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      Easy, Trick. Slow and easy, this ain’t your first time. He pulled himself over onto the deck without a sound. Technically, it was his first time on a boat, but it was just like any other job. He took a deep breath and moved forward on the polished wooden planks at a steady pace. In moments he was two decks down and looking at the thousand dollar bottles of brandy that sat, untouched, in the stateroom, practically begging for someone like Trick to put them to use.

      Jimmy had been piss drunk when he slipped and told Trick about the setup; it was like an honesty test. The liquor store owner would send Jimmy over with a bottle of hundred-year-old French brandy that no one in their right mind could afford. Jimmy would walk on board, go to the stateroom, and pick up the envelope, all cash, then leave the booze and return to the store—a neat, tidy way to make a fifty.

      Trick had set out the first night he could get away from Jimmy without tipping him off. He wasn’t in the mood to share.

      Trick heard that three other locals had tried to make it on board, but no one had seen any of the proof, which meant that anyone who said they had made the lift was full of shit.

      And the loot was still sitting there, waiting.

      Door to the left, a big sumbitch, and the bar is in the back of the room. Ear pressed to the burled wood, Trick listened.

      Dead silent, just like Jimmy said.

      The handle was metal and cool to his touch, or maybe it was because he was soaking wet. It swung down, smooth and easy. The damned thing even felt expensive. He kept the door in both hands and slid through the opening, keeping motion to an absolute minimum, then stood quietly, waiting and letting his sight adjust a bit further to the near-perfect dark.

      A faint glistening directly ahead was a beacon to his greedy gaze—the bottles were just ahead. The carpet was thick and helped him be silent, even though Trick was too much of a pro to make so much as a squeak. Moving forward to the prize, Trick sensed a hand move from a chair in the corner, followed by the sickening noise of the door swinging shut with a pronounced click. It was locked, and he was not alone. He froze in place.

      “You’re dripping on my carpet. Quite rude.” Her voice came from the corner, measured, cultured. She sounded mannerly given the situation, and certainly not alarmed. That didn’t sit well with Trick. A light snapped on to reveal a woman clad in a white silk dressing gown, curled up in a chair with one hand still grasping the chain of a ceramic lamp. An open bottle of brandy sat on the table as well, with a crystal tumbler and ice.

      “Please, Trick, come in. You’ve come this far. Why not join me for a drink? That was your goal, yes? The brandy?” Warning claxons roared in Trick’s ears. Something was very wrong. She wasn’t scared, not even concerned, and she knew his name. And she was—waiting, for something. In a casual motion, she stood, revealing her small stature and long blonde hair that fell to her waist. Her eyes never left him as she crossed the space between them and held the glass out in offering.

      “Try the brandy. A singular experience, Trick, and well worth your time.”

      He drank, out of fear and confusion. The brandy floated up and out of his nose, warm fumes of caramel and fruit, heady with age.

      Finding his voice, he stammered, “It’s very good. I was—Jimmy told me that you weren’t drinking it. He was the delivery guy, so I—he said there was no one here.” Trick finished his attempted excuse, suddenly aware of how close and calm the woman was, standing inches from him. Her eyes were dark blue in the weak light. She was smiling as she took the glass from his loose hand and opened her robe.

      “You’re shivering. Let me help.” She placed his hands on her breasts, full and perfect.

      This cannot be happening. Wait till Jimmy hears this shit—and then she was kissing him, her mouth open and covering his as her tongue probed him, sending the last taste of the brandy to merge with her aromas of perfume and powder. Her hair dragged, electrifying, against his chest. How did she get my shirt open? Trick thought, and then he was pushing against her as she urged him on, and he felt a tickle, like a pinprick at his back, subtly inquisitive. Her mouth bore down on him as she filled his senses to overload with her presence, and in the soft light Trick could not see the serpentine tendril of darkness emerge from her hand, wrapping around his naked chest, searching, only to pause over his heart and plunge in soundlessly, then begin pulsing with sparkling motes of blackness as she siphoned away his will, his memory, and his life, one delicious second at a time. Her feeding messenger gradually went dark as Trick’s reserve of life was consumed, whisked away while he remained locked in her embrace, her mouth cooing lovingly into his—thank you, Trick, there’s a good lad—as his heart finally thumped one last weak complaint and went still.

      Delphine let his body slump to the carpet. Fully sated, she stretched and rubbed her flat stomach lazily. Walking to the bar, she poured another brandy into the cut crystal glass, frankly admiring of the color that a century of patience could bring to the humble liquid. Without moving, she spoke to the shadows, where her valet awaited instruction.

      “Joseph, overboard with this, if you please.” She indicated Trick’s remains. “And do dry this carpet. Saltwater simply cannot be good for a Persian of this age.”

      “At once, Mistress.” Joseph emerged, clad in a black suit, and lifted the body without effort. His voice carried an undertone of lust. “May I see if there is anything of merit left over?” He was the model of subservience.

      “Of course, how rude of me. Please your appetite but rid me of his presence. You have one minute. Time for a quick bite.” She did not look up as she reached for a silver cigarette case.

      “As you wish, Mistress,” Joseph said quickly, leaving the room with the body in his ropy arms as he sunk his teeth into the meat of Trick’s chest, biting deeply. A moment later, Delphine heard a muffled splash as the last evidence of her most recent burglar began to sink, where it would feed the crabs and fish, just as it fed her succubus needs, and Joseph’s less delicate palate. Thank you for coming, Trick. Criminals were so useful, and so ambitious. Picking up her phone, she resettled in the chair. It was time to order more brandy. And her next dinner.
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      I felt a gentle pressure in the small of my back, bringing me from the depths of a sound, dreamless sleep. It was too soft to be Waleska, and too early. Her physical appetite was anything but subtle, and the day she rose before me would be the day they buried my body. That left Risa, a more considerate partner, intense, sensuous, and more caring in her approach to our sexual needs. Although both women in my life were distinctly different lovers, neither had the cold nose and whiskers that I now felt, insistently demanding and followed by a single, questioning wuff directed at my back. I rolled over until I was face to face with Gyro, our Great Dane, who raised his ears in question at me as I struggled to a sitting position. His tail told the story, I want out in the yard, you bum, and since neither mother has let me out, you’re up. So, no early morning loving at the hands of my partners, just a potty break for a dog the size of a pony. I sighed and clambered to my feet, struggling into shorts and heading for the door to the yard. Gyro’s nails ticked across the tile alongside.

      The day had begun, just not in the way I had hoped. The giant dog loped through the door into the yard, and I turned to the kitchen. Since I was up, I was going to have coffee, but the scene that greeted me chilled me to the bone. Seated at the kitchen table were my two partners, Waleska to the left, Risa to the right, both fully awake, dressed, and reasonably groomed, which in Wally’s case meant that she had brushed her teeth and put on a t-shirt. This did not bode well for me. Risa smiled broadly and Wally blew me a kiss. A cheerful “Good morning” emitted from them in unison. Now I knew something was really wrong. Wally is nearly six feet of classic blonde beauty—green-eyed, tanned, with perfect teeth and freckles that make men suddenly develop a desire to count every one of them. Up close, she gets her way with everyone, which means that we get our way thanks to her flawless genetics.

      Risa is her near-opposite physically, but still beautiful, just over five feet tall, olive-skinned, with short black curls, full lips, and immense dark eyes that I find both fascinating and a little intimidating. We’re partners, friends, lovers, and we kill immortals. Or at least we did, until we ran into who may or may not have been Satan, got slapped around, and decided to recover the good old-fashioned way: sunshine and sex. Usually I was present for both, which vaults me in the Lucky Fucker Club, where I am happy to reside for the remainder of what I hope will be a long, uneventful life. But at this moment, I know I am in danger because Wally is awake, Risa is smiling, and they look like they’re up to something.

      Risa leaned forward on her elbows, a plain envelope on the table. “Tell me, handsome, do you know what today is?”

      I thought for a second, and then the details all clicked into place. The broad, sunny smiles. The damned, cursed envelope, filled with what could only be checks from our tenants in the Hardigan Center. Risa waved the envelope at me, a slow, taunting motion. It was the third of the month. All the checks were ready for deposit. And that could mean only one thing. I had to go to the bank, where I would once again face my nemesis, Annalise Wimple.

      Annalise Wimple brought her particular vision of customer service which demanded that every deposit slip be filled completely, without mistakes, and preferably in blue ink. She also told me that she would not tolerate sloppy writing on my checks, nor would she allow me and my “cheesy good looks” to sway her tellers into letting me disregard the rules—which are here for a purpose, Mister Hardigan—and she would take care of my deposits and all other banking matters from this point forward, thank you very much.

      I went to the bank, and of course, she was there. Waiting. Hell, she was lurking.

      As expected, she stood in a plain white shirt and a black skirt, with little variation in her body from floor to ceiling, waving arrogantly at me to hand over the deposit without any greeting whatsoever. The six-foot three woman with hair severely parted in the middle and clipped in the back squinted her mud brown eyes at me, and we were off to the races. She peered inside the envelope, which I had checked for errors Risa may have accidentally included, sniffing as she riffled through the checks and slip.

      “Mister Hardigan, did your partner ready this deposit?” Her question was loaded with levels of disgust at our non-traditional household. Annalise was capable of insulting me, my family, my business, my handwriting, and for good measure, my sexual practices all with one simple phrase. She was an artist.

      I drew a bead on my target and engaged. “Yes, Miss Wimple, one of my partners, as you call them, prepared this deposit. And may I once again compliment you on the sensibility of your clothing. So practical.”

      Her face never twitched. She emptied the envelope and spread the checks carefully like she was organizing the sections of an antique Japanese fan for restoration. We were in for the long haul, it seemed, but a timid teller from the drive-through asked for approval on a large check, so she tidied the deposit and handed me my receipt with little more admonition.

      “Always a pleasure, Mister Hardigan. I’ll be certain to pass your standing request that we repair the night deposit drawer at our soonest possible date. Until next time, enjoy your day.” She turned away with the scratching of her nylon hose and I was dismissed without fanfare. Free, for another month, or until I could bribe someone else to do our bidding at the hands of Miss Wimple, although it didn’t look likely. Hardigan 1, Wimple 0. I had a spring in my step as I pushed through the doors, thinking about lunch. And a beer. Or three.
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      He is nearly done, and he is the last one sober enough to rape me, I think. She focused on the stars above her, jerking back and forth with each piggish thrust from the stinking sea raider between her legs. Her head was ground into the sod by his forearm even though she was too battered and weak to struggle.

      That spirit had been beaten out of her by the first six who had taken their turn, and the three who had spilled in her mouth, while nearly snapping her neck with their rough hands. After a groan, he slid from her, vomiting onto the turf and falling dead asleep, drunk and nearly incoherent after taking his pleasure. His matted hair, clothes, all of him stunk of fish and salt, so different from her husband’s earthy, clean sweat she had known so well until his death only hours ago, when he had been run through with a pike and left to die holding his own soft coils of intestine and crying for her from the beach. After some time, his voice had faded and then stopped, or maybe she was overwhelmed by all of the other carnage filling her ears, the killing and the screams, the children being sacked like ducks and carried down to the waiting boats.

      Her father, the seer, had been burned alive after being asked repeatedly for hidden treasures, although anyone could see that their small settlement near the hilltop was rich only if one valued views of the rolling sea. Stone and logs set into the earth formed their community, the brochs now glowing ruins that smoldered in ash from the raiders’ fire. Not all the houses had been empty when set to the torch, and even as she was raped, she sobbed for those wailing from the burning houses, and moment by moment she became numb to the smell of her people, her kin, roasting in embers of all she had ever called home.

      She lay very still. There were snores and drunken mumblings, but little activity. Looking up, she found the swan, flying through the heavens as always, mutely watching her whole life, and this, what might be the last of it, with wings spread and a black mask made of the night pierced by two eyes. If only she could summon the swan to fly her far from here, away from this death and loss.

      Her thighs were slick with blood, and her tongue was bitten to ruin by a smiling monster holding a stone knife to her neck. She spat a tooth on the ground and tried to rise, but slumped back, the sky and the swan spinning, whirling away in a twisting blur, and gradually, she lost consciousness, wondering if she would ever wake again. At thirty-six summers, she was a grandmother twice over and one of the oldest women in her village. Now, she was almost certainly the oldest person still alive, a testament to her resiliency and general toughness. It had not helped that even after six children, three of whom lived, she remained a beautiful woman with long blonde hair and dark blue eyes that reflected the sea and the stones around her. Even her body had retained some youthful qualities, although the attentions of the raiders smudged her features into a mass of bruises, and left a shallow bite mark on her cheek.

      The grass was cool on her face as she faded into horrid dreams throughout the night, only rising to vomit and void her bladder as the sun rose on a holocaust of scorched timber and stone that had been her life. Gods, let me die. Please. She turned on her side and began crying anew, but the gods did not hear her, and she lived on.
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      “Ring? Honey? Are you here?” Wally stood over me, phone in hand with the receiver covered, as I lazed on the couch. “Sounds important. He asked for you, wouldn’t speak to me or Risa.”

      I nodded once and reached out, taking the phone and holding it to my ear. “This is Ring.” I was neutral. We don’t get many phone calls on the land line, and if we do, it’s almost always family or friends. That meant this was an unusual call, and if we’ve learned anything from the past year, we hate unusual.

      “Mister Hardigan, what a pleasure to find you available.”

      There was only one voice in the world that made my skin crawl. Joseph. My least favorite servant among the Undying, he had vanished along with Delphine just prior to our fight with Elizabeth, which resulted in our low profile as we healed and reconsidered our chosen profession. I hated him. I sat bolt upright and waved Wally over, miming that she should pick up the other receiver.

      “What do you want?” I snapped. I could hear each breath whistling through his nose as he considered his words.

      “I’ll be direct. Miss Delphine would like to meet, for dinner.” I saw Wally and Risa nodding vigorously near the other phone. They wanted a piece of her yesterday. Their collective grudge was impressive, even for women who nursed them in tandem for years. I know.

      “All three of us, or not at all. We choose the place and the time. And you pay.” The last condition I added merely to irritate his slavish dedication to manners. Tough shit, sport. You left us swinging.

      I heard a murmur that could only be Delphine, and he said simply, “Agreed. What is convenient for you and your partners?” To his credit, he seemed to use the term without inflection, which was an improvement.

      “I think we’re in the mood for something French, Joseph. A table for four, at Cerise. Tomorrow at eight o’clock. We’ll meet you there.” Before he could speak again, I clicked off. Risa and Wally both shrugged and went to see if I had a clean jacket. They trust me to kill immortals, but not to dress. All the important decisions, well, I leave those alone. My mother didn’t raise a fool.

      Night found me pacing the dock with Gyro. The breeze was fat with humidity, and I finally sat, legs dangling over the canal, while Gyro walked to me and slumped, presenting his massive chest for a rub. I obliged. Risa sat next to me without making a sound, her eyes taking in the moon, the sky, all of it. Even in our crowded town, there was still something to be said for the water acting as a shield against the press of people all around us. The canal drank in the noise of the city. Water could be loud, but now, it was peaceful.

      “I love this. All of it— our home, you, Wally, even this big goof.” She punctuated her statement with a solid thump of Gyro’s rib. He rose to nuzzle her appreciatively and then resettled.

      “I sense a however coming,” I said.

      She laughed. Sometimes I know her too well, since nothing she could say would augment my sense of peace in that moment. We were safe. We were well rested, and getting more so, but we were hiding, and I knew it. She put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed, letting it slide with a hesitation that was both familiar and sad.

      “I saw you walking back and forth. The moon never lets you leave its gaze, does it? Just like our responsibility. To each other, our family, and that pile of money we sit on, all of the things that we do. It’s always there, waiting. We can’t outrun it, and we can’t ignore it, so we have to engage it on our own terms, no matter how much we want this moment to remain unchanged. And that makes me sad because Wally and I don’t have to do the killing, but you do, and someday I’m afraid that you aren’t coming home with us.” Her eyes were bright.

      Hell, mine were too. I had that same thought, often, and it made me feel like I was over a black chasm with no bottom and no sides.

      “Delphine called us because something is in motion, and we all know it. So, we go to dinner, but we do so with the intent of being the aggressor, okay?” She held my hand tightly, a grip that whitened her fingers and left no doubt as to what would happen to anyone who got in our way. I savored the moon once more, and then stood, pulling Risa to her feet.

      “You’re right. Wally is, too, although she’ll be a bit more vocal about how we’re going to proceed with this. But yes, something is coming. War, maybe, or maybe it never went away and we’ve just been pretending.” We walked back inside. Suddenly, it didn’t seem warm and humid. Or safe, for that matter.
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      “So how exactly does this work?” Delphine gestured at the three of us, her delicate wave loaded with meaning and curiosity.

      I sat very still, knowing that neither Risa nor Wally would take the question as an inquiry, but more of an affront to their authority, womanhood, and our home in general. It was an uncomfortable moment. Three women of great beauty and will sat around me in a restaurant that oozed with understated elegance. You would think I’d be happy, but I knew that this meeting could go very well, or very badly, and fast, judging by the frosty expression on Risa and Wally’s faces.

