers brushed through my tousled hair.
The office was tucked into a far corner of the laboratory, a converted warehouse where our scientific
and paranormal research could be conducted with no interruption from curious neighbors. The added
benefit of the warehouse was that while it had been boarded up tight so no light could leak in, steam
machines roared to produce the electricity that ran through the building, casting a wondrous orange
glow around. Valerian often said it made me look like I wore a halo.
After another long embrace, our skin damp and clinging together, he laid back on the small cot, arm
tightening around me. I nestled against him, head on his chest, hand in his, catching my breath. The pot
on the floor seemed to catch both of our attention simultaneously. I heard him chuckle, the movement
shaking his chest and me along with it.
"Well, another splendidly failed experiment. But admittedly, if all failed experiments end like this, I will
have to adjust my success criteria."
As much peace as I felt right now, I had worked very hard to try and synthesize the right dosage of juice
and tea. His seizure was both unexpected and intense. I hadn’t know what else to do but push him onto
the cot and try to hold him down, pushing a wooden dowel into his mouth to keep him from choking.
The panic I’d felt was gone now but the memory of the failure was profound. I pushed myself up,
looking down at him.
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"Yes, but how do you feel, Val?" I caressed his face, the cuts around his lips already healed where he’d
struggled against the dowel. My fingers traced his lips.
He raised one inky eyebrow at me. He could do that."You ask me that after what we’ve just done?"
My hand moved to his chest. I asked, exasperated, "You feel no relief at all? I was certain adding the
lime juice in that concentration would have a calming effect. Lind’s work with scurvy in the Royal Navy
seemed to be so promising."
He could tell I was disappointed. "I cannot tell if it's the antiscorbutic….or if it's you that effects the
change."
I blushed before catching all he said. “So you do feel something!” I was excited. He had never before
admitted that my silly experiments with what I had deemed sun-starvation had any impact on his
vampire self. I was beaming with feminine pride when I leaned over him. "Hmm, perhaps if we didn't
work so hard at confounding the results of said experiments, we could isolate the change agent."
But there was a difference in his kissing after some tea, whether he admitted it or not. His lips were
softer and while his mouth sought more, his arms more insistent, it was more to persuade, to intoxicate
me into loosening my laces, sliding fabric gently aside so he might touch me more. So while it hadn’t
really been my intention to make him into a more tender lover by curing his sun-starvation, I felt the full
benefits of it.
With the slightest pressure of his hand cradling my head as we kissed, I felt him push my face gently up
and away from him, his eyes boring into mine. I was pleased with myself. His eyes searched mine but
still, I hadn’t unlocked that look although I’d begun to see it more and more lately.
Instead of the open emotions that had roamed his face more often, a mask of appraisal clouded his
brow. "My darling girl, you need a man you don't need to fix."
I rolled my eyes. Crossing my arms over his chest, I commented in a huff, "We all need fixing in some
measure." My fingers played with the buttons of his undone shirt.
His large cold hand covered both of mine. Again, with the eyebrow. "You're not ever going to cure me of
vampirism, Darcie. It is what I am and where I belong."
I hated when we talked about this, his vampire world. He had worked hard to keep it so separate from
me from the beginning. I knew he had a vampire family, what he called a horror. He told me he kept me
away from them to protect me. They were unruly, his brood. "Whatever made you think I was trying to
cure you of that?" Still not looking him in the eyes.
"I know you. And I know that as much as I treasure these fleeting moments with you, I will never satisfy
you.” He lifted my chin, forcing me to look at him. “I am not what you are searching for. And no matter
your skills, you cannot fashion me into whatever it is you seek.”
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It was just like him to completely misunderstand my efforts and to put a damper on my
accomplishments. Whether there was any truth to his words was irrelevant. It was more a matter of the
change in his demeanor that he seemed to be fixating on how I thought of him as vampire than it was
my wish to change that about him. It was his very vampiric nature that made me feel I could help him,
that I was uniquely qualified to find him some balance.
My lip must’ve been sticking out as I pouted because he lifted his head and used his tongue to caress
that lip away from the other so he might enjoy another deep kiss. And when he did such things, I forgot
all my cares and in some dark part of my heart, I began to fear the day when I couldn’t help him
anymore. His fingers brushed my throat until his kisses lead there too and I felt a jolt flow through me
remembering his teeth sinking in and the feeling of eternity clawing out of me. I wondered if his fangs
would appear now as they often did when we engaged in our scandalous behavior. I waited for him to
bite me.
But this was not that day as he sighed, completely satisfied, and sunk back against the cot. “Although, I
confess I will miss it when you cease your efforts." His arms wrapped even tighter around me, his hand
cradling my head as I relaxed against his chest. Listening to his relaxed breathing and feeling not the
warmth exactly of another human being, but instead the strength and electricity that moved all through
me wherever his body touched mine. And at this point, there wasn’t much in the way of clothing left
between us.
I caressed his chest, my hand moving lower. I didn’t want him to be anything but his best self. But at
what point this dark angel would find me lacking, keeping me separated from the world that was his,
that he surely ruled, now that was another matter entirely.
"Then perhaps we should endeavor to not make these attempts so brief. Fleeting moments indeed.
You've made me a ruined woman in appearances, Val. You might as well ruin me completely. Again."
And my heart hammered as we once again put anatomical pursuits ahead of scientific ones.

My heart beat like the sound of the hoof beats that approached the tent. At any moment we could be
found out. The caravan, while it had been travelling for days and had orders to leave our cart and our
tent alone under strict order of the Sultan, was now a long way away from Kostantiniyye. But the hooves
stilled and so did any doubt that it was the horses and not the fingers stroking just there below my veil
that caused my heart to race.
“Jesper! Shhh!” I complained, trying very weakly to still his hands.
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“Indeed, shhhh,” he murmured and caught at my mouth. I gave into him completely as there was
nothing for it. Even if we were disturbed, his growing abilities to charm the intruder would have them
leaving the tent wondering why they’d come, even as they saw us here, my sitting in Jesper’s lap on the
rug and pillows with my veil unwound around us, my red hair tumbling down.
His charm wasn’t the only ability in which his cocksure attitude was apparent. He’d boasted just this
morning that he’d spent the full afternoon under the scorching sun helping the captain of our expedition
find water. But I wasn’t currently concerned about his divining besides how his hands, one still wrapped
in bandages, managed to remove my salvar trousers with little assistance from me.
I pulled my lips away, “Jesper.” There, I said it. Now I had no idea why, his hands moving to push my
tunic over my head. When he’d swept into the tent after his nightly sojourn, it had been most of the day
since I’d talked with him, and we both seemed particularly needy tonight. As the tunic came over my
head, so was I over any hesitation, pushing him back against the rug. He hummed in appreciation for my
newly found enthusiasm.
It wasn’t fair. He’d come in perfectly naked and yet I still had yards of fabric between us that I struggled
with. I never hated our palace garb more than now. He seemed oblivious to my frustration, just enjoying
how I was moving against him in trying to free myself.
“All day without you. All day without you in full sun and not able to share it with you until now.” He
marveled, his mouth finding a particularly sensitive crease in my neck.
I couldn’t help but smile as he helped rid me of the last stitch of fabric. “Mmm, Kemal would not have
appreciated it much if this was how we celebrated your first midday sun.”
Jesper’s warm amber eyes glowed as he looked up at me playfully. “No?”
“No,” I shook my hair out over him and he cupped one side of my face with his good hand. I put my
hand over his and then pulled his other bandaged hand up to look at. The Sultan might indeed be
benevolent in most cases to this strange visitor from the North, but there were limits to his patience.
The dropping of the Valide Sultan’s favorite tea set, smashing it to bits by his reckless fit, had brought a
severity that had surprised me.
“Oh, something else for you to see.”