      The sommelier came and went in an instant after Delphine directed him to find an arcane bottle of a wine. The waiter followed suit with our hasty orders and we were left alone for the moment. I sat thinking that the less said, the better until the tension between the women dissipated. I knew that just because she had on heels, Wally would still love nothing more than punching Delphine in her perfect face.

      Risa drew a breath, intending, no doubt, to inform Delphine that our relationship worked very well, and other than meeting and brawling with the upjumped devil herself, we had a life that could be envied. I think her terms may have been a bit more direct and involved a vivid anatomical lesson or three, but before she could speak, Wally interrupted.

      “Why are we here?” Wally’s question was a serious one. She did not waste words with immortals.

      Delphine folded her small hands in front of her and considered us for a moment. I could see the second that she decided to be truthful; it was a moment of genuine conflict on her placid beauty. In a quiet voice, Delphine began to reveal herself and her origin, and it all began with a foggy, gritty shore twenty-four centuries earlier, and a woman who walked from the sea to save her.

      “Elizabeth came out the of the sea like a demon, gutting and killing every single raider who burned, raped, and murdered on my island. She was covered in gore—like you’ve never seen,” Delphine said.

      “We’ve seen a lot of blood,” I said.

      Delphine nodded. “I know. This was different. She loved it. Pieces of men everywhere. Like confetti, and she did it all in this thick fog that was somewhere between ice and mist. Frigid, but hot with blood, too. She killed them all, and even as the last ones were dying, she came to me, held out her hand—I could only see out of one eye—and God help me I took it. I took the hand of a demon and let her save me. I thought for the first time in my life that I was safe. Really, truly safe.” Delphine shook her head in disgust. “I wasn’t, though.”

      The girls sat, unmoved by Delphine’s story. Risa gathered herself first and spoke quietly. “I’m not dismissive of your suffering. I can understand—”

      Delphine’s bark of laughter interrupted her. “Understand? Understand what exactly? The gang rape? The torture? Vomiting filthy water and the seed of my assailants onto the crushed shells that slashed my back as those creatures took their pleasure? Or perhaps your unique worldview, Waleska, leads you to understand being torn with grief as I watched my children, wholly innocent, who I had nurtured and fought to save for all their lives from a world that frankly didn’t give a shit.” Delphine gulped wine and lunged back at us with her accusation. “Perhaps seeing those very children be stolen forever, for who knows what purpose. Rape? Servitude? I’ll never know because they are gone, have been gone for millennia, with the chirp of crickets filling their bones since before Jesus walked.”

      I interjected before anything could send our dinner further into the depths. “Allow me to rephrase our original question, Delphine. Why are we here? You have to admit, this is an unusual meal. You’re a killer.”

      “And you’re not?” Delphine asked.

      Point taken. “We’re semi-retired. We’re still healing, sort of, and we’ve got a taste for taking it easy. As far as we were concerned, you vanished, but the one time that we reached out to an immortal without the express intent to kill her, you weren’t there for us. Perhaps you can understand why we feel this way. So to be blunt, what do you want?”

      Delphine sipped her wine, twirling the stem with fake nerves. Nothing made the woman nervous, ever. It was a bit of theater intended to make her look thoughtful. We all knew better, and moreover, she knew we did. I became irritated, but then she spoke, and for a rare moment I was surprised.

      “I am indeed sorry for abandoning you during the incident with Elizabeth,” she began, only to be cut off.

      “Incident?” I shot back. “Now that’s an understatement. She nearly killed Wally, hacked Risa, and then threatened our family and friends. And somehow, more disturbing to me personally, she was able to take my knife right in her heart, fall to the concrete, and resurface as some kind of fucking demonic grandmother two months later. She is also presumably alive and well somewhere, planning God knows what for us. Incident? What a chicken shit way to admit that you got spooked by an immortal with more juice than you, so you ran like a scalded cat.” I was pissed now, and Wally’s hand on my forearm barely kept me from boiling over, but only by the thinnest of margins. Now, Delphine’s pause was genuine, so I drew a breath to calm down.

      “That’s true. I made a series of mistakes which led to that act of—cowardice. And I am truly sorry.”

      We believed her, I could feel it.

      “Elizabeth is something different now. She has been becoming something other for longer than you have been alive, I think, and just one aspect of my fear is that I don’t honestly know what will emerge from this change. I truly do not. I do, however, know with clarity what her goal for the future is and will always be, regardless of my existence. She wants to reign in Hell. She always has, and she will not engage in any pursuit that does not further those plans, regardless of the satisfaction that she might receive from them, be it flesh, or sin, or death.” She waved to the waiter for more wine. “As I’ve aged, I’ve learned to plan ahead, sometimes years in the future for issues pertinent to my survival. I avoided wars, when possible, although some immortals rush towards conflict. I do not. I prefer a life of comfort and anonymity, the opposite of what I left behind when Elizabeth turned me. Perhaps it is this desire that has blinded me to the roots of power in Hell, but I cannot fathom being strong enough to not only know who rules, but to believe that I am capable of challenging for the crown, so to speak. Do you see? That type of confidence and ability can only be based on power or vanity. Does Elizabeth strike you as particularly vain?”

      Elizabeth was exquisite to look at and wielded power over men like a weapon, but somehow vanity seemed beneath her. It was too common for her. She was an elitist asshole under her beautiful exterior.

      “No, I don’t think it matches with what she wants. She assumes that she is desired; she doesn’t crave that type of confirmation.” I saw Risa and Wally agree with me. We had seen enough of Elizabeth to make that call. “I think it’s safe to assume she believes she is ready to challenge for the crown? If there is something that tangible to confirm her position?”

      I could not envision an object as mundane as a crown on the head of Elizabeth. It wasn’t her style. Delphine made as if to rise, but instead reached in a small clutch first and handed a thumb drive to Risa.

      “I may be able to help establish just what Elizabeth is thinking, but I know you don’t trust me, and I wouldn’t expect you to, given our history. I’m a creature of habit who lived for centuries in fear of forgetting my humanity. In order to preserve my own history, I saved things.”

      “Trophies?” Wally asked.

      “You make it sound so sinister. Call them keepsakes, or simply physical proof of my life tying me to the remaining kernel of my humanity.” Delphine adopted a dreamy voice, her eyes looking past us, then snapped to and explained. “Regardless of what we call them, I also saved every correspondence I’ve ever received. Some are crass, a few threats, and the usual array of love letters brought on by my particular skills.” I didn’t have to look; I could feel Risa rolling her eyes. “It may interest you to know that Elizabeth has written me over the ages. Long, beautifully crafted letters designed to make me feel cheap and stupid. What you will find among these letters is that she has unintentionally revealed the architecture of her plans for you, and in turn, how she plans on seizing power. The scope of her lies is beyond anything I could achieve, and I’m in awe of her vision and commitment to an absolute disregard for humanity. I don’t expect you to put me on the throne of Hell, if there is such a thing. I only want you to read her words to realize exactly how different I am from Elizabeth. There is no joy in her, not one sliver of playfulness or laughter. She is totally reptilian and devoid of the capacity for empathy or love—she may be entirely free of emotion at this stage in her existence. Before he became my valet, Joseph was, and still is, a talented linguist, just are you are becoming, Risa. He is also a perfectionist, and his translations of her thoughts are accurate and nearly flawless. A wealth of information rests here.” She handed a small flash drive to Risa. “Read her letters. See the patterns. And then, soon, come to my vessel for dinner and we’ll talk.”

      The dinner was over and moments later we were at the valet stand awaiting our vehicle. Joseph avoided our eyes as he held the door for Delphine, who slid gracefully across the seat and primly adjusted her dress to cover a golden thigh. The breeze carried the lightest odor of rot to my nose. I saw Risa and Wally stiffen in recognition as they, too, smelled Joseph.

      I leaned in to kiss Delphine on the cheek and whispered, “Joseph is not long for this world, but you know that. Ask yourself if his change is intentional, or has Elizabeth taken more from you than you realize?” She didn’t answer as the door closed and they pulled away in a wash of warm air, gone to her hiding place on the water, but her fear now known to us, for better or for worse.
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          Florida: Ring
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      I pulled up in front of the Hardigan Center to find Glen Ferloch wrestling a bizarrely mounted orange tree into his truck. Trees were his business, or rather transplanting trees was his business, but I’d admit what I saw was something new, even from him. A small orange tree was mounted to a series of flat boards and had clearly been trained to grow with its limbs straight out and completely on the same plane. Jumping out to help him lift the heavy clay pot holding the tree, he saw the question on my face.

      “It’s espalier, a very old French technique of training trees to grow flat against the wall of a home or castle. The sun warms them sooner in cold areas, and they produce fruit earlier in the year. Pretty, too.” He admired his handiwork that now stood upright in the bed of his truck. It was nearly six feet tall and covered with obedient blooms down the length of each arrow-straight limb.

      “I have a client asking if it’s feasible to do several different citrus trees on a long wall of their home. They’re paying, so I’m growing.” He finished with the confidence of a man who knows his business.

      “It looks almost like torture.” I felt sorry for the tree. It seemed so regulated.

      “Think of it as training. And, a lot less insects!” Glen was an eternal optimist.

      “Buy you lunch at the Butterfly?” I asked.

      I was heading in to eat and see the family, so to speak, even though we really didn’t resemble each other very much. At 6’3”, I don’t get mistaken for a Thai very often. Boon and Pan don’t look overly Norwegian either. Such is the nature of my growing circle of trusted friends.

      Glen smiled. “Gotta get this to Weston. You know how rich folks are.”

      I did because, technically, I was rich, but you’d never know it because I still love fast food and used cars. I wished him well as he fired up his truck and pulled out, and I let my nose begin the guessing game I like to call “What’s Pan Cooking?” The best part, of course, was that no matter what the special was, I never lost.
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          New Orleans: Herr Kreiger
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      “A check? You want to pay with a check?”

      To his credit, the real estate agent’s voice didn’t crack, but it did quiver slightly at the thought of such an enormous commission. Owen had yet to make his first sale after three months as the most junior member of a small firm that primarily listed commercial properties, and when Herr Kreiger had called him, asking about homes with very specific qualities, he had lunged at the opportunity. Within a day, he assembled several older, private homes in the most cloistered neighborhood New Orleans had to offer, and his customer, Herr Kreiger had shown remarkable patience with his inexperience. Owen spent a full day driving his client from home to home, where the reactions ranged from a terse nod to a minimal smile. It seemed that Owen’s attempt at real estate was a failure, but then his efforts turned golden in one instant as Herr Kreiger announced that he would purchase all seven homes at their list price, with no negotiation, and a closing date to be arranged at the soonest possible moment.

      It was the Holy Grail, a grand slam, and Christmas morning all at once for Owen, who knew that this was one of the moments to be quiet, regardless of the fireworks in his stomach.

      “A bank draft in the full amount then, today. And to clarify, I hope you understand my company wishes to be discreet about our holdings, so as an additional incentive, I am offering you a personal bonus of five percent of the total sale in order to guarantee a minimum of public knowledge about this transaction. Does that agree with you?

      Herr Kreiger waited, his manners impeccable, as Owen hurriedly agreed to the terms. For a quarter of a million dollars above his already fat commission, his silence was most assuredly for sale, and he told his urbane, calm client as much in what he hoped was a suitably collected voice.

      “Contact me when we are prepared to close the sale on all properties at one meeting, no later than ten days hence.”

      And with that, Herr Kreiger stepped out of what was soon to be the last used car Owen would ever own.
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          Florida: Ring
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      As a man who knows how to strategically yield on a daily basis to, not one, but two women, I get rare opportunities where I have the undisputed, no-doubt-about-it upper hand. When my phone pinged on the way home from my accounting meeting and lunch with Liz, I read a welcome message that put me firmly in the catbird seat. Our friend Blue, strip club owner and fellow boating enthusiast, had invested in a restaurant.

      Blue is a single mother with a son who loves to fish, so we loan her our boat and they bond during long, sunny days on the water in and around Port Everglades. In return, Blue offers us access to information that filters through the Corral. The presence of immortals in a strip club confirms something that I’ve known all along; even if you live forever, you’ll never stop liking a great pair of boobs.

      The fact that she gave us an opening-night reservation at her new place was a sign that we weren’t just friends, we were good friends, and I reminded myself to thank her with an unexpected gift before we were seated on Friday. In the meantime, I would leverage this information to my benefit, but my options were currently limited because I don’t really need anything. I texted Risa immediately, since we only had a few hours to select our dinner garb and then reselect different clothing.

      A few hours later, the plan came together, and it was showtime. Or dinnertime. Whatever term works best.

      I hate to admit it when I’m wrong and Wally is right. I really hate admitting that Risa is right, too, when it concerns the same issue, but as I looked in the mirror at the dinner jacket they selected for me, I felt quite dapper. The fact that I shaved only added to the overall effect of adulthood, all in honor of the fact that we were booked for Blue’s new restaurant at eight o’clock. I know when to clean up.

      When the girls came out to the living room, I was taken aback by their unique beauty all over again. Risa wore black, Wally wore green, and I knew with certainty that every man in the dining room would feel a rush of callow envy as we walked in. In a moment of gallantry, I held the door for both of them, smiling dumbly all the while. In the Wagoneer, we stretched out as I drove toward the beach. Risa poked my shoulder from the back seat. “The bar will be top shelf, so we need to discuss. Is it a martini night or a wine night?”

      “That will depend on whether they have oysters,” I said. “If they do, I’ll have a dangerous erection, and”—

      “It’s always a dong story. Always,” Risa said, snorting with laughter.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with a comment,” I said, because I’m classy that way.

      “Right. Classy. This from the guy who wants porch sex every other day,” Risa said.

      “Twice on Sundays, too,” Wally added.

      “Have you looked in the mirror? Can you blame me?” I asked.

      Wally flicked her eyes at Risa. “Fair enough.”
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      We pulled into the alcove of the restaurant where the scripted name Strata was embroidered on heavy sailcloth, which hung at a rakish angle above the smoked glass window. Jacketed staff waited to open the door into the first foyer, where the ambience was a modernized speakeasy accented in black and white with deep toned wood furnishings.

      “Hullo, gang. Quite a scene, don’t you think?” Blue’s voice was low and always hinted at laughter as she waved expansively at the well-dressed horde bustling about. Clad in a simple black dress, she exuded confidence and control in the midst of what must have been a cauldron of stress.

      “This entrance is stunning.” I glanced up and down the wall where history unfolded, one nestled treasure after another. “Right down to the stone setting. It’s a work of art unto itself.”

      Blue smiled slyly. “You should recognize Angel’s handiwork. He’s been here every night for a month, worrying over the placement of each fragment with a watchmaker’s precision.”

      Angel, a bulldozer of a guy with deft hands, was a long-time tenant of the Center and a good friend. It didn’t surprise me that Blue had reached out to him for the project; she knew his reputation as a mason. Linking arms with the girls, Blue began to move into the dining area and we wended our way to an elevated corner dais, where a single table waited. There were three such prime locations in the restaurant, and we were granted one. It was time, before the meal, to thank our friend.

      “Turn around, gorgeous,” Wally said to Blue.

      Risa withdrew a black velvet box from her purse and opened it with a flourish. “For you, from us. Now hold your hair up, further, please.”

      I was allowed to do the honors, draping the simple herringbone gold chain around her neck, which was a mere backdrop to the single, enormous sapphire that rested naturally in the nape of Blue’s neck. Her hands went to it as she gasped and kissed Risa and Wally and then, on tiptoes, placed a playful nip on my nose, her eyes moist with tears. The necklace had been a complete surprise and worth every penny upon seeing her joy. Blue was a good friend, and the stone looked like it belonged. We’d done well.

      “This is an opening night I can tolerate with ease. I have to circulate now,” Blue said with regret. “I’ll be back to give you the tour when you’ve dined.” She touched the necklace again and smiled with unbridled warmth. “Thank you. Again.”

      The sommelier greeted us like old friends, his smart jacket indicating he was at the ready for the entire evening. “I’m Curtis, and before I offer you anything, I know you are a special friend of the restaurant. So may I suggest to you—simply relax, sit back, and we’ll bring you the very best of everything we have to offer, okay?”

      Risa was thrilled, Wally was relieved, and I was starving, so we gave a collective nod. Curtis departed as a young woman stepped to the table and introduced herself as Krista. Her bright expression and smile boded well for us, and to no one’s surprise, knew our names.

      “Risa, I am told you prefer beef, yes? And Waleska, wild game?”

      They both agreed, impressed with Blue’s research.

      “And Ring, for you, seafood this evening, as per the owner’s information, but not before a special amusement, based on your preferences, naturally.” Krista stepped aside as three waiters brought small plates to the table with the beginning course. “Enjoy, and I’ll return in a moment.”

      “Sweet mother of God.” I ogled my plate. Risa and Wally laughed at the hilarity of what was presented to us. Two gargantuan oysters in the shell, awash in their own brine, topped with caviar and a dollop of crème fraiche stood guard under a tall, frosted shot glass of what could only be Polish vodka. Phallic symbols had never looked more delicious in my life and I fell upon an oyster first, avoiding eye contact with the girls as they picked at theirs in a more dignified, but still enthusiastic, manner. Flavors of the sea mixed on my tongue with the fatty wealth of the butterfat. Each bite was a love letter to my palate, and whoever created the dish knew a great deal about me. It was intimate, delicious, and in a moment, gone.

      When Krista returned, she asked, “And how did you enjoy Czar Nicholas’ Balls?”

      Hooting with laughter, Risa snorted like a deranged piglet and Wally dissolved into silent, table slapping spasms as I sipped my wine and maintained my ever-present dignity. Someone had to.

      “First, the name is as brilliant as the flavors. Did Blue create that specifically for me? That was a greatest hits list on a plate. Incredible.” I was already nostalgic for the dish even though the vodka still burned my tongue in an icy wash.

      “Oh, that wasn’t Blue. No, that was a favor for a friend of the other owners, who you’ll no doubt meet later. The idea for that dish was courtesy of the lady—” Krista explained, then turned with her apologies as she was called discreetly to the kitchen.

      The laughter stopped dead, like a meteorite slamming into the seabed. There was only one lady who knew enough about me to make dining suggestions for my particular tastes, and that same lady was on unsteady ground with us, although, I must admit that the situation remained fluid. I turned to the other booth on a dais and raised my glass in thanks, knowing who would be in such an exclusive seat. Resplendent in a dinner gown of raw black silk, Delphine waved back, a smile of intense satisfaction on her face. Dinner for us, it seemed, was destined to be interesting.

      An hour later, Blue returned. “What did you think?” She looked the slightest bit worried for the first time since our arrival.  “Would you care to meet the chef? And my investors?” Blue motioned graciously toward a side entrance to the kitchen, discreetly hidden in the corner.

      “Are they one and the same?” Risa’s surprise was shared by all. A casual bit of math revealed that millions of dollars had gone into realizing this restaurant. No detail was overlooked. That wasn’t cheap. And in my experience, investors aren’t chefs, and chefs do not always make the best investments. As Blue held the swinging door for us, we stepped into an enormous, nearly sterile kitchen clad in an array of stainless steel and white surfaces. With the exception of piano music lilting from speakers above, it was quiet, almost subdued, but with an orderly feel that was natural.

      “That’s Patricio, one of my partners, and yes, he’s the chef.” Blue pointed as there was an audible gasp from Wally, who was too busy nudging Risa to care for what was soon to be my bruised ego. Patricio had to be one of the most good-looking humans alive. He was around 5’8”, with black hair, an aquiline nose under his gray eyes, and a deep, resonant voice with which he was calling orders calmly to the busy line chefs around him at their respective stations. He had the build of an artist, lean and intense, but he did not look frail. The muscular butcher was also there, moving as if gravity ignored him, and I made the professional judgment of him as a dangerous fighter at the very least, and an athlete who was world class in one or more sports. To say he moved like a cat would give too much credit to felines; they wished that they could adopt his easy motion and obvious strength.

      “Who is that?” Wally asked Blue.

      “The big guy? He’s my other investor, and a sort of butcher, dishwasher, and all-around helper. Body like a Greek god. He’s also Patricio’s partner. That’s Anxo Saavedra. They’re Galician, but they only recently started investing here in the States. They sought me out. Can you believe it? At first I thought it was bullshit, but their money is green, and endless and so were their talents at making this place happen.”

      In that moment, I felt Wally’s hand at my back, poking me insistently.

      Risa muttered at my ear, “She’s half right about the big guy.”

      Anxo had features similar to those of Patricio. A family relation was not improbable, but his hair was straight, rather than wavy, cut short, and his eyes were the hazel of a people originating somewhere between east and west. Of all the immortals we’ve seen, heard of, or even caught rumors about, they have all been rather plain. No emperors or queens or even mad scientists of note. That was why, standing there in a kitchen at our friend’s restaurant, I almost could not bring myself to believe who was standing ten feet away, feeding each other and laughing like the legendary lovers that they were.

      “Blue? Your investors? I think they’re even more famous than you know. This is as good a time as any to tell you the whole story about our particular business interests, but those two chefs that you’re in business with? I know them by their historical names, Patroclus—and Achilles. I guess the arrow didn’t kill him, after all.”

      Blue turned her head, slowly, to give me a searching look so intense I saw her face flush. In turn, after a long moment, she looked to Wally and Risa, who both nodded and smiled with the sad certainty that we were involving yet another friend in our dangerous circle of awareness. In an instant, we were going to pierce her notion of reality and bring the wolves to her door. Blue then rubbed a fingertip lightly over her jawline pensively, her eyes bordering on confusion and most certainly embroiled in an internal war of doubt. We were trusted; we were a known quantity to her in a life that was grounded in a fluid, frantic business that she had been forced into by the loss of her husband. The simple fact that she stood there deep in thought rather than asking us to leave indicated that she knew to take us seriously, no matter how jarring our revelation had been.

      “It’s past our last seating. Go back to your booth, order some wine, and wait for me there. I don’t know why you would say something like that, but since you haven’t blinked, I’ll listen, but if you’re playing with me for some reason, our friendship isn’t just over, consider it erased.” And with that, Blue strode to the man we called Patroclus and began to discuss kitchen matters, indicating we were dismissed.
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          Colorado: The Archangel Karen
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      It was too early for a drink, even if she had anything in her pocket other than some coins dying of loneliness. She paused to rub her feet, once trained to dance like water over stones, but now hurting her constantly; she no longer had the tough, athletic gift to propel what had once been a lithe dancer’s body.

      Walking past the bar, she knew that time was not her friend. She was becoming another forgotten face with thinned lips and hair pressed flat by a lack of care, time crushing like a heel and twisting the last of her hopes into the hot pavement.

      She never recovered from the sexual freedom that the 1970s brought her after she left that bastard Roland, he of the noble name but a character crafted from dog shit. Free. There was a cruel word. She hadn’t ever known freedom, not really, just a passing sniff at making her own life, once, for a second. Maybe twice, but then she was pregnant and broke, and it was 1979 and the world looked like it was going to burst into flames all at once, again. She had to find a place to plant her heels and give her own blood and soul to keep the baby that she knew would be a daughter, pink and perfect, some sort of a shot to get the fuck away from the fish that were nibbling her spirit and her will into nothingness, one tiny, cruel bite at a time. Upstream. I have to let my baby go upstream, but not to die. Not like me.

      She was just another Karen in the sweeping sea of the West, but not her baby. She would grow and thrive, and one day, she would challenge—no, demand—something more than just the scraps of a place that didn’t give a shit about whether she lived or breathed, which was, to the cynic in Karen, pretty much anywhere. Colorado had been like an outhouse overlooking the gates of heaven for her, rank with the stench of a failed marriage. Colorado had a sprawling vista of heartbreaking beauty to remind her every day that she walked to the store, that God did indeed have a masterful hand at creation but couldn’t be bothered to waste a second of his precious time on her and her endless rain of failures, both big and small.

      How many other mothers thought the same thing? All of them, or damned near all of them if they were human. That’s my problem. I’m too human. Always was. I cared, even about the little things. Forgiving him, touching his arms as he railed into her, sobbing, his liquor fumes making her eyes water as much as the brutality of his body and lies, oh, endless lies—it was an accident. I fell down—he loves me—it only hurt a little. Yes, of course, I’ll do that for you, but not him. Yes, I love you, the blood doesn’t matter. Oh, honey, not again, I fell down, down, down, forever to the bottom, down.

      Karen was leaning, forehead against the glass of a store filled with things she couldn’t afford, muttering, crying, “I’m too human, too human. I am, still, please, I think I am, I hope so . . .” her voice roughened and laden with the weight of the years, when a delicate hand touched her shoulder and she smelled perfume, and money, and sensed something she had not believed was still in the world: utter confidence.

      Turning, she saw the woman, a kind smile, with no mockery, only concern, offering her a tissue and a hand, which rested light as a daughter’s kiss on her jawline. The intimacy was overpowering, just like the woman, the sheer closeness of her, dark hair, deep, unknowable brown eyes flecked with gold. She was thin, elegant. Beautiful with breeding and she wore it without effort. Experienced. Fearless. And maybe, in her face was a hint of caring, almost too much to hope for. Karen stepped, powerless, into her arms for an embrace that felt like armor building around the shattered remains of her hull, hearing the cultured voice say only, “I am Elizabeth, and yes, maybe you are.”

      Karen pulled back to look, really look at the beauty before her, and asked, “Maybe I am, what?”

      Elizabeth smiled in an almost predatory, but not frightening manner. More like an invitation, and said, “Too human. And that is something, dear, that I am uniquely qualified to fix.”
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          Florida: Ring
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      The last of the lingering diners left near eleven, their departure dropping Blue’s restaurant into a state of collective exhalation, and we were idly twirling glasses when Blue walked Anxo and Patricio to the table then excused herself to handle closing duties with a final, meaningful glance. I felt a palpable shift in the dynamic of our space at the presence of these two men, and I wasn’t truly sure I understood what it meant. There was the feeling associated with meeting someone who had, until then, existed only in my legends, but it was more than that, as they became much more real by the simple act of standing there smiling slightly at us as we all wondered for a moment what to do next.

      “Did you really chase Hector around Troy three times, or was that just so much bullshit?” Risa asked Anxo innocently. She really knows how to break the ice. Patricio inclined his head and they both sat, not entirely on edge at her comment but less than chummy.

      “This is the first time we’ve been recognized in, what? Sixty years?” Patricio, or Patroclus, as we now knew, asked Achilles in his deep, mellow voice.

      Achilles ignored the question and stared at me from under lowered lids, his thoughts unknown at that moment.

      “Did you know”—he poured wine for all of us in a display of manners that belied the tension of the table—“that until only recently, royalty were quite often the finest soldiers, bar none, within their respective armies?”

      Risa spoke as our resident historian. “Of course, but a cynic might say that condition was only due to their superior diet and medical care, such as it was, along with other factors that only wealth could grant in times of turmoil and war.”

      “And near constant starvation, one bad harvest away,” Wally added.

      Patroclus corrected her, serene in his assurance that there was much more to antiquity than we knew. “I’ve been performing corrective battlefield surgeries for over three thousand years. I gave the same level of care to whomever I could treat, and believe me, my opportunities were virtually limitless. Do not be misinformed about the prevalence of barbaric stupidity among the populace of the ancient world.”

      Achilles’ expression confirmed this skill, as he had no doubt been the benefit of such ministrations, if the legends were true. I wasn’t certain I could disbelieve anything they might claim at this point.

      He looked into his glass and slowly elaborated. “Hector was the finest fighter I had seen, and among the very best to walk the earth. He was tall, with a long reach, brilliant with the short spear, and even better with the sword. He could kill with a staff or a bow, anything. I saw him outside his high walls, fighting and holding back an entire line of Greeks with a bullwhip and a long knife; he was an athlete of rare occurrence and a fine adversary.”

      “And yet you beat him,” I stated flatly.

      “I did, but not because of skill or even luck. I was already well into my physical change by that campaign, and Hector wounded me twice, both which should have been mortal, but of course I withdrew, and Patroclus was there— you see, we did not disabuse the notion that Patroclus could heal like a god. It saved us from unwanted questions that we could not bear during a long, bitter war in which we were hard-pressed to maintain our hold on the sands.” Achilles was more humble than I expected, given his legend. “I regretted seeing his fine form in the dust, truly. He was a good father as well. I have killed many fathers. And sons.” He finished and then looked at us. “And you, Ring? If I am any judge, you do the cutting among your household, yes? When there is work to be done?”

      “I do,” I admitted.

      Patroclus poured more wine quietly. “And how many fathers and sons have you killed, Ring?”

      “None.” That got their attention as I saw both men deciding whether I was an intentional liar or merely stupid.

      Then the dawning on Patroclus’ face revealed that he understood. “You only kill immortals, and thus, in your estimation, that makes you innocent of murder since those souls, like us, have lost the connection to their human lives and selves? Am I correct, or is that crediting you with too much introspection?”

      “In a word, yes.” I didn’t elaborate as there was no need.

      Achilles laughed then, a warm bellow that was friendly and helped to detoxify the atmosphere a bit. “You are direct, and that I find agreeable.” He toasted me from across the table. I returned the gesture and began to relax, but only just. “You’re correct; of course, the majority of immortals are less than savory characters. I think—sorry,”—he tapped Patroclus on the hand—“we think that, perhaps, having someone to anchor oneself through the millennia acts as a bulwark against depravity. Again, it’s only a theory because there are so few immortals who aren’t wanton killers. Or worse.”

      “We know,” Risa deadpanned. “We’ve rarely made friends with your kind. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Achilles allowed as graciously as possible given the context. “Still, given your obvious advances from so many successful kills, at some point, won’t you be committing fratricide?”

      I wasn’t certain how he knew we were changing as our unusual career advanced, but there it was, and it was pointless to deny it.

      Risa spoke first. “We’ll know it when we reach that point, but we’re nowhere close, and I am of the opinion that particular event, should it ever occur, is in the distant future.”

      I changed the tack of the discussion with something that troubled me. “Chef Patroclus,” I began, “how did you design such a wonderful amusement of oysters for my particular tastes?” A little flattery couldn’t hurt, even if he had been hearing it for thirty centuries or more, the lucky bastard.

      “So you approve of whimsy at that table?” Patroclus asked me, laughing.

      Wally and Risa both joined him, and then Wally added, “I was very happy to have him eating a man’s balls for a change. Even if it was the jewels of Russian royalty.”

      “But you said you loved doing that, dearest. In fact—”Risa interrupted me with a tiny fist in my shoulder. Apparently, my grooming wasn’t up to standard, and I made a mental note to look into professional help because I wasn’t allowing either of them near my tender parts with anything sharp after that comment.

      Patroclus waved dismissively. “I had help, of course, from your friend. What is her current name?”

      “Delphine,” Wally and Risa answered instantly, flatly, and in unison.

      Patroclus and Achilles smiled at me.

      “Quite a departure from her actual name, but I doubt that tongue has been spoken since the war for the Channel Islands. The first war, that is,” Patroclus said. “That would have been around—and I’m reaching a bit here as the mirror of time is foggy tonight, perhaps the third Christian century?”

      Achilles gave his assent with a single grunt, reaching for the wine yet again. He could put it away, and without any outward effects. I’d hate to see the immortal legend in a drunken bar brawl.

      “Out of curiosity, what was her name? Her first name?” Risa asked.

      Patroclus thought and spoke slowly, as if to enunciate a word he had not used in some time. “Andiarka. A lovely name for a woman who met challenges that would have killed most men.” He held up his hands in a universal placatory gesture. “Not that I do not understand the state of affairs between your divergent interests, oh, yes, she has been quite clear in how she came to know Ring, and the reasons behind such an action.”

      “Which are?” Wally asked dryly.

      “Far more altruistic than you might think. You see, unlike Andiarka, excuse me, Delphine, well, we have spent the greatest part of our existence running to conflict rather than away. Our motivation is quite simple. Achilles has the ability to end conflicts in the most nascent state, saving men and families, and oftentimes, empires.” Patroclus waved a hand at Achilles. “I, of course, went to heal. To learn as well, but primarily to guard Achilles against the mystics and zealots who would shriek about heresy every time they saw him survive a minor wound. You must understand, in some of these cesspools passing as kingdoms, even the kings dined with hands so filthy that it physically sickened me just to see them eat. Not everyone was fastidious, and the less learning, the filthier a society remained, leading to endless gods who they credited for everything from sneezes to famine. Often, those fools became so enthralled with their own localized pantheon that you couldn’t take a piss without rolling snake bones to find favor with some minor deity.”

      “It’s true,” Achilles began. “I once had to sacrifice a duck just to buy a pair of sandals.” He shrugged with the memory as we chuckled in amusement at the realities that living for so long could reveal.

      Risa was thinking deeply, and then she asked Patroclus first, “So you approve of her attempt to seize control of the underworld? Or wherever that kingdom exists?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “Fully. I—excuse me, we—have had dealings with some of the middle management among the gods. They dwell in rarified air and aren’t to be taken lightly.”

      “Excuse me, gods?” I asked, stunned. This was new.

      “Gods, indeed. Oh, there are minor deities, more like local constables, but gods nonetheless, and they’re rather easy to handle, especially for us. They generally want very little other than control over their territory, maybe the occasional bauble, but not a terrible burden. It’s the major ones who are dangerous and irritating.” Patroclus seemed incredibly calm in spite of the topic. He and Achilles must be very formidable when working together.

      Achilles put his glass down and adopted a cringe of regret. “I fought Ares twice and never got even. She’s a total ballbuster as you Americans might say.”

      “The god of war is female?” Wally was incredulous; it went against our mythical assumptions.