I looked at him confused as he unwrapped his hand, showing four perfect fingers and one thumb, the
skin tan and new. He turned his hand in front of me so I might fully appreciate it. Two days ago, back at
the Palace, I had wrapped his hand myself after his smallest finger had been amputated to protect the
rest of his charred fingers.
I touched his hand, grasping it in both of mine. I pressed it to my lips, smelling none of the decay from
two days ago. I met his eyes, “It has regenerated? This is amazing.”
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“You still believe I am no demon?” His eyes held a doubt. It was the old one, the one that he would not,
could not let go of.
“My heart, you are no demon. You are one of the Djinn. Sacred,” I kissed his thumb. “Kind,” another
kiss. “Noble, wise, immortal.” Each finger, I kissed in kind, until he cupped his hand behind my head and
drew me down to him.
It wasn’t until much later, as I held him and watched him dozing, that I felt the fear growing. If the Sultan
knew that his strange Northman who had wandered out of the forest to save him from a runaway horse
was capable of such miracles, what would he do? Would he see him as the sacred Djinn and revere him?
Or brand him an Ifrit, an evil demon, and cast him into some ritual sacrifice?
Or worse, would the Sultan, upon finding out that a guest at his palace, an emissary, was taking liberties
with one of his wives, however married for political and intellectual convenience, seek greater
retribution than a burned hand and a chopped off finger?
I clutched him, partially rousing him so that he wrapped his overly warm body around mine to stave off
the evening chill. Hours spent under the fierce Persian sun now emanating from him like he was some
smoldering star. I whispered it to him and the kisses that followed did much to reinforce my thought. I
would have to write it in his book. He’d like that.

The suckiest part of waking up out of a dead faint is the disorientation and the general sense that
nothing is right in the universe. And I didn’t want to wake up. I couldn’t remember if I’d dreamed or
recollected but whatever it had been, my lips still tingled from it.
So imagine my disappointment when I finally sat up in bed, hand to my pounding head, to see Skovajsa
sitting there at the edge of my bed with flowers and a bottle of wine.
“Fuck!”
His brow furrowed.
“I said that out loud, didn’t I?”
He didn’t bother to nod. Universe 2, Vampire Psychologist 0.
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Wine and Dine on Her
As nerve-racking as first dates are, I wasn’t holding a lot of sympathy for Skovajsa at present. The floral
bouquet was making me sneeze and the wine was anything but a drinkable vintage. His demeanor was
on par with some snooty playboy who wasn’t getting his fair share of adoring attention.
Oh, and the fact that he’d broken into my room under some romantic pretense and after receiving a
not-so-favorable reaction had resorted to force and at present he held me down on the bed to smell at
my hair, wasn’t endearing me to him to him much right now either.
“It’s impolite to address me in that way,” he spoke without a shred of anger or feeling, as if he was
reading cue cards for some hack version of Romeo and Juliet. “I came to offer you my special bond. You
should be honored.”
Then again with the smelling. Slowly, from the base on the left side of my neck, up past my earlobe,
around the crown of my head, and down the other side. Vampires and their heightened senses dictated
no need for this kind of scrutiny so I had no idea what he was up to. I just hoped to heaven that this
strange sense I had, that Jesper was or had just been here with me, would not be something he could
notice.
“Excuse me if I’m reading more into your actions than your gifts.”
He jerked back, staring at me. Since I had his attention and he looked a little like a scolded child, I
figured I’d push it.
“A woman prefers not to be pawed at!” It took every ounce of my thinking mind to not slam my free
knee into his groin, a move so instinctual and yet fatal in this instance, that I had to bite my lip. I was
flexing my wrists against his grip but only to keep the blood flowing. Any direct resistance would trigger
him into fight mode. And there would be no way back from that.
He released my hands and sat upright. His face looked mildly confused and he pursed his lips.
“I brought flowers.” His attempt at explanation.
I didn’t trust him so kept my position on the bed. I wanted to rub the feeling back into my hands but
putting them together would make it easier for him to control me if he went feral again.
“Yes,” in my most stern school teacher voice. “And with no greeting, no explanation of how you came
into my room, startled me and attacked me, unprovoked.”
He shook his head once and, like some ancient punch card machine, he calculated his mistake. “I
brought you jewels.”
“Irrelevant while I’m still pinned to the bed. May I ask you to control yourself and get off my person?”
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With vampire speed, he moved to stand just next to the bed. But it seemed like he paused, like he’d
meant to go farther but something grabbed his attention. He looked down at the bedside table where
the phone off the hook was beeping. He carefully picked it up and put the receiver back in its cradle.
“I have disturbed your sleep,” he said softly, his back turned to me as he crossed slowly to the other side
of the room.
I sat up carefully, not taking my eyes off him. He was in some state, anxious, fang-happy, on the edge.
But his shoulders were slumped, as if his intentions had been shattered. He stooped to pick up the
flowers that he’d dropped when he lunged at her. He’d trampled the lilies.
I sneezed.
He turned toward me. “You are allergic to the flowers.”
“No,” I paused to rub my nose. “Actually, the pussy willows.”
Skovajsa stepped to the door, which hung ajar from him forcing it open. He opened it long enough to
throw the entire bouquet out the door and then stepped back, turning to me.
“Thank you,” I said quietly. It seemed very strange that the one item out of all the ones florists might use
in a bouquet that I was allergic to would be one that ended up in his offering. I touched my lips, which
still tingled. I wish I could remember my dream and more importantly, why the room felt like it did when
Jesper’s presence was around. I almost thought if I whispered his name, he might hear me. I bite my lip
again. That was sure to enrage Skovajsa, who seemed to be calming down.
He gave me a determined look that made me think “Uh-Oh” and stepped to me, hand reaching into his
jacket. In a swish of supernatural movement, he was on his knee before me, holding out a rectangular
jewelry box.
“Forgive me. I have misbehaved. I had meant to shower you with gifts so you might see how much I
desire you to join me.”
He flipped open the box, as eager as a schoolboy, but even I had to marvel at the creation inside. Not
that I was warmly impressed. It was a stab of icy fear that a man with resources to acquire something
obviously so expensive and so unique would’ve set his sights on me. It was a prelude to the kind of
ownership that was absolute and completely devoid of any semblance of familiarity with me.
“You are of great value to me, Sophie Quinn. You should be with me.”
This is the part in most romance novels where the heroine tossing all care to the winds and recognizes
that all was done for love, all should be forgiven, the sins of the past were forgotten under the spell of
adoring admiration and undeniable sexual chemistry. Of course, in most romances the heroine was
exquisite in form, wily of spirit, just in need of someone to love her completely, no matter what.
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The only thing Skovajsa loved about me was my wealth of knowledge about vampires. The thing he truly
cared about was his own safety and he would kill anyone and steal anything to safeguard it by becoming
more powerful.
“You say nothing to my proposal?” His brow furrowed.
My eyes narrowed. He had backed me into a corner and there really wasn’t anything I could say that
wouldn’t wind up with him killing me. So I might as well put a name to his doubt.
“Vasa Skoda.”
He took it like a slap. The lid of the jewelry box snapped shut and he was on his feet, his eyes hurt, his
brain percolating. “What did you say?”
“Vasa Skoda. It’s your name. Your real name.”
He shook his head violently. “No.” He backed away, into the breakfast cart. “No.”
For the first time, I saw a hint of humanity in his eyes, a hint of fear. I had to take advantage of this
opportunity. It would be the last I would get to try and pry him open. I flipped off the bedcovers and
stood up in my sock monkey jammies and tank top.
“You are Vasa Skoda, Yugoslavian by birth, born sometime in the 1930’s,” I spoke with certainty, taking a
step toward him with each bit of information I revealed. “You were a failed actor, model, who moved to
Italy to try and become famous.”