      Achilles shook his head. “And how. A big woman, originally a Pacific Islander before she took office, so to speak. She has her teeth filed to points and fights with a pair of teak oars embedded with obsidian along the edges. She’s fast, strong, and wakes up in a rage. I was lucky to fight her to a draw, and the second time we danced, I cheated—I had Patroclus hamstring her from a distance with a new toy we acquired from an Aboriginal friend. Damned good throw there.” He winked. It must have been a rather dicey fight, given the breezy description. “The entire misunderstanding was over ownership of a small island chain that we needed for our shipping interests.”

      “Which islands?” Risa asked, wondering.

      Achilles paused to remember. “Now you call them the Canaries, but at the time of our dustup, we knew them by their Roman name, the Canarii.”

      I had to admit, gods seemed to do things on a scale that boggled the mind. And it seemed immortals fought amongst themselves and over earthly possessions and apparently engaged in legitimate business interests, some of which were a true surprise. These revelations were not what one might think dinner with Achilles and Patroclus would reveal.

      Risa was still curious, I could tell, but Wally dove in first. “Then you know about Elizabeth?”

      There was a chill over the table as sure as if a winter wind had blown in an open door. Patroclus nodded. “Yes. We have known Elizabeth, as she currently calls herself, for some time. In truth, since our second century. She predates us by an immensity of time, and she is an entirely different species of creature. I find her personally revolting for many reasons; Achilles hates her for the sheer pointlessness of her hobbies.”

      “How can we learn more about her?” I asked.

      Patroclus blew out a thoughtful breath. “If it were me, I’d ask a priest.”
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      I found Father Kevin playing basketball on the grounds of St. Maurice’s church, dressed in gym clothes and relentlessly pursuing the ball after his rare misses. He was an inch taller than me, lean and built like a natural athlete. I walked up with my hand out, which he took in a firm grip and said hello, adding a genuine smile.

      “Father Kevin? I’m Ring Hardigan. Would you mind if I asked you for a small theology lesson?” I asked him directly as there was no sense lying to a man of God. He had keen eyes despite his smile, and I sensed an intellect that would smell bullshit from ten pews away.

      “Love to. It’s part of my job, but would you mind starting the discussion here, outside, and then, if I’ve not answered your questions fully, we can go to someplace to talk?”

      “Even better. Mind if I shoot?” Basketball, sunshine, and the architecture of defeating Satan. A typical Floridian afternoon.

      He effortlessly dunked the ball, then tossed it to me and put his hands on his hips. Despite being over forty, he was in excellent condition. I wondered what he had done before the seminary because he looked far more athletic than scholarly. When he saw my expression, he explained.

      “You’re wondering why I’m here, at St. Maurice, because your preconceptions make it a challenge for you to accept me as a priest, when all of the clergy are bookish, sometimes charmless and soft, right?” He smiled to take the sting from his words, but he was deadly accurate.

      “I played college volleyball and was on my way to a paycheck from playing professionally at the beach. I was in a tournament, maybe nineteen—no, twenty years ago, nearing the height of my potential, as an athlete, that is.” He paused and dribbled twice, hard, then went on. “It was at Manhattan Beach. There was a kid, round as a bowling ball, sweating bullets in the sun but smiling all the while. He was with his parents, who were a bit older than the rest of the crowd, but they were mere feet away from the serve line. I still remember his goofy smile, lopsided but so honest. Perfect, really, the way only kids can smile, without guile.”

      As he spoke, I knew the boy was dead. I was saddened by that fact, and it fell upon me like a shadow I had passed under.

      “It was the second game. I took my eyes off my serve for a second because I saw motion, and then I looked over at this kid, this stranger, and he’s totally blue, choking in a crowd of people around him, and no one had seen.” He stopped dribbling and held the ball, reliving the moment. It required his full attention. “I yelled at— his parents? Him? Everyone, I guess, I didn’t know how to save him, and a throng of people who did know went to work without hesitation. There were several people who were obviously cool under pressure, the real kind of pressure, not just hitting a serve or digging for a point so I could get paid to buy a Jeep. Real pressure. Too real.” He paused and I saw him dragging the memory backward so as not to lose control of it. “He died, right there, surrounded by a crowd, in the sun, with gulls crying out and people sobbing, and when they carried him away, for the first time in my entire life, I wondered what would happen next, for him. What about his soul? Do you understand?”

      “I do.” And I did.

      “So”—he shot the ball again, quickening his pace as he finished his tale—“I decided that night, if I could not have saved that boy’s life, then I would learn how to save his soul, and the next time, I would be ready. I entered the seminary that fall, and I’ve never been more certain of anything in my entire life.”

      “I understand. You knew that there was more to him than met the eye.”

      “Exactly, Ring. There is so much more to humanity than we see, and I aim to discover what I can in order to save whoever I can.” He said this with the air of a man who has found his true north in every possible way. “But enough about my theological transformation from beach bum to priest. What can I do for you?”

      “I have a question about something that, well, it isn’t really hypothetical, but I would like to find out historical facts, or maybe just your opinion?”

      “I assure you, I will treat your question as if we are discussing the sun itself. We can see and feel the sun, but it is difficult to quantify, in human terms at least, but we know it is there, just as God is present because we are alive, aren’t we, and gloriously so?” he inquired. It was a short, easy analogy that he must have delivered before, but it didn’t sound canned, just thoughtful. I decided I liked Father Kevin.

      “I guess. I’m not entirely sure that I’m even capable of understanding such a thing. I know my limitations. It’s one of my strengths, along with finding good partners, who suggested I come see you about my, or rather, a question.”

      “Knowing limitations is hardly strength, Ring. It’s an instinct.” He seemed certain. “Look, we’re creatures of God, but we’re still creatures. I get that, and so, when we talk about certain abilities, calling them an instinct isn’t a refutation of the Lord, it’s a confirmation of our physical makeup. Do you follow?”

      “I—yes. I do.”

      “Well, now that we’ve cleared up two millennia of questions about the composition of the human soul, what’s your question?” He laughed easily at such a grandiose notion. It did seem improbable, but it may have been the heat.

      “What if I told you an evil . . . being, person, let’s say, was following a pattern where they gathered people around them to use. To use completely, exploiting them via the weaknesses that have made them sad or lonely or maybe even suicidal.”

      “I take it we’re not speaking of Lucifer because you would have said so.”

      “Correct,” I said. “It’s not the devil, or however you want to identify the devil, I guess.”

      He inclined his head, indicating I should continue while sitting on the ball in order to give me his full attention, or at least more of the appearance of that kind of focus. I sat down on the sun-scorched court and stretched my legs, keeping them carefully off the concrete. It reminded me a bit too much of Elizabeth.

      “These people who are being promised something, a sort of station or position, and then they are killed, not just physically, but their souls, too.”

      “What station is promised?” He looked at me sharply. I definitely had his attention.

      “Archangel.” It was single word, but loaded with power and history.

      He blew out his cheeks and then whistled slightly. “Well, there’s no sense aiming low with lies, is there?”

      “I know. It’s sort of like entering the army as a general. Unheard of, to me, but I was wondering what the point of something like this might be, you know, if it was really happening.”

      “That’s the best angle I’ve heard in some time. Generals.” He shook his head ruefully. “Well”—he rose to his feet—“it’s time for something cold to drink. Let’s finish this inside, and I’ll give you a little feedback on the military structure of hell as I see it.”

      And I went into a Catholic church with a volleyball player-turned-priest, who was giving me order of battle advice about a supposedly mythical beast. Just another Floridian afternoon.
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      Alone again, Davis sat mute in the stillness of his studio, surrounded by the tools of his passion, his life, all save one: Rudy, who had just announced he was leaving, giving no reason and no hope for a tearful reconciliation, though in truth, Davis had suspected that this was just a stop for his lover and not anything permanent, despite their relationship having lasted six months. No matter how badly he had wanted exactly that type of stability, he always sensed the cliff looming, coming closer to his feet.

      Rudy was alway thin and tanned, fashionable, rarely employed but desired by all and invited to every club or event nearby, and a must-have for any social occasion. Rudy was like a shiny status symbol with a blinding smile and tousled blonde hair.

      Rudy, who walked into Davis’ studio to look at his jewelry and never left, who convinced Davis to come out to his parents after nearly thirty years of quiet bravery and shame, only to have his parents embrace him to mute his sobs. He didn’t even know if he missed Rudy; he was just numb with the inevitability of the loss.

      And now he would return to his work. Alone. No, focused, he thought. Or so he hoped. For some artisans, pain was a catalyst, but gentle Davis, who had been introspective and pleasant since infancy, had doubts that he would ever produce the things that had bought his life, his simple studio, and what things he owned. Rudy had left little behind, but Davis was beyond caring.

      He registered that the door to the studio opened and heels clicked on the polished concrete. I should have locked the fucking door. I’m in no mood to sell. I have nothing left to sell, he thought, skimming the drain and feeling the hurt begin to constrict around his chest. This would not end well, it seemed.

      “I’m not open.” His voice sounded strangled in his own skull, or maybe he was just projecting the blackness of his mood. He looked up and saw the woman, as out of place in his rough and tumble workspace as Rudy had been. Her beauty was much more refined, deeper than the external shine of his ex-lover, and there was a heft to her refinement that Rudy could not have carried, ever. She waited a fat second before she spoke, taking his hand from the table and patting him kindly. Oddly, he wasn’t offended. She seemed to mean it, a new sensation for Davis.

      “I’m not here to buy, Davis.” Her voice was compassionate and patient.

      He didn’t bother to ask how she knew his name; it was on the door. But he sensed that she knew much more about him than that simple fact. He felt exposed in her sight, but not threatened.

      “Before I offer you a life and a place to heal—away from here, you should know that Rudy is going to die on June 11,” she began.

      He jerked fully alert and stared.

      “Drug overdose. Our Rudy is quite the party boy when he isn’t pretending to be a Bohemian lover, but he’s going to meet his end in a nightclub bathroom in Denver, swimming in his own vomit on a white tile floor while hundreds dance the night away on the other side of the door. Does that make you sad?”

      Davis thought carefully. She would know a lie in a second; he sensed it without even looking into the depths of her dark, gold-spangled eyes which flashed with a hint of laughter as she delivered the news of Rudy’s impending death. “No, I’m not. And I guess you already know that I’ll go with you, away from here. Will I get to make things? I don’t want to leave all of the past, just the part with him.”

      Now she laughed, bringing him into the beautiful fold of her joke. “Oh, I want you to make things. Beautiful things, Davis, and you’ll have materials that kings would shed their blood for, all at your fingertips.”

      Davis rose and went to her, where she held out her arms to him and stroked his hair like a mother, delicate, loving. Taking the pain away as only she could, one touch at a time. “I will protect you as no one ever has before. No pain. No fear. Only my light and your beautiful hands. Can I have them, Davis? Will you create for me?”

      The first tears fell as he let go, his chest loosening, the pain fading, chased by her assured warmth. “Yes, my hands, all of me, of course.”

      She pulled him even tighter, her presence inhabiting him completely. “Hands first, Davis. You give me your skill, and I will give you all of the time in the heavens. The rest of you I will take, and you will thank me for it. Eternally.”

      “You’re like an angel” he muttered.

      “Oh, child, not like an angel.”

      He felt her smile against his face as she held him.

      “I am the brightest angel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          Florida: Ring

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Father Kevin left me sitting underneath an enormous, sprawling ficus tree, its limbs reaching outward toward the afternoon sunshine. He returned from the parish building with two tall bottles of sparkling water, each with juicy wedges of orange camped on the neck. Squinting upward, I admired the tree, and we sat in companionable silence for a moment as cars rushed around us, held at bay by the lawns.

      “It took me ten years to become a priest.” Father Kevin began to speak then took another sip of the water. “I spent a full decade in sober, scientific approach, learning about the teachings of a man who is the son of God, made real, but whose influence, it may seem, is failing. For the cynic, that’s a losing bet. And yet, as I began the long slog through my lessons, I could tell that I was only beginning. In point of fact, getting the collar was rather anticlimactic, once I realized just what type of journey I had begun, both spiritually and intellectually.”

      I was interested, but stayed quiet. I couldn’t reveal the nature of our household and the fact that we most certainly understood the nuances of the known world and the shadows beyond it. I simply sat, attentive, until he went on.

      “You asked me a military question, of sorts, and how it relates to a—let’s call it a process, for now, a process that results in the corruption, or further corruption, of human beings and their respective souls. Correct?”

      “Perfectly put,” I agreed.

      “I think it might be better to address the root cause of this offer. Let’s start with these generals.. You know who the archangels are, I presume?”

      “I think I do. But I suspect I don’t know as much as I should,” I said.

      “Well, we can already make one assertion about this person who is harming others. He or she is a liar. A complete and total fraud.” His voice took on a ripe tone of disgust.

      I looked at him, a bit shocked. “How do you know that, based on what I’ve told you?” I was confused and hoping he wasn’t going to turn from the friendly priest into a ranting loon.

      “Simple math, Ring,” he began with confidence. “If this is process has happened more than once, the entire premise is a lie because there are a limited number of generals in any army. So this person—” He looked at me quizzically, so I broke in.

      “It’s a she.”

      He nodded once and went on. “She is offering the cheapest, most worthless gift in creation-- something that is not hers to give. And that tells me, by logic alone, that she is completely full of it, so to speak. Do you see?”

      “You’re close to the truth. And yes, I do see your point. Logic wasn’t my strong suit in college, but it should have been obvious to me,” I said.

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. This leads to me to my next point about with this unseen woman who troubles you. Do you think she is a demon?” he asked with all seriousness.

      I coughed and spat water onto the concrete, pounding my chest to clear it. I hadn’t quite expected that leap of logic, and it seemed at odds with Father Kevin’s relative youth.

      “Yes.”

      He gave a sad smile beyond his years, and said, “I thought so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          Florida: Ring

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was the golden hour of early evening when I walked into the house, greeted by Gyro’s affectionate presence as he demanded several minutes of my attention before retiring to the couch. My Wagoneer was gone, which meant very little since everyone seemed to drive it except me, but I saw Wally’s door ajar and went to tell her about a newly arranged dinner event with Father Kevin.

      I stopped when I saw her nude figure, sleeping, with the last rays of the sun casting her in an orange glow that made her incandescently beautiful. She stirred, lightly, as someone might do when they know they are being watched, and then sleepily called me over to the bed. I lay next to her, slipping my hands over the flawless expanse of her body, her legs, and letting my fingers come to rest on her breasts, with nipples hardened by my brushing fingers. I was going to tell her something, I think, but then she reached back and began to remove my clothes, giving me all the invitation I would ever need as I entered her from behind and we rocked slowly, easily, until I felt her tighten around me and her breath adopted the shallow gasps of a woman in perfectly welcomed agony.

      She was hot and slick, and every stroke ended when our skin touched with an electricity that was almost painful. We stayed that way in perfect silence, until I heard her begin to hiss as her first orgasm broke free, a series of long, rolling shudders that nearly ended me right then and there.

      She pulled free, turned me on my side, and slipped her mouth over me, sucking hard, then soft, and then not at all, just leaving me to rest on the warmth of her tongue.

      “I think I want to”—I said, but then her eyes wrinkled with laughter and she pushed herself to my base as I filled her throat. Slowly, she clamped down even harder with her lips and tongue and then I did come, hard bursts that made my legs quiver like I’d run a dozen miles in the heat, and she didn’t stop until I fell back, panting, one had over my eyes and a massive smile on my face.

      Afterwards, we lay under the whirling blades of the fan in that semi-sleep that lovers can know and the rest of the world can envy. I kissed her neck and asked her if she would like to have a dinner guest the next night.

      “Where? Who?” Her voice was thick with residual lust, and I reveled in the huskiness of it.

      I pulled her against me and held her for a second, waiting, and then told her softly, “Father Kevin will be here at six.”

      I could not have launched her higher without a rocket booster as she leapt up, chest flushed red, and shrieked, “What?” in a voice that had suddenly become Argentine, Catholic, and very guilty.

      “Do not joke with me! I would not have made love to you and Risa in the same day if I had known—”

      “You little tramp. My, what a busy day at the office,” I commented, in my blandest tone possible.

      “Enough! He is a priest and I am Catholic. A bad one, yes, but a Catholic, and he will, he will . . .” She grasped at a word that her post-orgasmic fog was cloaking from her guilty mind.

      “Smell it on you?” I offered helpfully. Unlike Wally, I had no guilt. I still ogled her as she bounced about the room, frantically waving her hands and looking delicious.

      “Stop looking at me like that. You just had me! And I, oh, I will have to have wine so that I can seem to be decent. Lots of wine,” she finished, defeated by her own frustration as she sagged back onto the bed.

      “Are you ashamed? Seriously?” I poked her in the ribs, half kidding.

      “No. Not now, not anymore. I am just caught off guard. A priest. In our house. I wonder what Risa will think?” She laughed and then added, conspiracy in her voice, “I cannot wait to see what she wears.”

      “That’s the spirit. You know, we don’t have to tell him we’re lovers. We do actually have separate rooms.” I couldn’t wait to tell her why Kevin was coming over for dinner. That alone would be cause for alarm to her and Risa, who were even more guarded about our career than me. I knew that Risa would be home at some point, so I pulled Wally back onto the bed where she burrowed her face into the pillow with mock shame, and then, with a furtive smile half-hidden by the sheets, asked me if I wanted to join her in the shower. I followed her there with purpose. Scrubbing the sin from her was the second most important job of the evening, right after making her feel just a bit dirtier.
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      “Do you swear?” Dara asked for the third time.

      She was so close to saying yes. If he had to smile one more time just to reassure the stupid slut, he thought he might puke. She was trash, a complete nobody. He was two grades ahead of her and she was adopted, for fuck’s sake, she didn’t even belong in this neighborhood, not like he did. His dad was important and his mom didn’t do anything except work out and tell his sister she was getting fat every time the cow came back from college.

      It was almost ten o’clock and he had to sneak back in his room, so if Dara didn’t lift her shirt and let him get a squeeze of her giant tits, then the whole night had been a colossal waste. He’d already spent two hours listening to her drone on like an idiot about whatever stupid girls did for fun, but it all sounded like total bullshit, so he just nodded and smiled whenever she would come up for air when he was done kissing her, or if she ever stopped talking. He reached out, clumsily, because damned if he was going to wait anymore. He wanted to tell Austin what those things felt like whether Dara was in the mood to show him or not. What was she going to do, tell on him?

      “What the hell, Tyler?”

      His hand stung from her slap and the room got hot and his face flushed.

      She stood, straightening her loose shirt and pointing at the window. “Get. Out. You are so gross and rude. Out. Now!”

      It was upon him fast. The heat and anger surged up his neck as he felt the hairs rise, lifted by his rage, and in a second he was standing, the blood roaring in his ears. He felt his arm draw back as Dara’s face registered that moment when violence comes too close and too fast, and then he was on her, one right-handed punch landing under her nose with an audible crack as her eyes flickered like a dying candle and she fell toward her window, her skull ringing against the maple sash, finishing the task his fist had begun.

      Tyler had never seen a person die before, and when his breathing slowed, he leaned down close to her. She was so pale, it was an instant transformation from Dara to this thing that lay before him, cooling in the air conditioning of her parents’ home. A flutter of panic washed over him, then calm, and Tyler stepped quietly to the window, but not before he placed a triumphant hand on her quiet breast, the last word in violation as he slid out the window to the dewy grass of the lawn.

      His mind planned, not wildly, but calmly, from the vantage point of a boy who lacked nothing except a conscience and feared nothing. I can say I was never there. It will look like she fell, but what happens if they find out it was me? The first tickle of fear brushed his worry into something larger, and with each second, the limited logic of a boy began to realize that he was well and truly fucked.

      And all because that skank wouldn’t let me touch her tits. Like it was something special. Oh man, oh man, what the fuck am I going to do?

      “Yes, Tyler. What are you going to do?”

      He whirled on the voice, worry gone to terror in a breath. “Who’s there? Who are you? I’m not Tyler. I’m— who are you?” His progress through the wooded easement that separated the houses stalled. He saw a silhouette, a woman, and then she walked to him, sauntering, her feet bare but still wearing what, to Tyler’s eyes, looked like a very expensive dress.

      “You’ve been quite busy tonight, and all because of a simple—misunderstanding? Who was she to tell you no?”

      When closer to him, he could see she was beautiful. Way hotter than anyone he knew, and so very close. She reached out and took his hand, stroking his fingers with an eroticism that his adolescence could not process.

      “It’s important for one’s lesser to know their place, don’t you think, Tyler?”

      He swallowed once, then screwed up what lingering courage he had and said, “Yes, I mean, if you think so. I just wanted to make out with her, but she was such a bitch. I didn’t mean to hurt her; I don’t even care about her. She was just there, you know?” His natural arrogance began to find footing again. Tyler projected vain, oily courage in the presence of a woman who was clearly some kind of threat. He felt his hand move involuntarily towards her face, the pull of her tide too strong for him in any state, let alone the weak and mentally disheveled moment he inhabited. A shadow passed in front of his hand as his fingers brushed the fabric of her dress.

      Snap. “Oh God, oh my God, you fucking bitch, you broke my thumb—” Snap. The second thumb, broken as well, swung drunkenly as the tendons parted without any discussion. Her hands moved again, too fast for him to follow, and he was on his knees thinking he might die here, or she might tell his friends he was a pussy, and that the grass would ruin his pants, but he instinctively knew that his parents would never see his pants because he was never going home. Not now, not after Dara, and not now that this woman was inflicting such casual, instant violence upon him without ever changing her expression of modest amusement. She just moved at will against him, his thumbs hanging in ruin as he sobbed, fully fourteen years old at that second. His bravery was gone. For the first time in his memory he knew smothering fear.

      “I am Elizabeth, and you will address me as such, or, after I allow it, you may call me Mother.” She deposited a kiss on his mouth, and the spittle from his sobs clung to her for an inelegant second, until she casually flung the fluid away with a slim pinky. “I know you have an erection. Is it because I smell like your mother’s friend, the one you masturbated to so furiously all these months since she began visiting?”

      Who was this woman? Tyler began to think that dying alone here in the easement was a better option than whatever Elizabeth had planned for him. Even he could tell she was dangerous in a new and terrible way.

      “Sandra, yes? The one with the long legs, who played tennis with your mother? You know.” She placed her hands on her knees, lowering herself. “They like to have wine after tennis, and sometimes, when they tell themselves that they’re buzzed enough, they eat each other’s pussies like they’re going to China. It’s true! Your father would love to know that. He’s been after your mother to have a ménage for years, but she keeps it a little secret, and they wink and giggle like tavern whores every time they serve the ball, knowing that later on, they’ll have their tongues shoved up each other’s highly educated, well-bred asses.”

      Tyler collapsed as his defeat became total. He’d seen them once, on the couch in the pool house, their hands and mouths on each other, laughing in low voices so close that he could smell them. He’d gone to his room and fought for hours not to get hard thinking about how Sandra looked with her hair all fucked up and eyes closed with passion. The guilt had almost been too much, but his hormones and a weak will had led to his hands finding himself under the covers, thinking all night about how Sandra’s ass looked with her legs in the air and his mom’s face buried under her skirt.

      Elizabeth wavered and kissed him again, this time on his forehead. “I don’t want you to ever feel badly about such natural feelings, Tyler. You’ll come with me, of course, and we’ll not speak of such unpleasant things again. Forget Dara. Forget your parents. They forgot you years ago, and you’ve known it for some time. I am your home now, and I have a very important job for you.” She turned and walked away, her heels swinging in one hand with a jaunty rhythm.

      Tyler followed, narrowed eyes downcast, but he stole one look at Elizabeth’s ass, rocking appetizingly in front of him as he stumbled behind. There was nothing else he could do but follow.

      For now.
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      Father Kevin arrived ten minutes early for dinner, a sure sign that he had little or no understanding of women, at least in my estimation. He also brought an excellent bottle of South African red wine, a sign that he may, in fact, understand women, and he also most certainly understood me because he also gave us with a wedge of a raw goat milk cheese. While the girls finished their grooming, I opened the wine, and the good priest and I walked outside to sit by the water.

      “This is stellar.” Kevin complimented our yard, the view, and the bounty of the evening in general, and he meant it, which made the statement even more welcome. The door opened, releasing Gyro, who was thrilled to have company, and Risa, followed by Wally. If she was fearful of being revealed as an inveterate sinner, Wally was holding up rather well. Risa wore a sundress suitable for the boat, in what I could only assume was a determined effort to remain casual. Wally wore a long skirt and shirt combo that announced her as practically virginal, although the outfit still, somehow, managed to make her legs look like a delivery system for vice. Father Kevin’s eyes widened slightly, not in lust but rather recognition. It seemed, as we began to make our introductions, he was not unaware of being ogled by the two so-called parishioners who stood before him, looking slightly sheepish.

      I broke the ice. “Wine? Risa, Wally, this is Father Kevin, who has informed me that this evening he prefers no titles, since we’re having an informal dinner.”

      Everyone shook hands and took a meditative sip of wine. Gyro lay in an unusually obedient pose, looking out over the water with eyes that often seemed too small for his massive head, ever on patrol for ducks violating his yard.

      All was right with the world, for the moment, and then Kevin asked me, “I imagine that I’m not here for confession. We only have a few hours”—he looked meaningfully at the girls, discerning our family structure with ease—“and I do tend to blush easily after red wine.” He smiled broadly, enjoying his role as a guest in such unusual surroundings.

      Risa smiled into her hand, Wally uttered a nervous laugh, managing not to snort for once, and I simply nodded, thinking that this man was part sleuth and part psychologist. He was as perceptive a person as I could remember meeting for quite some time, and more importantly, he was of a genuine and obvious intellect.

      Before we could speak, Kevin asked, “When we met, Ring, you intimated that your questions were not necessarily hypothetical. Is that still true?”

      “It is,” I answered.

      “So, there is a woman who is capable of sowing fear in people of great flaws, who then enters her orbit and, presumably, are—consumed? Destroyed?” Kevin asked, recapping our discussion at the basketball court.

      “To be honest, I don’t know exactly what she does to them,” I replied. “Or with them, for that matter.”

      “Excellent clarification, Ring.” Kevin toasted me and tapped the edge of his glass with a finger as if deciphering a riddle through sound. “Not to be rude, but does this woman have a name?”

      Wally said sourly, “Elizabeth. Too pretty for her.”

      Risa and I nodded in agreement, a gesture that Kevin noticed.

      “A regal name,” he began, “but not one that has been free of controversy by any means. So this Elizabeth takes joy in seeing the pain of others. And Ring was honest enough to answer my question, seriously it would seem when I inquired about her nature. Before I fail to ask this, Risa, Wally, do you both feel that this woman is possibly something unusual?”

      Wally looked to Risa, who said, “We don’t think it. We know it.”

      Kevin stood quietly, reading our faces for signs of sarcasm or laughter, but seeing none, he gathered himself and formulated a question I could tell he had never considered uttering aloud.

      “We are taught in the Church that the presence of evil is no different than, say, a tumor or a lesion, something that has a form and is harmful and can, under proper care, be treated. The metaphysical nature of evil is one of the causes for the gulf between the faithful and the cynics because the entire basis of the Christian faith bridges what some people consider reality and the supernatural. For me, I do not question the viability of my faith; it is a simple article of fact that my savior is not visible, but ever present. Do you understand how I think, perhaps?”

      “I am a Catholic,” Wally said, a touch defensively. Risa and I identified ourselves as Jewish and Lutheran respectively, but Kevin shook his head as we spoke.

      “That is not what I asked you,” he said. “Do you understand clearly that I am a man who does not think that science and faith are separate, and that my soul is and at risk to evil beings? And do you understand also that my sacred vow as a priest dictates that I must do everything in my power to protect the innocent—and everyone deserves that title as no man can judge another? So, do you grasp that when you tell me there is a woman who is capable of corruption without mercy that I am compelled to demand that you tell me simply, how do I stop her, and more importantly, where is she located at this very second?”

      I looked out over the water at the dying light as a single egret winged into an orange tree, perching for the night and settling with a ruffling of its long, white feathers. Kevin stood facing me, a question still on his face as Risa and Wally looked into their wine glasses as if the secrets of heaven were at the bottom of each. So much for teamwork.

      “You mentioned you only have a few hours for a confession,” I began as Kevin smiled and cut his eyes at my now-silent partners. “Well, how do you feel about spending the night?”

      Kevin only asked, “Do you have more wine?”

      I waved to the house, saying, “Of course, and something tells me we’ll need it.”
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      The early sun was a welcome break from winter, which had worn on only to relent after weeks of frigid rain and mud, and then blissful early summer. It seemed there was precious little spring, but today was as close to the definition as could be had. The city thrived as the sun and light clouds broke evenly, a soft announcement of better things to come. Khalil seethed on the park bench, surrounded by families enraptured with the flawless weather gracing Minneapolis. His face was a sour map of barely contained rage, and he kept his own company, poorly, allowing his wounded pride to fester unchecked.

      How dare they fire me! God will take vengeance on them, as will I. I did not even touch the boy, and now I am branded by these pigs whom I allowed into my business for years, smiling like a fool as they gave me their money. I have suppressed those feelings for years, and I am my own master. I just looked at him. That is all, just looking.

      Khalil’s face, dominated by a cruel mouth and a thin beard, softened as he took note of a boy and girl, laughing as they passed by, both of them oblivious with the shine of youth. They were clearly brother and sister, both tall for their age, confident, striding as if they owned the earth under their feet and all around them. He looked at the girl, and then felt his eyes pulled painfully to the beauty of the boy, who glanced at him without recognition and then turned to ask his sister a question. The molten heat of shame rose along his face, down to his groin, and finally came to rest at his fingers, quivering with the urge to touch that which he could not have.

      God help me, it is not the fact that he is a boy. It is his perfection, his youth.

      He sat rigidly still, as if he could fade into the background of the park, alone with his need and his shame. When his eyes could go no further, he turned his head slightly to steal one last glance at the pair, lingering for a lewd moment on the boy’s hair, wild and free. He began to rise from the bench, pulled by an inexorable desire that bathed him in hatred and then cooled him in the touch of remembrance at past deeds, so satisfying but so poisonous. Before he could stand, he sensed a presence watching him, and it reached to his hindbrain as both threat and reward.

      “Such perfection, and yet they seem to be completely unaware of it. God does render such irresistible creations, don’t you think?” His visitor’s voice was like cool water over stones, conversational, flat, with a bubbling hint of humor somewhere beneath it.

      Startled, Khalil realized that a woman, a very confident, beautiful woman with dark hair and gold-spangled eyes of caramel had somehow approached him, silently, and now sat so close to him that he could smell her perfume. He remained quietly wary, fearful, and unnerved by her approach, although the sentence she spoke was far more disturbing, because his instinct told him those few words were only the beginning. Khalil remained silent, thought about it, made as if to speak, and then found himself brushed with the first whisper of anger at her intrusion, and even more so, at her revelation of his secrets.

      “Move along. I do not wish for you to speak to me, and if you do not leave, I will—” he began with as much steel as he could muster under her gaze, only to see the air quivering around her as it might on a roadway at the height of summer, and then the woman sitting next to him was no longer a woman at all, but the perfect image of the girl who had walked by moments earlier.

      “Perhaps this will make me welcome in your presence, Khalil?” Her question was voiced innocently, in the cheery tone of a girl bridging the spaces between child and woman. Khalil gawked openly at her as she cocked her head at him with a gaze like a predatory bird, unblinking and totally focused. Another flash of heat and the girl was gone, replaced by her brother, who asked him, “Or maybe me? If that is more to your liking.” The boy raised a hand to his hair and flipped it from his eyes with practiced ease, letting his hand rest on Khalil’s leg in a touch that was toxic with possibility.

      I must leave this place. This is not real. No one can know. I must leave. I must. Before Khalil could scramble away from demons that were far too close to his most closely guarded shame, another wave of heat disturbed the air, and then the brunette woman sat next to him again, placidly watching his face for something he could not fathom.

      “Tell me, Khalil, how soon do you think you will take the final step here, indulging yourself in those delicious moments that fill your heart with dread?” Her eyes never left his as she spoke. “You can’t resist. You’re... powerless.”

      He felt pinned, even in this open place. “I have never—I do not . . .” he began weakly, only to have her interrupt him with a short laugh as brittle as glass.

      “Please, Khalil. You are here because of what you did there. Do not be patronizing to the one person who understands your desires—and can fulfill them, for a service.” She sat back on the bench.

      “What, what service? Here?” he asked, beginning to assemble some thought of whether he could actually survive the granting of his dark wishes. He knew better than to hope. He felt like a monster. He was a monster. “What are you?” His voice cracked with each word.

      “I am Elizabeth, and it is time, I think, for you to begin satisfying yourself after all these years of hiding.” She held a hand to him as she stood, which he took, and they began to move along the pathway filled with the crowds brought out by the weather. “I want you to think of me as someone who understands you and casts no stones, not ever, Khalil. My generosity is founded in my desire to see that you are rewarded in this life, not the next.”

      Still confused, but fearful, he regarded her for a chilly moment as some of his arrogance returned. “I do not need reward. You are a demon to think that flesh can suffice as a payment for such sin.”

      “So you admit the sin, but refuse the reward? Curiously sadistic on your part. I had not taken you as a stupid man, merely one who has slightly more exotic tastes.”

      Where would I go next if I were caught? Canada? I do not have family there. His checklist of options was pitifully short, and her smirk told him she knew as much. He wavered, weak and full of a self-loathing that was as venomous as the bite of any creature from the depths of hell itself. Maybe I could see what she wants first. Just see.

      “Yes, of course, Khalil, why don’t you come along, if for only a day?” Elizabeth stunned him further, reading his transparent thoughts with ease as he wriggled in the logic of her illicit proposal.