“You lie! You know nothing about me. I am Skovajsa! I was blood brother to Vlad Dracul.” There was a
note of panic to his tone.
“You were not. Vlad Dracul was never even a vampire. I have that on good authority. Dracul is a
reference to the Order of the Dragon, a Christian group founded to defend Europe against the Ottoman
Empire.”
He crouched away from me, his hand grabbing for the antique wine bottle. It seemed to be a talisman
to him and, with it in hand, he straightened and took a step towards me. “I am Vampire!”
The force of his Vox shattered all the mirrors in the room and sent me to the floor. I didn’t stay there for
long as he quickly grabbed me by the throat and threw me against the bed.
“You would slander me. You would deny me!”
With one hand around my chin forcing my mouth open, he flipped the stoppered top of the wine bottle
open and began pouring what I knew to not be wine into my mouth. I seized my throat muscles shut,
held my breath to try and prevent the liquid from getting down my throat but it didn’t do any good.
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With a familiar flash of consciousness that harkened me back to the winter of 1885, a red searing pain
cut through me, flooding my consciousness with all twelve prior lifetimes as they tried to exert
themselves against the vampiric flood. I screamed as my head felt about to explode with the strength of
thirteen enraged personas, tearing at the influence of the vampiric strain.
It was a familiar strain. I’d felt this before; the force of immortality trying to rip me asunder and staple
me back together with rusty velvet ties. It was Valerian, his blood. His oppressive figure appeared in my
mind, just as he had stood over me when an accidental taste had given us both a glimpse into what
would come. Tearing at my hair, screaming at the burning with my mind, there had been no room for
him in me. There was no room for him here, years later. But he pushed on anyways, his blood in wine
format summoning his dark demands of complete surrender.
The sisterhood of my lives formed ranks again to try and fight him but with only one new recruit and her
fighting every thread of memory she had of him, they would be no match. It was a tapestry hallway in
my mind, skirts of different ladies shuffling around each other, clustering together to protect the most
essential part of my soul while the rest of me lying naked, shivering on the floor while Valerian
approached.
He kneeled down to me, his hand brushing the hair pasted with sweat to my face. “No, no, no….”
The skirts stilled and then suddenly rustled as a figure stepping through them, tailored pants in short
ankle leather boots. The figure stopped just behind me and kneeling Valerian looked up to see…himself.
“You cannot have her.”
The other Valerian, the one brought here by the tainted wine nodded and caressed my cheek. “She
needs me. She is injured.”
“Fine,” my guardian Valerian spoke. The skirts of my past lives gathered behind him, each putting a hand
on him to feed him energy. “You may go wherever you need to heal her, except beyond this door. You
will not speak to her sisters. You will not dredge up any memories. And when she is healed, you will go,
entirely.”
The tainted Valerian smiled fiercely. “She will need protection. She has always needed protection.”
A dark eyebrow rose. “Oh? I don’t know, ladies. I think we’re doing quite well, don’t you think?”
Heads of different styles and colors nodded. The taint of Valerian burst into a red flood and washed all
through the hallway but parted around the back doorway, crashing into the carpet, completely
absorbed. The pain continued but I felt the Guardian Valerian clasp hands with Darcie and the pain
ebbed to an ache. I started to feel my body again, pushed gently back to reality by a young shepherdess
I didn’t quite recognize.
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Just as my mental redoubt was shoring up, Skovajsa chuckled in a pleased way, producing four
fearsome, uneven fangs. Coming back to that was as jolting as waking up in the first place.
“No one denies me!” he snarled and tore into my neck with his mouth.
Well, then, there’s nothing for it, Sophie dear. Knee to the groin then.
It was Darcie’s voice. I had never realized she did have a distinct voice until just this moment. Her accent
reminded me of Maggie Smith. Wasn’t she in that one Mystery show? I launched my knee into
Skovajsa’s groin only to have my suspicions realized. The man had no balls to speak of and my knee hit
his pelvic bone hard. Ouch! Great.
The kukri, Sophie. Call to it. The accent this time was Indian, from the mountains, English not natural to
her.
I didn’t have to call to it. I’d kept it close. Under the pillow. All I had to do was grab for it but I couldn’t
reach and my consciousness was starting to fade as Skovajsa’s hand gripped into the opposite side of my
neck. Damn!
Just as another persona swelled up, Skovajsa jerked up and spat my blood out. I’d never seen that
happen, realized I wasn’t seeing it happen from within my body at all. I floated just above and watched
my body racked by seizure, Skovajsa still holding me down, the wine bottle forgotten on the bed,
soaking into the bedcovers.
The tainted wine and Skovajsa’s bite had caused me to jump out of my body. My other lifetimes were
taking turns inside to try and get me free. I’d have to ponder over how it was possible later but the pain
was a smidge less although I still couldn’t breathe yet. Skovasja was still choking me. But he suddenly
staggered away from me, lifting the bottle to his lips and drinking down all that was left.
Somehow I recognized that whatever protection tainted Valerian offered might have extended into my
blood. Or maybe it had been whatever had rendered me unconscious might have somehow altered my
blood chemistry too. I wasn’t able to string the thoughts together to figure it out. Whatever it was, it
meant he couldn’t feed from me which, in this case, meant he probably couldn’t convert me.
Universe 2, Vampire Psychologist (via her Super Secret Friends) 1
A sudden scent of jasmine and gardenia tugged at me hard, propelling me back into my body. I was
dimwitted for certain but this nameless persona stretched my hand out and grabbed the bag the Kukri
was in. Her strength suddenly faded as my skin contacted the metal but there was one last thought she
shared.
“Jesper. Help us.”
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I couldn’t know if it was she or I that breathed it but Skovajsa, eyes now red with fresh blood, raised his
arm and smacked me in the face with the wine bottle. Before I could crash into anything, he’d already
snatched me up.
“You will tell me everything. You will guide me towards the power I seek. And you will be my vampire
bride.”
With that, he crashed us back through the hotel door, out a fire exit at the end of the hall, and jumped
across the rooftops until he landed in a construction site across the street. Amazingly, I’d managed to
keep the knapsack with the Kukri. Furthermore, the sky seemed to be lightening up with the dawn of a
Northern summer sky.
Universe 2, Vampire Psychologist 3
The odds seemed to be stacking up for me. I just needed to somehow survive the next half hour. The
prospect of which was absurd. However, a soft voice reminiscent of the scent of flowers assured me I
wouldn’t be alone for long.

With a Little Lemon Twist
“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Mordecai. I will handle this.”
Mordecai looked up to see Billy, the drunkard spirits distributor that was new to this area and nursing a
broken heart and a thirsty liver, straighten up in his seat and swivel toward him. At least, that had been
where Billy, fifty-five, grey to balding, paunchy, shabby old tan suit too tight around the middle, had
been sitting. In his place, a younger, dark-haired but pale looking man tapped his cigar ashes into his
glass and stood, placing the cigar back into his mouth.
“Huh?”
As the stranger unfolded out his chair, his clothing seemed to transform before Mordecai’s eyes, the suit
reshaping to maroon with blue stripes, the fabric growing an expensive sheen as it stretched and fitted
to exact tailoring as the stranger walked over to where the vampire lay prone and panting.
Mordecai looked down at the vampire as he tried to push himself up. Was his hair a little less blond?
Earlier, it had almost been platinum, like Monroe. The stranger paused just above him, stogy in his
mouth, and removed a case from his inside jacket pocket. His dark eyes glared disgusted at the figure
struggling on the floor as he handed Mordecai a card, one side white, stating in black lettering:
Gypsy Twin Alchemistry: Spirits & Potables
Thomas Darnell, Purveyor & Proprietor
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As he turned it over, Mordecai could make out a glossy black ribbon embossed over the black matte
background, the recognized symbol of the Irregulars. His eyes flew up to the stranger.