      “Where will I go?”

      They began walking in tandem again, and she linked her arm through his as warmth permeated his jacket, causing him to look down at her.

      The girl, not Elizabeth, looked up at him, eyes rounded with innocence and a hint of fright that he found irresistible. She reached up, on tiptoes, to flick the tip of her small pink tongue across his earlobe. As her hot breath caressed his face, she whispered slowly, “Come to me first, and if you are of merit, then, and only then”—her hand brushed his groin softly, lingering for a scorching moment—“my brother can come visit you, at night. But only if you are obedient, Khalil.”

      His breath became short, and he dared not look down, but a telling wash of hot air and the smell of Elizabeth’s perfume was enough for him to keep his eyes downcast, looking intently at the path they walked, fighting not to vomit at his own diseased soul that this stranger flayed bare with the lash of her truth.
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      Leaning back on the couch, Kevin said, “Let’s discuss something other than the symptoms of what Elizabeth is doing to spread such discord.”

      “A medical approach?” Risa asked. She never failed to make superior logic leaps from the smallest statements.

      “That’s one angle, yes, but I’m thinking about her nature. Consider some basic facts that are in evidence, regardless of your emotional reaction to her existence. Do you believe that Elizabeth is a woman? A human, that is?” Kevin looked around at us all for input.

      “She is not human now,” Wally said slowly. “She may have been, but not now because she has proven resistant to some . . .” she searched for a word that didn’t sound bat-shit crazy.

      “Oh, hell, just tell him, Wally. Knives. She’s resistant to knives, and we should know because Ring buried one in her chest after she nearly killed the three of us in a brawl.” Risa delivered this revelation with a confessional sigh and a truly Jewish shrug after the fact, deciding to let the good priest decide if we were staging an elaborate hoax or revealing something new to him, something he had never seen in the walls of the Church.

      Kevin sat his wine glass down with a definitive tock on the coffee table and looked as if he might leave. Then he shook his head as if to clear cobwebs and gazed at us, measuring once more whether or not we were worth another minute of his time.

      He cleared his throat and asked with deadly seriousness, “Maybe I should have asked if you three are human, although to me, as a man of some education, you certainly seem to be. But I am firmly in the camp of believers who think that deception is the watermark of evil. I see a great deal more here than meets the surface, Ring. Somehow, you chose to insult me, albeit mildly, by thinking that I wouldn’t realize the nature of your relationship.” Wally blushed and Risa pulled at her hair in a gesture that would fit perfectly on a schoolgirl caught in a lie. I forced myself to focus on Kevin, Father Kevin who, no matter what my own beliefs were, had just confronted us with the fact that we had lied to him. Based on that, his question wasn’t only reasonable; we should have seen it coming from a distance if we’d been paying attention. It was obvious we weren’t.

      “Another point,” Kevin began, holding up a finger and slipping into the voice of a teacher, “I don’t see any clear career activities in this house, and none of you strike me as particularly lazy except for that beast.” Gyro perked his ears at the term, which had been used to describe him since he attained full size at the age of one year.

      Wally’s dam broke, and she began to speak in a rush. “I am sorry that we lied to you, Father. I do not know what to say. I am truly sorry. We all are. I—we, we are all—well, we have a job, if you can call it that, but we are not corrupt or bad. I do not know how to explain this to you. I think maybe Risa should talk now because I am feeling much like I will not be clear enough to make you understand our home.”

      Kevin regarded her evenly, then his expression softened and he said, “I accept your apology, Waleska, and I know that you’re not a malicious person at all.” He sighed gustily and slumped further into the couch. “My first mentor once told me not to try correcting everything I saw as wrong because I would soon find myself ignoring the things that really needed doing. Sitting here, I see that he was most certainly right, although I can’t imagine he would have envisioned such colorful circumstances.” Wally was truly relieved. I know that she takes the status of her soul very seriously, despite her outwardly carefree aura. He shifted his attention to Risa and held a palm up to her in the universal symbol for wait. “Before you say anything at all, Risa, let’s set some guidelines. One issue we must clear up before we discuss anything important is where we’re going to stop talking tonight, okay?”

      Risa agreed as did I. Wally was still flustered; she remained silent.

      “There’s only one topic I want to explore. Elizabeth. She is the star of our little inquiry.” He looked to Risa, who nodded tersely, once. “Okay, since we’re in accord, begin. Who do you think this woman really is? Or better still, do you think that she is a sociopath?”

      “Oh, very much so,” Risa answered instantly. “She’s a textbook case. She uses people without concern for their well-being. She has no conscience whatsoever. We have evidence that she is a mass murderer and considers her orchestration of death to be an asset worthy of boasting about.” Kevin raised his eyebrows at that, but she continued, “Unfortunately, she is also frigidly beautiful. She exists in a complex, vicious, interlocking puzzle of a life that is assured of further victims because of her confidence, her exterior appearance, and her ability to prey upon the weak.”

      “She’s a ruthless twat,” Wally added for emphasis, and then covered her mouth in shame. “Sorry.”

      Kevin smiled in forgiveness.

      I had to explore just what the limits of our conversation were going to be, so I asked Kevin, “Instead of asking us questions, let me clarify something. Why did you ask me if I thought Elizabeth was a demon?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just felt it needed asking. You walked up to me and started a conversation that was a bit different from my usual fare. I’m not unfamiliar with spiritual problems, but the majority of my parishioners have very . . . standard issues to be dealt with. Divorce. Alcoholism. Abusive family histories rearing up decades later to poison their homes, things like that. Those are my bread and butter, so to speak, but I am not unprepared by the Church for topics that may seem more exotic to persons outside the faith.”

      I decided that it was time to see just how much Kevin wanted to know, so I asked him, “Aren’t you wondering why she survived being stabbed? Do I look like I’m incapable of breaking the skin of a person with a knife, no matter how dull?” I leaned forward, hands on knees, watching his face as he processed what he wanted to say, what he thought he might say, and then, what he permitted himself to say.

      “Well, Ring? If you’re capable, why did she get up?” He folded his hands and sat back to wait. My eyes flicked to Risa, then Wally, who both nodded imperceptibly, and I made my decision to spill some of the beans, if not the whole pot.

      “She wanted me to stab her. She designed the entire encounter beginning as long as thirty years ago or more, in a dense, complicated series of actions that compelled the three of us to confront her, attack her, seemingly win due to my skill with a knife, and then be crushed afterward by the belief that we had committed murder.”

      Kevin regarded me evenly and never blinked. “And despite your act of violence toward this woman, this—puppeteer, she survived because you were meant to be burdened by guilt?” Kevin gave each of us a long, searching look.

      Risa asked, “Kevin, what is a demon? The definition of a demon and the practical explanation of a demon, if the two terms are different?” Wally had been thinking the same thing because she patted Risa’s leg in solidarity. Our own assessment of evil might vary greatly from the official Church position, and Kevin might veer even further still given his obvious passion for analytical thought.

      “From my perspective, there are three possible definitions. The original term, daimonium, is Greek, and it doesn’t necessarily connote a being of evil. It used to mean something that is of a divine nature. Only later, through the influence of Jewish and Christian scholars did the term come to mean something repellent,” Kevin said.

      Wally looked perplexed, but of course, beautifully so. “Is a demon not bad? Always? I thought that divine things were angels, or God.”

      Kevin addressed her confusion by saying, “They are. But some demons were angels, and one demon in particular wanted to be God, or at the very least rule the universe as we know it. So the idea that a demon could be defined as something evil depends on your personal definition of what composes an evil being. If a creature exists for the sole purpose of doing harm to others, then that, to me, is a demon. In the case of Elizabeth, when I asked Ring about her nature, I had no inkling that this sort of discussion was in my near future. I ask you, then, since you’ve been quite clear about what Elizabeth does to innocents, the answer is very clear. She is, by both of the definitions I know, a demon. She is supernatural or divine in some way because the human body is not capable of shrugging off a knife wound to the heart. Another consideration being that someone who has this physical . . . gift, yet chooses to kill, often it would seem, and in an endless pattern that I presume stretches beyond that of a normal human lifetime?” He ended with a question, inviting further explanation about the woman whom he had now branded by his own words, inhuman.

      Risa stood and handed Kevin a printed sheet taken from the cache of letters Elizabeth had written over the millennia. “Why don’t we let her tell you in her own words?”
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      Kevin carefully set the letters down and scanned the room, looking at our expressions with great interest.

      “This. . .person... has been everywhere. She’s been in every war, every upheaval, plague, even some natural disasters.” He shook his head in amazement. “I’ve never—I mean, I believe this, but it’s a lot to take in, even for me.”

      “They’re all true. Even the oldest ones,” I said.

      “How far do the letters go back?” He asked Risa.

      “At least twenty-three hundred years. That we know of, that is,” Risa answered.

      Kevin glanced at the paper again as if he expected it to grow tentacles. “And who, or perhaps I should say what, is the source of these documents? Have you seen them in their original form?”

      I shook my head, and Wally said, “They are all from the woman whom Elizabeth addresses as daughter, but she is not a blood relative, just a—just a woman who knew Elizabeth a long time ago.”

      “Very long ago,” I added.

      “Why does she address her as a daughter then? There must be a reason that is slightly more . . . significant than just knowing someone, no matter how far in the past. And as long as I’m asking for clarification, tell me about this so-called daughter as well.”

      I looked around in discomfort, knowing that no matter how I described Delphine, Risa and Wally would feel the need to clarify my remarks, so I just waved meekly at Risa, who gleefully took the lead.

      “First, the woman being addressed in all of these letters is currently named Delphine. And not to be too blunt, she’s a prostitute, of sorts, and has been for some time, perhaps two centuries. The letters were translated by her servant, Joseph, who appears to be a linguist and scholar of some skill.”

      Kevin blinked once in surprise and then regained his composure. “Two centuries. Well, this Delphine is certainly redeemable, if you even think she’s a sinner. You used the term servant when identifying this Joseph. Did you mean exactly that? That term implies more than an employee, but perhaps something less than a slave.”

      “No, just a servant, but yes, it is more than the simple task of an employee. Joseph is quite dedicated to Delphine,” I added in as bland a tone as possible.

      Kevin asked us all, “Please, elaborate on how Delphine could be a daughter to Elizabeth. I suspect the answer is something a bit less traditional than a simple family tie.”

      Wally snorted, elegant as ever. “Nothing about these women is traditional. Elizabeth makes her daughters; she does not give birth to them.”

      I agreed, and then Risa picked up the explanation. “Elizabeth creates her daughters by saving them.” When she saw Kevin’s dubious look, she went on. “She intervenes when these women need her the most. Dire circumstances attract Elizabeth like a fly to carrion. She finds victims of some of the most calamitous violations imaginable and steps in at the most opportune moment, seemingly saving them from death, enslavement, or worse. They are naturally only too happy to give themselves over to her, body and soul, and from that connection, that moment of communing, she begins to shape them, twist them, and forge a broken, terrified victim into something that is predatory, evil, and—here is the part that will challenge what you know—virtually immortal. It is a side effect of . . . sharing in Elizabeth’s bounty, so to speak.”

      “But it doesn’t translate perfectly. In fact, there is an example of a failed transformation very close to Delphine—Joseph,” I said.

      Kevin looked shocked at the notion that some creature could pass on immortality. “And this Joseph, what is happening to him? What’s this failure look like?”

      Risa chimed in, “We don’t know in every case, but we have an idea based on what we’ve learned from other failures to transmit, as you say. Joseph is dying, but he isn’t doing it in a manner that you would recognize. He is changing, transforming, slowly but surely, and he will most likely resemble the creature you would call a ghoul within a year or so, I would think. He already has the smell of rot around him, and I can’t imagine that he will hang on for long once he begins to demonstrate more unusual appetites. It reflects poorly on Delphine, who, for all her faults, takes a perverse sense in being mannerly.”

      Wally added, “She isn’t so bad when you compare her to the others.”

      That was true, and I nodded emphatically in agreement. “Ghouls are a problem for the immortals, and believe me, Kevin, there are far more immortals out there than you would care to know about. They permeate certain places, occupations, moving on the periphery, for the most part, and they don’t like ghouls because above all else, they’re messy and visible. They’re bad for business, they stink, and they go on killing sprees fairly often, which are really hard to cover up, even with their human collaborators.”

      Kevin grimaced. “Collaborators. That’s a word that almost never brings good news with it. How does this change get passed on to us? Is it something supernatural or viral? Disease? What do you know about it?”

      “What if it’s all of that and more?” Risa asked. Kevin stopped chewing over the implications of that, so she went on. “The truth is, we’re not sure, but it seems likely that there is a virus passed by intimate contact, or even constant, close contact. But that doesn’t fill in all the holes because there isn’t anything like this in our history, so what if it’s a combination of two things—a virus that is supernatural in origin and has been around for all of our history, and the effects? Look at it this way, every single person who comes in contact with an immortal ends up dead, changed, or wounded.”

      “Except you,” Kevin said evenly. “What’s stopping you from this descent?”

      I stalled for a second and then said, “We don’t know. All we know is that we three have never really experienced fear, and our lives, we suspect, may have been directed from afar by Elizabeth or something like her in order to bring us together so that we can do what we’re really good at.” I shrugged. It wasn’t my best explanation, but it was honest, and it would have to do for now.

      Kevin smiled slyly and asked us, “Have you considered the opposite?”

      “Which is?” Risa demanded, curious.

      Kevin’s smile widened. “You assume that you were brought together, as you describe it, by someone who is evil. What if your life here is the product of a design drawn by a being of supreme good instead?”
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      “Dr. Mpemba, this arrived for you.” A mousey student worker placed the heavy box on the professor’s desk as he dismissed her with a wave.

      He inspected the package and saw the description as air mail, originating in Ireland according to the label. Ahead of schedule, as always. I am an excellent customer, and it is good of her to show me proper respect. His eyes glittered with greed and something more primal as he closed his office door, locked it, and sat for a moment, savoring the innocent brown box. It was a Friday, which meant that he would not have to wait to use his newest acquisition as the club would be crowded with veterans and newcomers and the undecided who had not yet played with him.

      Enoch Mpemba had arrived in South Florida two decades earlier, leaving the killing grounds of his native Liberia behind without a second thought. A naturally industrious student, he had quickly demonstrated superior math skills as well as an uncompromising need to explore the relationships between religion, economics, and all the warfare that those forces could cause. Less than a decade later, he possessed degrees in all three fields, earning his doctorate in economics with surprising ease, a discipline that would prove a boon to someone who had a rare combination of intellect, will, and the depravity to use all of his gifts for purposes known only to him.

      A handsome man with the deep brown and even coloring of his ancestors, Enoch had striking cheekbones and eyes of impenetrable depth that women found compelling, and later commanding. He quickly realized upon becoming a professor that women were, for him, a wholly renewable resource, limited only by his finances, which were meager even for someone of his title. Money was tight. Women were not.

      Enoch changed all of that in one single evening when he discreetly taped a young student doing unspeakable acts in his living room, her flawless, youthful body on display as he defiled her in every possible way, even finishing his performance with a hard slap to her mouth, felling her, and laughing at her shock. He had not even disguised the act of turning off the camera that had filmed the entire sporting affair, and two weeks later, he had arranged to see her at a local coffee shop. He cheerfully informed her that he would be showing the footage of her enthusiastic participation to her bigoted parents, who he had discovered showered her with regular checks as their only, precious child finished what was, in his eyes, a meaningless degree in nursing.

      During the encounter, each wiggle of her youthful hips were punctuated with animal groans that were at odds with her exterior, a fact that he valued in the amount of $500 per month, until she left school. After that Enoch had serenely informed her she could be assured that he would destroy the digital film. He was, after all, an honorable man, he said, as he’d watched her sob again and again.

      The memory of her submission was as erotic as any of her orifices had been during their play, and he had pleasured himself often at the recollection of her tears. Until the next victim, and the next. Eventually, the professor who had lived in a small apartment had purchased a townhome on a lake in a gated community. Still, his appetite for the flesh had not dimmed, so he began to expand his search. Finally, emboldened by his exploits, Enoch forayed into the fringes of society, where he found that the sexual appetites of others could be safely expressed, even augmented within the subculture known simply as The Lifestyle.

      What an inadequate word, he mused, thinking of the blossoming that he had witnessed within his own libido. Moving quickly within the accepted participants of the clubs and private parties, Enoch began to find simple promiscuity lacking, even with married women whose husbands watched, craven, impotent in the face of his sexuality, but still titillated by their very weakness. It was a feeling that catered to his needs at once, and he began an immediate exploration of that new and welcome addition to his encounters. The final piece of his sexual puzzle arrived in the form of a dominatrix visiting from Ireland, or Denmark—he was never truly certain, but he did recognize the moment she began to unpack her beautifully constructed leather goods, all custom-made, purpose-built, and designed to inflict shame and heighten his orgasms in ways he had not dreamed possible.

      After an evening of enthusiastic fucking with her, he confirmed two facts that would shape his actions from that moment forth. He had not one ounce of submission within his body and spirit, and the surest means to physical pleasure of the highest order, for Enoch, was to visit shame and degradation upon others until even their safe words could not grant them respite from his lust.

      So before him sat a package, unopened for the moment, with a new device of his own design, crafted by the Irish or Danish worker who was virtually enslaved to the woman who had taught him that pain and pleasure are fruit of the same tree. A careful knife cut along the edge of the parcel, and he spilled the paper-wrapped item onto his desk. He then discarded the box onto the floor with the same disdain that he showed his special students, and swallowing once in anticipation, feathered the heavy paper apart.

      Flawless. It was art of a largely unseen quality in this discipline, and he turned the codpiece over gently, almost as if handling a new lamb, admiring the sullen gleam of the wine-colored leather, the metal thread holding everything perfectly with nary a scratch on the heavy hide. But it was the ring of custom-crafted studs surrounding the open crotch that shone like nightshade, each dense, bronze stud forged separately and then freed from burrs with hand tooling. There were twenty-nine in all, a symbolic number mocking the amount of years he waited until he began to feed his true, inner passion. He felt an awakening in his groin, and the pressure against his linen pants quickly grew nearly intolerable as his hand moved to his lap to reassure his cock that soon, they would begin their night’s work. “Oh, they will have to wait their turn when I wield this. Yes, all of the soft ones will give me a turn.” He spoke quietly, his words clotted with arrogance and lust.

      “I see your newest addition has arrived. Mind if I give you my professional opinion?” She asked him this with the familiarity of an old friend, and he was startled, but only for an instant.

      Enoch leapt back in his chair, drawing himself up as he began to open his mouth and berate the woman who dared interrupt him in his office. That speech was  as one of her gloved hands snatched the codpiece from his desk and the other struck him on the temple, a deafening blow that made his vision flash white as he sagged to the floor, slipping from his chair without resistance.

      “Now, Enoch. I asked you nicely. Those are hardly the manners one would expect from a doctor, are they?”

      I’ve been cuckolded in my own space. Who is this creature? Looking up from the floor, he saw a stunning woman in her thirties, dripping with confidence and wealth. Her brown eyes were flecked with gold, and she had her dark hair pulled away from a face that Enoch was certain could make men cater to her every wish. She extended a regal hand to him, waving for him to accept it and rise, but as he reached for her, she kicked him once, hard, in the testicles, crushing the wind from him in a shocked gasp. He doubled sideways, white hot pain gripping him from balls to brain, and through it all, he heard her calmly speak to him as one would address a naughty dog.

      “Gather your things, Doctor. Your erstwhile careers are over, and I have need of you. If, that is, you prove your worth to me. Have you been to New Orleans?”

      For the first time, Enoch knew true fear. While he struggled to a sitting position, she knelt, looking at the leatherwork that had dominated his thoughts so soundly she had slipped into his office unseen. Or had she?

      “May I arise, Miss—?”

      “Elizabeth. You may address me as Elizabeth, if we’re being familiar. I will inform you when we are not being familiar. You would do well to pay attention to my tone. So much can be gleaned from inflection, don’t you think?” She smiled wickedly at him.

      “Yes, Elizabeth.” He recovered some shred of confidence quickly and made as if to stand, but her hand lashed down and out, striking him soundly in the mouth, and he fell again, only this time he had the sense to remain still.

      Seeing his intention to stay on the floor, she turned to the door and tossed the codpiece at him, striking him in the face. “Bring that. I will have need of it later, on the plane. Your training will begin immediately.” She paused for a thoughtful moment. “You may want to consider some stretching exercises, Enoch. I intend to shed light on your innermost secrets.” She laughed a musical, repugnant noise from a beast that is in complete control of an underling.

      It was a sound that Enoch knew very well indeed, but from the other side, and he stood, shivering. He did not think that she was referring to his past, and his body began to anticipate a most unwelcome night.
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      I sat in the familiar surroundings of the Butterfly, with patrons all around me enjoying their lunch as much as I was or more, because of the special today, Ko Ka Mu, a cinnamon pork thigh with Mirin whiskey, anise, and other mysterious elements. Upon sitting down, Boon informed me that I had ordered the very last serving available. It was just after noon, and I counted myself among the lucky when Boon set the fragrant plate, steaming with aromatic wonder, before me.

      “What did hubby do to this pork?” I asked around a mouthful so tender it surrendered with a whisper.

      She laughed and waved her finger at me in mock reprimand before bustling away with the signature tinkling of her many gold bangles.

      “I thought I might bribe you into letting me join up for lunch.” Suma’s voice was devilish.

      I laughed and bowed from the waist while seated. “Love to have lunch with you. I didn’t know you were here this weekend?”

      Suma is an emergency room physician in Orlando but spends a great deal of time with her family, which includes me and my partners. Since she also saved my life when Elizabeth nearly sent me to the nether a year earlier, I felt not only a debt of gratitude, but genuine affection for her. She was wryly funny, smart, and the only real temptation among all the women in the world that I’ve ever known since I paired off into my unusual but lasting relationship with Wally and Risa.

      “Spur-of-the-moment trip. I had a three-day weekend, and the girls and I are taking the boat out.”

      “Wait, what? I didn’t know you were going fishing.” This was news to me.

      “Oh, we’re not fishing,” she began in a soothing tone, one I knew indicated that I was about to be cut out of something fun. “Risa texted me and asked if I wanted to go with her and Wally to the Las Olas Art Festival. She promised it would involve boat drinks, lots of people watching, and good food, so—here I am.”

      I grumbled something about ungrateful lovers and ownership of the boat, but she cheerily popped another stuffed orange in my mouth and patted my hand in a way that made it clear there was no room for me on my own boat. It was damned near impossible to argue with someone who had given you the gift of life after an attack by a demon, and she was milking it for all it was worth.

      “I guess I can hang out with Gyro, or see if Kevin wants to play ball.”

      “The stud priest?” Suma asked, leering just a tiny bit at my surprise. “What, don’t you think I know about the newest member of the ‘holy shit, immortal beasties are all around!’ club? We discussed it online the other night while you were making pizza.” She laughed again, and I found it incredibly endearing, especially considering the fact that it was delivered with a mild insult, but then, Suma had that effect on me, and many people, I suspected.

      “Yes,” I began, “he is, as you say, a handsome man, and I am pleased to have the friendship of someone who takes my athletic pursuits seriously.”

      “You mean we should all give proper respect to your intense hour of basketball followed by beer, chicken wings, and a nap? Yes, I can see how you must feel shortchanged at our disregard for your hardcore training regimen.” She concluded by sticking out her tongue at me, a trait she doubtless had acquired from Wally, who was permanently eleven years old. Mentally anyway.

      I finished the pork and motioned that we should walk out together. “Hit the dock with me for some sun? The beast would love to see you.” Gyro completely lost his mind when Suma visited, making me question his value as security from anyone who took the time to learn the perfect spot on his chest for scratching.

      “Yes! I plan on convincing the girls to go to Strata tonight for dinner. I must lay eyes on Patroclus—and yes, before you ask, I know about his relationship, and no, I’m not scared of Achilles. I just want to eat, have some great wine, and ogle the beautiful lover of a legendary killer.” She was emphatic and rather blasé about the whole thing, leading me to believe it must have been a tough week in the harried chaos of the emergency room. So, arm in arm we made our way through the tables to the heat of the day and an afternoon carefully avoiding anything that might look like work.
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      It was three days before I saw Kevin again, and we met, by his request, at Hollywood Memorial Hospital. He was waiting outside for me, and when I shook his hand I noticed that he seemed a bit grim.

      “You a regular here?” I asked.

      “I am. Sometimes, it can be for very joyous events, like a birth or a successful recovery, but more often than not I’m the last person anyone wants to see here, for obvious reasons.”

      There wasn’t much else to say, so we walked in through the automatic doors, and he motioned for me to follow him. After a quiet elevator ride, we turned again past a nurses’ station and stopped before an unremarkable room labeled 259. Without knocking, Kevin walked in and waved me forward into air that was a bit stale, too warm, and carrying the light scents of urine and disinfectant, a smell that is nearly universal to every hospital I’ve ever been in. On the single bed, a woman lay sleeping, incredibly tiny under the austere white blankets, which were drawn all the way up to her birdlike neck. Her face was deeply lined, and her hair was cotton white, thin, and pasted to her head with the disregard so many terminally ill people seem to acquire when the end is near, particularly those without family.

      “Sit down, Ring.” Kevin pulled out a chair for me, and I sat in the stuffy room. He pulled his own chair closer to the bed and took the tiny, doll-like hand closest to him in both of his upright palms, like holding a precious relic, and to my utter surprise, he began to sing. His voice was soft, and he sang a hymn I thought I should know, but then I grasped that it was in musical, lilting Latin, and it was heartbreakingly sweet. When he was done, I saw the corners of the woman’s mouth curl with the ghost of a smile, and then he stood up and kissed the parchment of her forehead before we left without another word.

      We walked directly out into the sun, not stopping to speak to anyone despite Kevin being hailed repeatedly. He didn’t seem as sad, somehow, and then he said, “Would you like to know who that is?”

      “Yes, of course.” I could not process what I was seeing, but I knew it was an act of generosity that was almost uncomfortable to witness.

      “So would I.” He smiled at my surprise. “She’s a Jane Doe, abandoned a month ago. She’ll die here alone, unless you count my visits. I convinced the Church to pay for her care, and they agreed, but it’s a bare minimum, and she doesn’t really have many lucid moments. I think she might be from New England or the upper Midwest; it’s just a feeling based on her hair and her skin. She looks like she was middle-class, at least, but hardworking. At some point she broke a couple of her fingers, and she is left-handed. It’s not much of a story, but it’s something.”

      “How did you find her? Where did you find her?” I asked.

      “Here. She was brought in from some hotel. I think she was dumped, a sort of ‘let’s take Grandma to Florida for vacation and not bring her back’ type of thing, just as uncaring as someone abandoning an unwanted old dog on a dead-end road. I was furious, but then I thought that at the very least I would see to it she was warm and dry and comfortable. It’s the limits of what I can—what my Church, rather, can do, I should say. Some of the ladies from our auxiliary come by and read to her or wash her feet, things like that, all little acts of service in an inhuman reality. She really likes singing, though. That’s the one gift that she seems to respond to more than anything.” His voice was simmering with frustration.

      “I’m sorry that you have to bear so many burdens.” I didn’t know what to say. I felt incredibly small and a bit selfish in the face of his generosity.

      He gave a wry smile. “Don’t be, Ring. You carry things I can’t measure. Given your life, I don’t know that I would be strong enough to resist baser instincts. Being powerful makes some people bad.” I understood that sentiment intimately since I dealt with it every day. By now we were leaning against his car, out of the sun in the parking structure where we were surrounded by fumes, a cacophony of noise, and tons of concrete. It was anonymity in the open, and it was a perfect place to discuss matters that were unusual or even dangerous.

      “You know what I’ve been wondering about?” Kevin asked in a mild, perplexed tone. “Joseph, Delphine’s assistant. He concerns me.”

      “How so?” I was confused by the derivation of our topic.

      “You mentioned that he’s in a sort of biological and spiritual free fall, right?” he asked me, searching for something.

      “That’s an accurate description. He’s decaying, we think. He didn’t transform properly, or his body is rejecting the changes that proximity to Delphine is causing him, in a sort of system-wide crash. He isn’t dying specifically; he’s shifting into something that he does not want to be. Soon, Delphine is going to be faced with a difficult choice.”

      Kevin winced and said, “Like an old dog. Like Jane Doe. Except Delphine, if what you say about visibility is true, well, she cannot afford to go to a country road and turn him loose; she’ll have to see to his end personally. Euthanizing someone she presumably cares about. I don’t envy her that, I admit, but that isn’t my personal worry. I’m actually more concerned about you . . . and Risa and Wally. I think that it should be obvious why, but I’d rather that you tell me yourself in your own words.”

      Now I was truly perplexed, and my face must have seemed genuine enough that Kevin decided to prompt me. “Your age, Ring, what is it?”

      And then it became clear. He was asking if we were susceptible to Joseph’s descent, a very astute observation despite being assured we were not due to our immunity to fear. I answered as honestly as I knew how. “I’m nearly forty, but I know I don’t look it, and yes, before you ask, time is going—well, not really backward but as close to it as possible. We’ve all become a bit more capable at some skills, in addition to remaining physically unchanged, at least in terms of our calendar age.”

      He whistled soundlessly, shocked by the fact that immortality wasn’t just a rumor, or a part of his faith, it was something that was happening, provably, and in close proximity to him at that moment. It was a lot to process, but I went on. “As to whether we deteriorate like Joseph or others we’ve heard about, I can’t say. I think—or rather, Risa has deduced that corruption is both rare and complicated. It seems random, but I don’t think it is, only that we haven’t been able to render a working hypothesis about the nuts and bolts of changing into something other than a true human. I do know one thing about this possible fate. I trust my instincts, and they tell me that physical perversion, like what is happening to Joseph, can be made worse by having evil close at hand. Does that mean Delphine is evil? No, I really don’t think of her that way, despite the occasional flare of jealousy brought on by our history.” He raised an eyebrow at that, but I ignored it. Some things weren’t meant for chummy confessions with a friendly priest, at least not yet, and I also didn’t want to feel like I was bragging, although the temptation was strong. Delphine really was that good at her chosen occupation. “I look at my relationships as saving me. It keeps all of us strong, and whether or not I can prove it, it seems at some cellular level to be a type of armor that lets us navigate the treachery of the Undying without being victims ourselves. Does that seem plausible?”

      He laughed and I realized how ridiculous the question might seem. “Ring, the term plausible doesn’t apply to many things about your life, but yes, I understand the logic of what you’ve been able to say, which is actually fairly impressive given the variables you’re dealing with. I’m satisfied that you aren’t becoming—corrupted? So, consider the interrogation complete for now.” He clapped me on the shoulder and we said our goodbyes, and in minutes I was back on the dock, wondering what would happen if any of the three of us began to change for the worse, and for the first time in my recent memory, I prayed.
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      Risa shook me awake from a nap in which I was dreaming of food, and when I opened my eyes, Wally was attempting to shove an entire prosciutto and egg sandwich into her mouth, with varying degrees of success if the judges were scoring on cleanliness.

      Risa held out a cup of coffee to me, patted my face lightly, and asked in a bright voice, “Breakfast for dinner?”

      “Oh, God, yes. Thanks.” I took the cup and sat up, taking in the sight of a kitchen in utter chaos. Batter from some attempt at waffles decorated no less than half of every surface I could see, which meant that Wally had been in charge of mixing. The sizzle of bacon echoed from a skillet, and there was a stack of orange halves that had been squeezed to a flattened state, doubtless by Risa’s efficient, merciless little hands. There are few things in the world that I like more than breakfast for dinner, and we treat the event like a national holiday.

      And then, with the jarring proof that all good things must come to an end, Wally leaned against the counter and said, “We were talking while you were being a lazy man and sleeping during the day.”

      I froze in place. Nothing good could come from this, and I ran down a mental checklist of things that could be unleashed upon me with the specific purpose of ruining my meal. Rent checks and an interlude with Annalise Wimple? Wrong week.

      I critiqued and discarded several possible punishment for a transgression I was not aware of and simply shrugged and asked, “What did I do now?”

      Risa laughed while Wally resumed her impersonation of a buzz saw, assaulting the last of her sandwich with gruesome focus. They both came to sit next to me, and Gyro thumped his tail twice in approval of all of us being in proper range to give him attention, when Risa asked me, “Kevin called us, and he told us about his concerns and how you admirably answered his questions honestly in a way that convinces him we won’t turn into cannibalistic ghouls over the weekend. Well-done, lad.” I saluted her with my cup and stretched my legs. “He’s too smart for his own good.”

      “I still don’t like it, but whatever,” Wally groused, and I was thoroughly confused.

      “Like what? I asked carefully. Her complaint carried the whiff of jealousy, and I chose to tread lightly.

      “Well, he’s a logical guy in addition to being incredibly handsome and devoted to service—” Risa began, only to pause when I shot her a look of disgust. I can admit he’s good-looking. I just don’t like to be reminded of it too often, in case he decides to leave the Church and chase immortals. I can’t stand that type of competition. I can’t help it, I’m sensitive that way. “All right, let’s try this angle. He asked us some questions about simple intelligence gathering, and we found that there were holes in our technique. Then he asked us about using direct observation.”

      “You mean like spying?” I asked.

      “Sort of, yes. But more directly, because he suggested something that we”—she looked at Wally, then back at me with some contrition—“had not considered, because of our prejudices, I guess. So, I think what we’re trying to say, in a way, is that you should—”

      “—go to dinner with Delphine and talk to her,” Wally finished.

      I sat quietly for a very long second, and then said, “Seriously? Kevin calls you, asks you about our surveillance tactics, and dinner with Delphine is what you come up with? I need to bottle what he’s selling because it is pure magic. Amazing.” I was stunned. I knew that we were all onboard with Delphine’s role in our lives for now, but this was a departure that reeked of maturity. I rarely find people dealing with implied sexual transgressions in a state I would consider mature, let alone reasonable.