“I’m so sorry, Sir. I didn’t know it was you.”
“Nor were you meant to, Mr. Mordecai,” Mr. Darnell answered, placing the case back in his jacket. “For
your own protection. And as to that, I must ask you to leave now as I handle this…snag.”
Mordecai paused, caught up in the moment. The actual head of the Irregulars. Well, one of them. One
heard stories about the woman, she seemed more accessible even as it was clear that she shared top
responsibility in all endeavors. But the elusive man behind the curtain? No such sightings existed, at
least documented ones. This was he and Mordecai was seeing him, face to face.
But something was happening to his face, as if it was melting from memory before his very eyes. The
shatteringly dark eyes were no more. The handsome pale face, the dark hair…wait, what was the color
of his hair…was there hair? Hair of what? Mordecai wondered why he was still here, so late. He had
delivered the cigars and that was that.
“There’s a good man, Mr. Mordecai. Perhaps we shall renew our acquaintance at a later time.”
Sam Samuelson, Mordecai as his MMORPG persona, shook his fuzzy head and walked out of the bar,
muttering about being late and wondering if his wife would be upset that his night out with the boys
had been longer than expected. The elevator seemed to open to him as if by command and Chain, the
elevator repair man and earlier the state trooper, gently grabbed Mordecai’s arm and pulled him into
the car.
After the elevator had closed, Thomas Darnell, once known to a very very dear aunt as Maurice, kneeled
down to the fallen vampire with an unsettled rage that he could barely suppress. He grabbed at Jesper’s
face, turning Jesper’s chin towards him and blew cigar smoke into his face. The smoke held strong notes
of cedar and oak and after inhaling a face full of it, some of the red in Jesper’s eyes faded.
“You will remember this night as the one in which we all saved Sophie Quinn,” Maurice spat.
Then, Maurice grabbed Jesper by the back of the neck and hauled him up to his feet. Jesper was blinking
rapidly but still conscious, although still quite ill. Maurice shook him to keep his head from lolling. He
grabbed across the bar, and produced a lemon. Using his short sharp fangs, he tore a strip of peel from
the lemon, juice squirting out. His own eyes brightened to a dark blue as he shoved the naked lemon
into Jesper’s mouth.
Jesper’s head shot up and after he swallowed, his eyes flew open, red eyes turned to glowing amber as
his whole body convulsed. His hand grabbed at the fruit and squeezed more into his mouth as Maurice
dropped him to his feet, seeing that he could now take his own weight. As Jesper devoured the fruit,
Maurice swayed slightly and bent to a knee to keep steady.
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Breathing heavily, he picked up the Jesper’s sunglasses. Then, bracing his hand on his thigh, he stood
again, spreading his feet to support himself. He wouldn’t show this creature his weakness. When he met
Jesper’s gaze, Maurice felt the rage recede, replaced with wonder.
Jesper’s hair had changed to a dark auburn, his amber eyes had turned back to red, the texture of
jasper. Lucy had been right: this was no ordinary vampire. But Maurice saw a will there that he had not
expected. As Jesper turned to go, Maurice held the sunglasses against his chest to stop him.
“You could barely best Lucy. You cannot hope to defeat a Carpathian in combat, even blood doped.
We’re just keeping her away from him.” Maurice paused to take a shuddering breath, his pallor turning
green. He slipped “We’ve taken care of the rest.”
“I am Vampire!”
The sound of Vox echoed through registers that no mortal could hear and both vampires looked around
for the source. Then they settled eyes back on each other.
“Go!” Maurice said but Jesper didn’t wait to be bidden; he was already running through the restaurant
at human speed, senses reaching out, trying to find another clue. The view from the restaurant was
amazing, almost a full 180 degrees fully lined with windows. He could see the change in the night sky. He
needed to hurry. He needed something more to go on.
At the other end of the restaurant, there was no smoke and his senses could clear. Oh now he smelled
him, smelled the Carpathian. He was so close. Jesper put his hands to the glass on the south side of the
restaurant. The lemon had cleared away all the cobwebs as well as some of his vampire strength. It
didn’t matter. A conscious vampire was worth more to Sophie than a comatose one.
“Sophie, I’m here.”
Then he heard it, the faint drag of the vowels, the smell of jasmine in his memory, a voice from an age
ago.
“Jesper. Help us!”
West side. He flew to the windows along that side of the building but didn’t have to wait too long. In a
moment, he saw the Carpathian, carrying Sophie across the roof top, vaulting over to the construction
site, up high on one of the unfinished floors. His vision focused in, like slides on a presentation, closer,
clearer, until he could see the Carpathian, a struggling Sophie held in one arm. She clutched at
something that dropped from her hands just before Skovajsa stepped into the open shaft that would
become an elevator and disappeared, obviously going to ground.
He took a few steps back from the window and then launched himself just as he pitched a Vox scream at
the window, shattering it. Arms outstretched, he took flight, gliding through the brightening sky like a
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bird aflame on a mission to save the one he could not save before, for a chance to do it all over again, to
fix his fate, and finally be the hero.

Lucy raced into the bar side of the restaurant to see Jesper race past her. She threw her gaze to her
brother and watched him sink back against the bar.
“Maurice!” She put her arm around him as he shook. “What happened?”
“C poisoning. I’ll be alright.”
“What about Sophie?”
He shook his head. “It’s out of our hands. We’ve done everything we could to prepare.”
“The sun is coming. We need to go.”
Maurice let out a cry of rage, slamming his fist into the bar before nodding, letting his sister whisk them
both away in a flight of crows. This was one game that they had played to within stalemate. The final
positions were being set and a new piece had just entered the board. He had risked it all, years of
anonymity, years of hiding away to put this piece in play. He hoped for his sister’s sake and for Sophie’s,
his call had been a sound one.

Hell in High-Heeled Shoes
The first thought that ran through Nick’s head when Irina’s grandmother went flying across the deli,
smashing into a wall, and shaking the whole building was whether the old lady would leave a dent. It
was a terrible thought and as she fell to the floor, whimpering in pain, Nick’s taxed brain added insult to
injury with the thought, The Iron Curtain has fallen.
It was an infantile response to complete and utter fear. In this case that fear took the form of one
recently deceased Oksana dressed in her tattered tranny outfit with gold strappy heels and boy, did she
look pissed! She also looked jacked, blonde hair going every which way, her skin was mottled and gray,
and her eyes cracked and red, like she’d just done a week of all-nighters or some not-so-legal
substances. Or both. And she was filthy, like she’d just crawled through a garbage dump on her hands
and knees.
Uh-oh. She had literally picked up her grandmother by the shoulder and thrown her some twenty feet
across the room. This wasn’t Oksana anymore. This was something else. Emphasis on the thing.
“Not good,” Nick swore to himself. “Irina! Wait!”
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Irina had already started to move around the counter towards her grandmother, catching Oksana’s
attention. Oksana made a step towards Irina when her grandmother struggled to her feet, grabbing
something out from underneath her shirt. Her voice was strong as she addressed Oksana in Russian,
holding her silver Orthodox cross out in front of her. That seemed to enrage the creature formerly
known as Oksana and she jumped at her grandmother, grabbing at the cross. When her hand closed
around it and hissed as the flesh burned, her grandmother straightened her bearing, full of fervor as her
words pounded through the room. Nick thought she looked a lot like Hopkins playing Van Helsing.
Oksana shrieked, letting go of the cross, and slapped her grandmother, propelling her over the display
case into yet another wall. The silver chain holding the cross broke and the object dropped to the floor,
still smoking.
“Baba!” Irina cried and for an instant, looked down at the little cross. It had fallen just a few feet from
her.
Nick saw what was in her mind and shouted, “Irina, no, leave it. Get out of here!”
He needn’t have bothered to warn her. Oksana tilted back her head and let out an excruciatingly
horrifying bellow that made Irina step back against the counter and cower under its ledge. Nick
crouched too, hands over his ears. But as he looked at Grandmother Iron dragging herself across the
floor with arthritic hands, blood soaking her head scarf and dripping into her eyes, he knew he had to do
something. He’d been separated from Irina when Oksana barged past him from the back of the deli,
knocking him down, taking them all by surprise. He somehow needed to get them both out of here. Or
fight back.
Oksana had a fit of rage, grabbing the cash register from the counter just above Irina and throwing it
through the front window, then smashing the glass of the display case with a kick. Ah God, what was he
going to fight that with? He looked up above him at the wall of decorative Russian art, which included a
heavy looking brilliantly painted paddle looking thing. He didn’t have time to think but he did anyway.
He was scared as Hell. But he saw Irina, hands pressed against her ears more in denial than sound, tears
streaming down her face as her beloved older sister wrecked the restaurant. Yeah, he had to do
something, alright. Something crazy.
He jumped up and grabbed the wooden paddle from the wall and just as Oksana turned back toward
him, he gave out a rebel yell and smacked her as hard as he possibly could in the face with the paddle. It
split in two and he dropped it as the impact blooded her nose but otherwise did nothing but make her
go quiet.
And this was why Nick never resorted to violence. “Uh….,” Nick stammered taking a step back.
Oksana’s face broke into a maniacal smile as two very jagged, incomplete looking fangs snapped down
in her mouth. Her eyes went a milky white and Nick stepped back, tripped over a table, crab walked
backwards on hands and feet, all the while an ominously calm Oksana stalked him.
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Oh, this was so not how he wanted to go out. “Irina, get your grandmother out of here!”
Irina looked frozen in place, her head finally raised, hands still held near her head but her grandmother
was by her side now, tugging at her arm. Irina and Nick shared a look, one of sheer terror as both of
them knew what would happen next. Irina’s grandmother shoved her into the kitchen and Nick’s eyes
moved back to Oksana, looming over him.
Her fangs looked funky, rotten, like the rest of her seemed to be. Her eyes looked more zombie-like than
vampire-like. And Nick realized how ridiculous that thought was as she grabbed at the front of his shirt
to haul him up. It didn’t really matter how fresh a vampire she was. She was still going to make a feast of
him and drain him dry. He hoped.
The entire side window exploded in a shower of glass, a human sized projectile launching at Oksana and
smashing her back into the far wall. Nick fell back to the floor, head too slow to catch the movement as
Oksana suddenly flew back the other way across the room, landing awkwardly in a mess of tables and
chairs.
Morena’s dark hair was flying all around her and that one-of-a-kind moment he thought he’d had at The
Mystic was duly repeated. She saved him…again. He could get used to this.
But first, he had to duck a table that Oksana threw wildly about. Morena just phased out of the way. It
was the only way to describe her movement; one moment she was in one place, then a blur, the next in
another place. Awww, man, she hadn’t gone vamp too? Nick pushed away the certain depression that
would come from that reality and hopped up into a crouch.
“Nick, call Jesper. Now.” Morena tossed him her phone and went after Oksana. The two women began a
girl fight of epic proportions and on top of all the other bad thoughts and reactions he’d had this
evening, this one topped them all. He stood there, Morena’s phone in his hand, her orders clear in his
head, with his mouth agape, watching as she scuffled with Oksana.
She ducked Oksana’s swipe unnaturally fast, spinning into a round house kick to the solar plexus that
again sent Oksana to the wall. Then, she was just standing there, fists raised but side turned away from
Oksana, her eyes meeting his.
“Nick!”
He snapped out of it. “Yeah!” He glanced down at her phone, ducked as a chair flew past Morena
towards him. Her phone was locked. He raised his head to ask her for her password when he saw her do
an amazing arm block, then twist Oksana off balanced into the display case, head first. Oksana shrieked
and Nick decided Morena might be a tad preoccupied.
“Well, how complicated can it be?” he asked no one and typed the four digits to the The Mystic’s street
address in and watched the phone log in. “Awright!” he celebrated to himself and was about to look at
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her call history when a message popped up. It was from Jesper. He pushed a button to dial immediately
but it went to voice mail. Like everyone else’s had done all flipping night. “Dammit! Voicemail!”
Morena lifted her head a smidge at the news, only a split second distraction but Oksana wrapped her
arms around Morena and flipped her up and over, down onto her back. Oksana tried to finish the move
with a stab kick from her stiletto heel but Morena had rolled away. It was like watching brute force fight
a fully trained fighter. So much different than the fight at The Mystic.
But Nick could tell that Morena seemed to be slowing down or tiring or both. He raced along the wall
keeping Morena between him and Oksana, trying to dial again when the damn email reminder popped
up again. “Damn!” he swore but clicked to read it anyways, scanning the message. “Holy shit! We need
an axe!” This time, he dialed Sophie’s number.
“What?” Morena shouted, her and Oksana taking a moment to rest and measure each other up.
“Or maybe a cleaver?” he thought to himself, having chopped through a few chicken necks in his day. As
he was about to dart to the kitchen, Morena had made another move, feigned high and struck low,
kicking Oksana in the gut. Morena grabbed Oksana by the shoulders and pushed her into the shattered
display case, food and glass scattering everywhere.
Nick wanted to run into the kitchen but he couldn’t take his eyes off Morena, couldn’t abandon her, not
for a second. While Morena leaned over Oksana, Oksana was smiling, grabbing onto each of Morena’s
arms and forcing her up and back and then, for good measure, squeezing her elbows until both of them
let out a sickening pop. Morena screamed and Oksana threw her like a rag doll to the floor. Then, she
kicked Morena in the face with her heel, an angry red scrap welling up across Morena’s face where the
heel had cut her.
Nick held the phone to his ear while he watched Oksana turn back in his direction.
“Leave a voice mail for Sophie Quinn after the tone.”
“Uh, yeah, Sophie. This is Nick. We’re all going to die now. Hope you and Jesper survived. Nice knowing
ya.” He then threw the phone at Oksana while he backed against the far wall.
Oksana again stalked him. What the Hell did she see in him anyways? Maybe it was what he got for
playing hard to get the other night. If it was possible, she looked even more gruesome, bordering on
ghoulish as she stepped just up to the counter. That was when the skateboard flew in from the kitchen,
tripping her and causing her to fall on the floor.
Irina suddenly appeared from behind the counter, her face strangely calm.
“I can’t believe that worked,” Irina spoke quietly.
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Nick had no clue what was happening but he jumped on Oksana. It might not be worth much but he
knew he needed to hold her down. And then Morena jumped on top of him, grabbing Oksana’s arms as
she flailed. Irina was then adding her meager weight and pressing the cross she had scooped up from
the floor into the back of Oksana’s hair. Her hair smoked and burned and she shrieked in fury, trying to
get free.
“Baba, now!” Irina shouted.
Grandmother Iron emerged from the kitchen, holding a small axe in her hands, mumbling in Russian and
then, swinging down hard, she spat, “Move!”
At that point, Irina jumped off and Nick and Morena both turned their heads away. It took Grandmother
two hard whacks with the axe during which blood splayed all over but Oksana’s head separated from
her neck and her body stilled.
Grandmother panted heavily but didn’t waste time. She picked up Oksana’s head by her smoldering
white hair and turned back to the kitchen. A few quick words in Russian to Irina and Irina picked up the
necklace again.
Nick and Morena, blood splattered, still laying over Oksana’s corpse on the floor, watched with eyes
wide first as Grandmother shuffled into the kitchen and then as Irina put the necklace around the stump
of Oksana’s neck and bowed her head in prayer, lips mumbling the words. Meanwhile, Nick heard the
oven door open and then slam shut moments later.
“Oh, Hell no!” Morena said.
Irina’s head jerked up. “Grandmother explained. We have to burn the head now and then the rest of the
body to ashes. You cook, Nick. How hot do you think we need the oven?”

And Finally, Diagnosis
The knapsack with the Kukri had slipped from my hands as we landed just in front of the empty elevator
shaft on the top-most floor. If you could call it a floor with its mostly bare beams covered in sheets of
plywood as a makeshift floor, with scaffolds on either side, filled with tied stacks of rebar, one of them
with a cement mixer that looked way too heavy to be positioned there. I looked down into the shaft and
apart from wire cable running its length, there weren’t any pieces of the elevator there yet.
It made perfect sense for Skovajsa to own a building in progress; he could oversee the construction and
insert anything into the specs that would help him as a safe house. It would be his fortress in the
making, maybe even his bachelor pad to lure back unsuspecting victims. With or without my
interference, he and Jesper would find each other; two vampires in such close proximity could not play
nice.
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If dawn was coming, there was only one logic place that Skovajsa was going. He jumped us down and
when we hit the ground floor, he let me go, causing me to I collapse to the dusty ground. I cried as I
landed on my hip, scrapping up my leg.
Well, I guess there goes the last shred of manners.
I was about to try and push Darcie out of my head when Skovajsa snatched my arm, and began to drag
me to another room. This construction site was the great shell of a condo complex and I’d noticed that
the front of the first floor facing the street had already been completed. A wine shop. Likely another
front business of Skovajsa’s. He’d turned out to be quite the entrepreneur, rat bastard.
We moved to a back room with a strangely covered floor. Skovajsa’s head darted around the room,
sniffing. Something was wrong. The floor looked a tractor trailer had just groomed it.
“What…is…THIS?!” His voice was near panic as his shoe brushed aside the layer of wood chips. If I hadn’t
been in such pain and unable to feel half of my face through the bruising, I would’ve smiled. Not just any
wood chips. Cedar. One of the most ancient and deadly woods for Old World vamps. Especially the
youngsters.
If he was angry at the changes to the floor, there was only one word for his reaction to the opening to
the floor cellar with its doors broken off their hinges: Livid. He actually threw me towards the entrance
as some sort of release of his rage. Needless to say, I was prepared and landed with my arms out in front
of me to break my fall. But I stayed on the floor. My head peered over the threshold down the cellar
steps as he flew down into the darkness.
My eyes adjusted and I saw it was only about ten steps down, not very deep, not a tall enough chamber
that he could even stand but inside, there was nothing but rubble. The broken remnants of a rather
large, thick, cement structure. It looked like a jackhammer had been at it and quite recently for the
amount of dust still hanging in the air.
“No! NO!” Skovajsa bellowed and as if on cue, strong lights from the ceiling of the chamber switched on,
blinding him.
That was when I saw it, right at the top of the stairs, glinting under the power of the UV lights. My
infinity amulet, wrapped in a single black ribbon. Lucy. I looked around the chamber that had been
Skovajsa’s coffin and realized that they had destroyed and booby trapped it. He would never be able to
seek sanctuary here again.
Ma petit ange. The short, stout old aunt I had been clucked in my head.
This time, despite the pain, my mouth curved in a smile as I picked up the amulet a split second before
Skovajsa sped out of the blinding room, grabbing my arm with one hand, the other arm shielding his
eyes. Each successive room we entered in his retreat lit up like a spotlight with those same UV lights and
he shrieked in cold fury the entire way.
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At the bottom of the shaft, he made a power leap and flew up from the strength of it, past the other
empty floors until reaching the top, where he was snatched out of the air. One moment, I was flying up
with him, the next I was watching him smack into a concrete pillar across the floor from the safety of
someone’s arms.
As stunned as I was to see Skovajsa go flying, I was even more stunned as I turned my face up to see
Jesper holding me, his hair flaming auburn and windswept, his eyes the color of jasper. I blinked and felt
that dark presence of Valerian, the one that had protected me from the Taint, take weary steps down
into the recesses of my mind as all twelve previous versions of me thrilled to see this new savior.
“Are you alright?” he asked, concerned.
My mouth moved but no sound came out. We both heard a menacing growl to which he gently set me
down, stooping quickly and handing me the knapsack.
“You dropped this,” he announced before his fangs dropped, not the elegant thin ones but an entire
mouthful of short, sharp teeth, like a snake.
Jesper raced across the plywood floor and charged full force into Skovajsa preempting an attack. He
grabbed a hold of the Carpathian and slammed him back against the same pillar, which cracked. Jesper
took a hold of the rebar behind Skovajsa and began to bend it around him as he struggled. Skovajsa laid
him completely out with a right handed slap and then proceeded to simply rip the rebar right out of the
concrete to free himself.
Jesper got up again only to have Skovajsa attack him first, driving the piece of rebar right through his
shoulder. Jesper screamed. Skovajsa had been aiming for the heart but Jesper had turned just in time.
He grabbed Skovajsa by the collar of his expensive suit and stabbed him in the abdomen with the end of
rebar sticking out. The speed surprised Skovajsa who backed up a step as Jesper had to take a breath to
recover. He took a few short, deep breaths before he yanked the rebar out and threw it aside.
Blood was now pouring out of both Jesper’s shoulder and Skovasja’s belly but the latter only smiled. His
hands had grown into gnarled claws and he swiped at Jesper, who whirled away but a little too slow.
Skovajsa swiped at the back of his neck and again at his back, tearing deep into his flesh. Jesper arched
his back away then spun around, grabbing Skovajsa in a tight grip. As he grappled him, he squeezed and
Skovajsa snapped his mouth full of fangs at him.
Jesper jerked his head away, which relaxed his hold enough to let Skovajsa get an arm free. With that
hand, he grabbed Jesper’s injured shoulder and wrenched it. Jesper screamed and his arms fell away.
Skovajsa kept hold of the arm and twisted, the sound of bones cracking so terrifying that I wanted to
cover my ears. Jesper fell to his knees, but Skovajsa still had his arm.
I dug out the Kukri and felt the metal come alive in my hand. My Indian past life roared up, whispering
some ancient incantation that I had no idea how related to this weapon that seemed to know me. I was
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beyond caring about that. Jesper was in trouble. My fingers tightened and I stepped forward to do I
know not what.
Skovajsa raised his other claw to swipe at Jesper’s throat when Jesper swung his head around to look up
at him. His hair to seem to catch fire for an instant and I knew what was coming.
“Neilza!” Searing rays burst from Jesper’s eyes, sending a burning Skovajsa staggering back into a pile of
plywood. The plywood scattered, some dropping over the edge and down into the construction site
below. The scaffolding just behind the pile also tottered precariously. Skovajsa slapped at himself as his
expensive silk clothes burst into flames.
“Sophie,” Jesper called, pain and fatigue etched into his voice. “Get out of here!” He struggled to his
feet.
The sky was getting lighter and another real fear hit me. I needed to get Jesper to shelter and right now,
but there was nowhere to go. Dangerous vampire, rising sun…this was not good.
Skovajsa grabbed Jesper from behind and crushed him, bones creaking and popping, causing my eyes to
tear up from the punishment Jesper was taking. It was obvious he couldn’t defeat Skovajsa who’d lost all
semblance of humanity from his face. He was all vampire now.
He tossed Jesper aside like a ragdoll and laughed, his clothes still smoking. He was indeed burned, flesh
crisped all over him but it did not impede him. He approached Jesper slowly, now seemingly at a point
where he felt Jesper was no match for him.
“Copil. What wonderful powers you possess! But you cannot think you can defeat me.”
He picked Jesper up, slamming him up against the scaffolding, slashing at his throat, blood beginning to
pump out of him. Then, in a blur of speed, Skovajsa tied Jesper up in electrical cabling then grabbed
Jesper’s chin in his clawed hand.
“You cannot heal when you cannot feed,” Skovajsa spat.
Jesper was bleeding from back, neck, head, shoulder, chest, his right arm hung nearly disconnected from
his shoulder, a large gaping wound right above his heart. But they all oozed rather than bleed as uch as
they should. It had all seemed to take place in slow motion but the entire fight had lasted nothing more
than a minute, before I had finished taking a full step forward.
The movement drew Skovajsa’s attention. “This? This is what you would have over me?”
“Sophie, Sophie, get out of here,” Jesper panted, still struggling against the wiring, his left arm flexed
and pulling. I couldn’t figure it out, why he couldn’t break free. Perhaps he was too weak.
Skovajsa punched him full in the face before walking calmly toward me. He clasped his hands together,
like a schoolmaster or a priest before disciplining a child. “Now you have disappointed me enough,
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Sophie. You will submit. All of your knowledge, I will have it. After I make a snack of this rather mundane
specimen. I’d had such high hopes for him but I obviously overestimated his specialness.” He stopped in
the middle of the floor, spreading his arms wide like some player on a grand stage. “You will make me
the most powerful vampire that ever lived!”
“Stupid little man, vampires aren’t alive. And that, that would be very bad for my business, betraying my
clients. Not to mention bad karma.” I gripped the Kukri behind me. The sun was creeping up. I could feel
it. The birds were chattering away sensing it too.
He dropped his arms. Suddenly, he’d rushed over to me, gripped me by my hair, forcing my head to look
up. “As if you have a choice.”
That was when I saw it. The cement mixer. It jostled a bit as Jesper struggled to get free. Skovajsa
twisted my head the other direction, taking in his bite handiwork from earlier.
“You still deny me? Have it your way. Such a nuisance that your blood is undrinkable. I so hate to waste
a meal.”
The twist to my vision revealed something else. The other scaffolding. It seemed to be damaged by the
impact. If a little more force was applied, oh, say like from some rolls of safety netting that were stacked
just behind it, maybe it would teeter over.
He thrust his face into mine. “It’s so much easier for you to die in complete futility.”
Crazy thoughts, that some Rube Goldberg machinery would work its way to topple both scaffolds,
manage to free Jesper, and allow him to get free while crushing Skovajsa. Futility indeed. Much easier to
try and cut Jesper loose.
I looked Skovajsa dead in the eye. “Vasa Skoda, there are no refunds on treatment.”
He growled at me, striking me, sending me to the floor.
“You ruin it, the pleasure of killing you. You do not fear death.” He tossed a look back at Jesper. “But
perhaps you just need the right incentive.” He walked a few steps, pausing to take in the sky. “I tire of
this. If this one tried to save you, perhaps you would bargain for him.” Skovajsa strode over towards
Jesper.
“Sophie, the Kukri. Do it now!” Jesper cried.
When I got my senses back, I caught Jesper’s gaze. His arms were burned red from fighting at the cabling
but as we held that look, he started to speed up his breathing, shoring up his strength. He tilted his head
back, started a primal groan that seemed to reach back through the ages.
“Skovajsa, the sunrise!” I called.
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He paused but then turned, a little too nonchalantly saying, “You really think a few week rays of light
would wound me?” He rushed over to Jesper, turning his head, exposing his neck. “Will you forfeit his
life as you would your own just to keep your secrets?”
I stared open-mouthed. The truth was I hesitated. Maybe I would.
Skovajsa shrugged, “Very well. I’ll end him and gain his power, however meager it might be.” He then
leaned into him for a bite. That one moment, everything cleared within my troubled soul. Yes, it was
wrong to kill. It was wrong to take violence in hand and veer from the path. But it was also wrong not to
fight for the weak, the poor, the impoverished… the injured. They deserved our stewardship, our
protection, and…our love.
“Wait!”
Skovajsa turned his head as if he fully expected my interruption.
“You have a better offer?”
“More a diagnosis.”
Skovajsa looked curious, at least. Jesper had stored up his energies and was about to release it.
“You were made from the Taint, a wine infused with vampire blood. And you’re sun-starved, like many
vampires before you, including the one whose blood tainted you.”
He shook his head, fully dismissive of my expertise. “And treatment?”
I gripped the Kukri hard in my hand as I stood. “Well, you’re also a fucking prick and unfortunately, there
is no cure for that.” I drew back my arm and pitched the Kukri at him, willing it to take whatever course
it might to save our friend.

How Not to BBQ
The smell from the oven was so god-awful, that Nick, Morena, and Irina decided to drag the rest of the
body outside before the people started milling about and burn it in the dumpster. The sun was just
starting to threaten to break through the clouds.
“You know, I read in the Memento that the best way to get rid of a vampire is with sunshine,” Nick said,
walking backwards dragging the arms.
Morena gave him an exasperated look, holding up the feet. “Shouldn’t we not be in close contact to the
body if it’s going to incinerate like that?” Her arms had already healed but all the rest of her amped up
abilities had gone and she was left feeling like she’d done an obstacle course…in Pakistan…in June.
They both dropped the body in the middle of the back parking lot.
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“Uh…”
The sun broke through and a hissing noise issued from the body. Irina stepped back immediately.
“Nick?” Morena spoke, alarmed.
Then she jumped him, taking him a few feet from the body and to the ground as the body exploded into
ash. As Morena rolled off of him and he sat back up to see the smoking remnants that looked more like
asphalt in a cul-de-sac after Fourth of July, he smiled.
“See! I told you so.”

Why Vampires Should Wear Sunglasses
I never said I was Nolan Ryan. But the Kukri sung through the air at the same moment that the sun
broke through the morning clouds, falling on both vampires. Skovajsa caught the ancient weapon up
high and, as I had a split second of Awww, shucks, the sunlight reflected from its blade directly into his
eyes, searing them. He shrieked as his retinas exploded in flame.
In Jesper’s case, flames seemed to erupt from him as he wrenched forward, taking the whole scaffolding
with him, the cement mixer falling through the plywood floor, which cracked and split.
As I watched the entire temporary floor crash away, I first saw Skovajsa fall through into the void, then
Jesper, freed from the wiring, seemed to levitate and then flew at me like some comic book hero, his
jacket on fire, his hair too, grabbing me around the waist with his left arm, and broke for the elevator
shaft. He turned so that he was the one who slammed into the wall, but as we fell, the flames had been
smothered.
And as pleasant as it normally might have been to be in his arms again, I didn’t enjoy the falling part and
when he finally threw his bad arm around the cable and caught us, we jerked suddenly, and his grip
tightened around me.
“Uff!” I exclaimed. Jesper made more of a yelp but then went strangely silent. Inside the shaft, we were
protected from the sun, at least, for the moment.
Then, Jesper spoke, his voice strained, “Are you unharmed?”
I nodded, not sure I could speak. I was looking out across the floor at where I had been standing and
there was only air there now and some steel beams. The fall would’ve been about an eight floor drop.
“Sophie?” he asked, more strongly.
I looked up and his face was right there, just above mine. And my chest constricted in a way that I wasn’t
ready to deal with just yet. But I felt glad, very very very very glad, to be here with him.
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“You can answer me?” He pushed, a little anxious.
“Yes,” my voice came out raspy. “Yes, I am unharmed.”
“Good,” he smiled, relieved. “Because we really should talk.”

A Little Birdie in Your Back Pocket
Skovajsa crashed through several levels of temporary flooring and then through the ceiling of his just
finished wine bar. He landed in the main room, crashed onto a table and chairs and busting them to
pieces. He couldn’t see anything as his eyes had burned away but because no other skin burned and the
windows of the bar were obstructed from the horizon by other buildings, he guessed that no sunlight
could get him presently.
But he went immediately on alert. He smelled something, something wild and musty, like the woods.
Then he heard it, the merest sounds of footfalls, of dust scrapping floor, flapping of wings. He leapt up,
crouching for an attack, fangs bared.
“Stay away from me!” He warned in full Vox.
As Skovajsa swiped at the air in front of him, Ritterreiter smiled and folded his arms. This was a much
better way to end things than just defiling the creature’s resting place. Especially when the dumbass
vampire had surrounded himself with enough oak furniture to build his own coffin, a lot of which had
splintered around him during the fall.
“Crow, Fox, Dog,” he called. “Time to wrap this up.”
Three figures in all black tank tops and loose fitting khakis walked into the wine bar. One short man with
bushy red hair, one taller woman with long braided black hair with a single feather meshed in, and one
stockier woman with short pageboy white hair. They spread out in front of Skovajsa, taking positions.
He growled, “Do you know who I am? I am Vampire!”
Dog, the stocky woman, transformed into a massive Anatolian Shepherd, stepped out of her clothes,
and began to growl on her own.
“Lucky for us,” said Crow. “We’re the Gypsy Twin Irregulars and we kill vampires.” She jumped up and
back, transforming into a larger than average crow and flew circles around Skovajsa’s head, distracting
him as he clawed the air in a panic.
Fox, keeping his human form, silently snuck behind Skovajsa, grabbing some wood from the floor. He
cued Dog who lunged at Skovajsa, pushing him backwards, impaling him on the oak chair leg that Fox
held. Skovajsa screamed but his whole body went immediately gray, the color of ash. Fox let the body
crumple to the ground and Dog sat down on her haunches, panting slightly, smiling.
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Crow dropped to the floor, transforming again, this time naked. She picked up another broken stake of
oak and plunged it into his chest. Fox then produced a wide-bladed tomahawk from his side sheath and
slashed at Skovajsa’s throat, decapitating him in one strong stroke. There was no blood, just ash filled
the room as the entire body went Poof!
Dog woofed.
“You said it, Dog. Just a damn baby vamp,” Fox said.
Crow lifted her gaze up to Ritterreiter. “Really? You called us out of class for this?”
He shook his head with a polite smile. Kids these days. They weren’t even aware of just how much more
training exercise this was than an actual threat. The hard work had been finding the lair. Then planning
to disrupt and distract the vampire while they dismantled it. Then putting all the pieces in play in an
order and timing to make it work as best as it could without putting anyone in harm’s one. The hardest
part of that was the Vampire Psychologist herself, who they’d had to drug to keep out of the way.
But he was pleased nonetheless. Everyone had played their role perfectly without really knowing of the
others existence. All except Mordecai who’d suddenly abandoned his post for some strange reason.
He’d have to follow up on that. Maybe at the next game night, if he could get a private word. Miss Gypsy
would want a full retelling, he was sure, but he suspected she would already know the result. She always
did.
“Relax. You’ll get your chance again soon enough, Irregulars. Consider this just practice.”

Getting the Hang of Things
“Now, you wanna talk right now?”
We were swinging from the cabling that Jesper had managed to wrap his injured arm around. His left
held me tight against him as we dangled about six floors up from the bottom of the shaft. I was certain
that the high powered UV lights were still glaring on the first floor and now that the sun had come up, I
had no idea how vulnerable Jesper was.
“Well, do you have somewhere else to be at present?” He asked as the tendons in his shoulder tore
audibly. “And it is important.” He seemed oblivious to the fact that he was bleeding, burnt, and hanging
floors above UV lights that could seriously damage him. Not to mention that, with Skovajsa’s chamber
damaged, I didn’t know of any place out of sight to stash him for the day. Or when his Rigor Dormitus
would set in.
But I also noticed, with his face so close, the faint hairs that sprouted from his chin, red-gold whiskers
that grew before my eyes. And his eyes had shifted color yet again, from the jasper red to a more
familiar hazel that was very pleasing. His hair too, a strawberry blond. I must’ve gripped his arm around
me because he gently tightened his grip.
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“But you’re so injured,” I protested.
“Who, me? Naw, just a scratch…or two.” Suddenly, the skin over his shoulder seemed to percolate and
then his arm popped back into his shoulder socket, raising us up a few inches. “Oh, see. Already on the
mend.”
My hand went to his chest. “But…it’s full sun up. We have to get you inside.”
His smile warmed me like a sunbeam. “But we are inside.”
I didn’t really have anything to say to that and finding words at the moment, looking up at him like this,
words just weren’t forming. At least, not ones that made any possible sense. What had happened with
that other vampire, I didn’t need to think about right now. What I’d drank didn’t matter, the injuries
didn’t hurt, even the voices of my past personas were blissfully silent, except for a few whispers that
made me appreciate his lips curved in that smile.
Those lips straightened suddenly as I watched and he became serious.
“Now, Miss Quinn,” he began, getting my attention with his formality. “In light of much conversation
this evening, I’ve given it due thought and have decided I no longer wish to employ you…well, you’re
fired.”
My head shook. “What? What?!” I stammered, unable to draw together my thoughts. “Whatever for?”
“You are obviously a dedicated professional with high moral and ethical standards.”
Uh-oh. I didn’t like where this was going at all.
“I’m sorry. I just don’t want that to get in the way of getting to know you in a more personal way.”
“Huh?”
His shoulder snapped, the socket cracking under the strain. He was becoming heavier, his cells
converting as its daily defense mechanism. As the flesh started to tear, I pointed. “Jesper!”
“Oh bother.” He looked at his shoulder and then back down at me. “Can you put your arms around my
other shoulder? I am going to lower us down but I must ask if I can drop you some feet down. I’m not
sure what that blinding light down there will do to my fair complexion.”
“Yes, oh, please hurry, Jesper.” I laced my hands around his other shoulder and he used the other arm to
repel down the rope and jerked us to a stop a floor up. He wrapped his bad arm around the cable again
and looked at me.
“This will hold us for a bit. Now, you’re sure you can handle the drop?”
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I didn’t know, didn’t care. I didn’t want body parts to start ripping off of him, especially if he went into
rigor. I nodded vigorously.
“Ok, grab a hold of my wrist and I’ll lower you down. Roll when you land.”
He was true to his word and after some movements that looked a lot like Cirque du Soliel, the drop was
only about eight feet. I did as he asked, rolled and was running to shut off the lights as quickly as I could.
I was back in a moment but he had already jumped down.
"See, I'm perfectly fine." Then he collapsed against the wall. He looked up at me meekly. "Ok, so maybe
I'm not a morning person."
He then went into full blown Rigor Dormitus before I could utter a word of thanks for saving me, a word
of annoyance at his firing of me, before I could hug him for everything he had done for me. As his body
composition hardened, he took on the form of a beautiful red marble, the most incredibly sturdy, but
heavy, form of Dormitus I’d seen.
“Aww, shit!”
“Good morning, ma’am. Looks like you could use some assistance. May I present you with my card?”
The short man was dressed in a security uniform and brandishing a flashlight. But the card he handed
me was that black and white of the Gypsy Twin Irregulars, this one some German name that translated
to Knight Rider. Lucy and Maurice’s group. I would have to get them to tell me everything about this
evening but only after we got Jesper back home. Something told me that this man knew exactly how to
do that.
“And by the way, you dropped this,” he held up the Kukri.
Jesper sat in a very pensive way but his eyes had been looking at me. I kneeled to him, caressing his
marble cheek. “Getting to know me in a more personal way? Well, maybe I’ll let you fire me after all.”
My cell phone’s message sound buzzed so I fished it out. One message from Morena. I pressed a button
and listened to the message but it wasn’t Morena, it was Nick.
“Uh, yeah, Sophie. This is Nick. We’re all going to die now. Hope you and Jesper survived. Nice knowing
ya.”
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