      Wally grunted. “I don’t like it all the way, but yes. You must go to dinner with her, and she will become more of a friend to us because of your charm and because I said so.”

      Risa added to my instructions. “Kevin pointed out a massive flaw in our thinking. We want to eliminate Elizabeth, but we’re not tapping the one resource that has experience with her. Well, except you, that is, and on this dinner date, you’re to keep clothed at all times. I want you gathering information, not orgasms, understand?” She glared at me, but her smile was too close to breaking free for me to be in genuine fear of her recriminations.

      “No blow jobs. Only dinner,” Wally announced, and then winked at me and padded to the kitchen for more food.

      I made a show of thinking over my offer, and then agreed. “I’ll be a good boy. And I really think that she should come here for dinner, don’t you?” I asked, but Risa shook her head no. “Why?”

      “Because we’re not screwing around about this. Delphine doesn’t deserve to die, and she doesn’t deserve to be ostracized until we can understand all of her truths. We want her as an ally, and that starts as soon as possible, with you as our point man. After she agrees, or hell, if she agrees to be on our team, then we can bring her to our home, but not before, because it’s too intimate for something that might end up being a mistake. Yes?”

      “Yes. Now, I have a condition,” I said, steel in my voice.

      “What’s that?” Risa asked.

      “I want all of the bacon. Now.” I figured that my chances were not very good, and I was right.
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      Dinner with Delphine was approaching and for the first time in years I was nervous. I didn’t like it. Leading up to my partners’ new views on Delphine, only one element was new. Suma had been in discussions with Risa and Wally. The three of them, without my knowledge, determined that treating Delphine as a resource was now a necessity.

      I began to feel the distinct whispers of anger. Suma’s presence had clarified a previously unknown opportunity for us to use Delphine. I was clearly that opportunity. Suma knew me as a man, but she also knew me as a patient, so my tolerance for systemic assault was something intimately familiar to her. Whatever her reasons, it seemed reasonable to think that Suma believed I could withstand sustained draining from a succubus who was older than Christianity. My good health, it would seem, became an acceptable risk in the game of gathering information. My sexual and moral collapse under the intense seduction of Delphine was a foregone conclusion, according to Suma, and by extension, my partners. Fine. I’ll play along, I mused, knowing that there were glaring issues Risa and Wally had overlooked, but I’d raise those at a later date after my suspicions were confirmed. Delphine was not the same woman I met a year ago, and I had a simple test to prove exactly that.

      It was just before sunset, and I was slipping into a dinner jacket Wally had placed on a hanger with the admonition that just because she was making me look my best, I should not for one second think that she wanted me to get lucky. Again, mixed messages, I thought as I shrugged into the coat, letting it settle over my shoulders as my phone rang. It was Delphine.

      “Ring, I apologize for the short notice, but—” she began, sounding contrite. Was she standing me up?

      “Is everything all right? Are we still having dinner?” I was concerned. Frankly, I looked forward to the evening.

      “Oh, yes, surely, but I’m in a bit of an unusual spot. Could you pick me up?” It must have been an uncomfortable thing to ask, but I told her I would arrive shortly. I grabbed my keys, phone, wallet, and was just slipping out the door after ruffling Gyro’s ears when something clicked into place and I stood, dumbstruck and more than a bit pissed at my own dim reaction to her phone call. Delphine did not drive. She didn’t pour her own drinks or cook or do laundry or peel apples or any of the thousands of mundane things that most people did, and in the short conversation, it hadn’t occurred to me to ask the one question that I would have to answer immediately upon arriving at her yacht.

      Where was Joseph?

      I pulled up at the yacht basin, and to my complete shock, Delphine stood, alone, waiting. She looked small, vulnerable, and tinged with an aura of sadness that danced just at the periphery of my senses. She hovered a bit, waiting. I opened her door, but the atmosphere between us stiff and hesitant. Hesitant? Delphine?

      She slid into her seat with my assistance, and we rode for the first moments in a sort of tentative silence until she put her hand on my arm and uttered a heartfelt, “Thank you.”

      She took a deep breath and said, “Take me to the beach, please? Let’s get a bottle of wine, and just walk. I don’t think I want to be a show pony tonight.”

      I turned toward Dania Beach Boulevard and went to a drive-through for wine, with the complimentary classy plastic glasses, and in minutes, we were walking, feet in the warm sand that held the day’s sun like a miser’s coins, drinking wine in silence.

      “It must be the ocean air; it’s delicious.” Again, her voice was free of judgments, and for a moment, she was utterly, charmingly human. “Joseph is gone.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t my place to offer anything on the subject. She knew I despised the pompous asshole. She drew a lingering hand across my shoulder and gave me an almost sisterly squeeze, and for the first time in my life, I saw an immortal cry. She waved me off when I instinctively tried to hold her, and I felt that, even for Delphine, this was something—raw. Unwelcome. And above it all, too honest for a woman who had spent so many centuries lying.

      “How long?” I asked, thinking that less from me meant more relief for her.

      “Yesterday. He gave no warning, and he took very little. I don’t think that he . . . have you had dogs all your life?”

      I shook my head yes. “All my life, since I was a boy. I’ve never known life without them. They’re more than friends.”

      She considered that, and then asked, “Is it true that when they get infirm, near the end, they’ll attempt to go—somewhere, so that they can die? And leave you in peace? Like a given sacrifice?” Her eyes moistened again.

      “They do, if you let them. Not always, but they just seem to know. I think it’s a compulsion, to both hide and to do no harm to us, their friends.”

      She looked away as I said this, and when her eyes returned to me, there was a flash of anger that rose, unbidden, hot, and steely. “He did not leave to die. If he had, he would not have taken the things he did. No, he left me. And that is not only unforgivable but an act of war.”

      My eyes goggled at that. War? “How can you— what? War?”

      “It’s Elizabeth.” Her voice had a malignant tone now. “She has hunted, cajoled, threatened, and even attacked me over the centuries. She has personally killed dozens of my confidantes, my lovers, and my employees, all of them lost to her blood thirst. She taunts me with my secrets and slaughters my allies; all in the name of her relentless desires for control of something that I am certain will burn her to the ground. She isn’t tough enough to rule. She confuses depravity and silence with will. I know the difference because I have to use my fortitude to still my hand from causing a war that would rend the land around her, just to see her bleed— and damn the costs.”

      I held her hand now, partially to quell her temper and also from a need to let her feel kindness, if only in a touch. When I saw the tide of her anger begin to subside, she faced me again and smiled.

      “You are a good friend to me, even when I still think of toying with you if only to cross that blonde you seem to like so much.” I laughed aloud; if nothing else, she was being a good sport. “Take me somewhere else, for dinner or just to talk. I’m in the mood to help you, and we can’t do it here if I’m moping around on the beach.”

      “I have to admit, this is a new side of you. I feel like I should reintroduce myself. I’m Ring, by the way.” I held out my hand, which she took, pulling me close and kissing my cheek.

      Her eyes dropped, demure and flirtatious. Some habits die hard. “I’m Andiarka, and it is my pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
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      For a moment, there was genuine warmth on her face. He stood a bit taller, and with more confidence, then lowered his eyes and kissed her hand. She praised his decision, even looping a companionable arm through his as she led him to a chair in the hotel suite, motioning to him that he should sit, all while beaming like a proud parent who has just declared their love for one sibling over another. It was a heady moment, and for the first time in months he felt relaxed.

      “This is an inevitable development, but I am still very pleased to see you. I have need of your particular abilities, beginning immediately.” Elizabeth was putting him to work without delay, and he dipped his head obediently.

      His curiosity overcame his better judgment and he blurted, “Abilities? But I have none, none to speak of . . .” Joseph trailed off in confusion. He’d left Delphine because of his descent. Surely Elizabeth could see that he was becoming something foul?

      She patted his arm reassuringly. It would be the last kind gesture he would see from her for some time as she cut her eyes at him in a critical assessment and asked, “Your language skills, do they allow you to speak, as well as read, in other tongues?”

      “Yes, mistress,” Joseph began using the title out of habit. And fear.

      “Very good indeed.” She seemed to lose her focus for just an instant, and then returned her piercing gaze to him. “You’ll need some clothing. I’ll select what you will wear. I’ll instruct you as to what role you will be playing. You will need to be conversational in medical terms, and quickly. By tomorrow, in fact. Pay particular attention to terms that pertain to obstetrics and gynecology. You will carry yourself in a manner that inspires trust, and you will do so without fail for two reasons. The first and most important of these is that you will adopt an aura of complete authority, suffuse it with compassion, and make your availability known to the immigrant communities around the city. The people on the fringe are who you will seek, people who are fearful of being seen, but trust authority figures enough to allow your presence at the birth of their children. You will look for women who are pregnant with twins, and you will insinuate yourself into their lives at the earliest possible point. I will inform you why as I deem this necessary, and I will observe you from afar to assure that you are being very . . . convincing. Do you understand?” Her voice was cold and tinged with disdain.

      Oh, Delphine, what have I done? Joseph was spinning out of control with the rattle of orders being issued by his new, far more dangerous mistress.

      “And your second order, mistress?” He kept his eyes averted.

      “I think that should be obvious, but before I show you the stick, here is the carrot.” Elizabeth reached a hand to him and lightly pried his lips apart. She looked with a clinical gaze at his teeth, their roots decayed and hazed with a deposit of something unclean,  but she did not pull away in disgust. She merely leaned into him and covered his mouth with hers, pulling air into her lungs from his corroded chest, a wafting, pulsing rush of wind that spoke of crypts and moss, and in seconds, the feelings of life began to return to some of his body.

      Life. She is giving me life again.

      He nearly wept with joy, falling to his knees as she released him, bowing until his head was flush against the tip of one of her shoes, the leather gleaming like a mirror. He saw his reflection there, and it was one of the man he had been years before. The transformation was instant, and then, unbidden, the tears did come to him as she crouched and stroked one cheek with her finger, while her eyes searched his for something he could not discern. She was opaque, and yet momentarily open. Her lack of humanity was as complete as her contempt for the world around them. “And now, to the second command. Fail me, and my next touch will return the necrosis to your body with blistering speed. You will fall apart, piece by rotting piece, and I will watch it occur even as you reach for me. I have many archangels around me at any moment—boys, men, women—and they are of all walks of life. A sadistic scholar. A gentle craftsman, a tired mother, a boy who plays the guitar and weeps for his dead sister—all of them now serve me, as you shall. Do you. . .understand?”

      He nodded emphatically. He would become a doctor for whatever dark purpose she intended as long as his lungs continued to fill with such sweet air, free from the stink of death that had hung about him like a curse. He rose to his feet, meeting her gaze with joy and renewed confidence. “Where would you like me to start?”
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      Dinner with Delphine continued in the form of a picnic in my Wagoneer. We ate olives and cheese bought at a liquor store and washed them down with the excellent red wine, adding a second bottle as a reserve. I sensed that she was opening up, which was a rare event. I let her talk. We parked on a dark street near the water, close enough to hear the waves, but not see them, which meant less foot traffic and less exposure. She leaned her seat back, just slightly, and again I was reminded of how petite she seemed, away from her place of power.

      “How old is the name Andiarka?” I asked around a mouthful of cheese. I’m quite the charmer.

      She swirled the wine in her plastic cup, watching it cling to the sides before sliding back down. “It’s always been mine. Since the beginning, when I can first remember my mother, and the smell of the sea when it raced up the cliff sides to overpower the peat fires we had at night. I loved my name, at least I did until I stained it with—” She hesitated, looking blankly into the window, and then said, “I ruined the beauty of my name long ago. I took something that was the last of my real memory and washed it in the blood of hundreds, perhaps thousands.” She turned to me with an intensity that was palpable. “Do you know Elizabeth rated my murders? She . . . graded me, like a student, or a child, year after year, for millennia. She always had someone watching me; it was a violation I cannot describe, knowing that I was being hounded to kill. I know you might doubt my sincerity, because it is true, I derive great pleasure from feeding. That pleasure has a great deal to do with my selections, some of whom are rather unsavory men. I do not, however, like killing; in fact I hate it. I always have. I can feed without being a monster. Did you know that?”

      “I didn’t. You have that fine a control on your—needs? How you feed, I mean?” I had my doubts that her feeding on rough men was purely altruistic.

      She shook her head softly. “I can go for days, sometimes weeks without feeling those urges. The pressure that builds is like an addiction coming home to roost and then I look at men like something disposable. I can subvert the majority of it, but it has taken time to develop that kind of control. It was even harder knowing she had an agent nearby, ready to torture me with the accidental death or disappearance of a loved one.”

      I gave her a look. Love?

      “Yes, you dolt, I feel love.” She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Oh, I find the whole notion of making sandwiches for some husband rather . . .” She wiggled her fingers in distaste. “But, yes, love. It is something I have felt, and something I choose to seek, regardless of my uninvited watchers who haunt me throughout my life.” She took an oil-cured olive and nibbled it delicately, then tossed the pit out the window like a regular hooligan. “I have been in love, and there have been times that I have felt genuine love in return.”

      “Genuine?” I prompted.

      “Yes, authentic. Real love, based not on my skills, but on me. The who, rather than the what. It isn’t common, but it is often enough that I have had to take certain precautions against the more assertive lovers who confuse sex while I feed with permission to, ah, enter my personal life.”

      Precautions seemed such a bland term. “What kind of persuasion was used on the men who have gotten a bit too enthusiastic?”

      She drifted into deep thought for a second, as if processing how to relate something to a child. “At first, I was able to move around in order to avoid being an unwilling target, but that got tiresome. I cannot tell you how much work I squandered, leaving a home that I had labored for years to perfect, usually; I had to abandon an excellent identity as well. Some brute with a stiff cock and a tin ear would pursue me like a hare, never associating our sex with the bedridden exhaustion he felt for days afterward. They would always take it as a sign that I was made for them, and then they would invade my life as surely as an army coming ashore.” She shuddered delicately in remembrance.

      “You are an amazing lay,” I said, smiling broadly.

      She said without a hint of arrogance, “True. I was good before I became an immortal, and let me tell you, Ring, three millennia of anything can make you a past master at the task. Or mistress, in my case, but you understand. Especially when you feel an inner desperation that drives you to feed, and you do not truly know what might happen if you do not take care of that need. It’s a forgone conclusion that immortals are experts at any number of tasks, save being merciful, I think.” We sat quietly for a moment, letting the sounds of the city surround us, pass by and, thankfully, ignore us.

      “Two centuries ago, I decided to stop running. But before I go on, let me ask you, do you think that there is a difference between immortality and magic?” She regarded me from half-closed lids, thinking.

      I tapped my jaw with my fingers then answered, “Yes.”

      “How do you know?” She was testing me.

      “I have evidence, secondhand but very reliable, of witches. I have firsthand evidence of warlocks, and I have personally killed no less than six of them over the years. I find them to be vile, cowardly, and cunning, but not immortal. They share some qualities with immortals, but they seem to be over-reaching humans who have mastered blood arts but not conquered death itself. Is that about right?” I asked her hopefully. It was the best I could do.

      She laid her hand on my arm, and in a familiar, honeyed voice, said, “You are more correct than you can know. There is magic, and there is—whatever I am. The two overlap, but are not one and the same. Witches and warlocks are rarely beneficial; they tend to be sociopaths prior to performing their first incantation. They often work under the care of grotesque Undying who inhabit niches none of us immortals care to see.”

      “Like ghouls?”

      “Precisely. But in their early years, it is possible to use witches much like a tool, which brings me back to my arrival in New Orleans and how I hired a dreadful little man who called himself ‘The Carpenter.’”

      “Colorful,” I said, imagining a witch using Jesus of Nazareth’s career choice as his working name. It might not have been well-received in Catholic New Orleans.

      She laughed. “He was quite the nonbeliever, but an absolute genius with wood and some stone. I tasked him with a special defense for me, unique to my home, and one that would remain foolproof for all eternity.”

      “I take it we’re not talking about a moat filled with crocodiles?” I smiled.

      “No, beasties of such temperament have no business anywhere near my home, unless it is in the form of a darling handbag. But back to the point—he harrumphed and toiled for months before he brought me a single plank, perhaps four feet long, that had smooth, unremarkable stones peeping through every foot or so, as if they had worn naturally through the wood over centuries. It was pretty, in a homespun sort of way, but hardly the finished product I had imagined. I asked him to tell me why I had given him a fortune in silver, and he responded, in his ugly little voice, that I must have a test subject of sorts, who must be male, and he must willingly step onto the wooden section. Well, needless to say, men were not in short supply for me, so I simply called over one of my male servants who stepped onto the plank—” She paused, awash with memory. “He dropped to the ground as if struck dead, curling into himself and mewling, weeping. I think he may have wet himself, too—and he kept screaming over and over, ‘Mother, forgive me, I was only a boy. I knew not of your sickness’ until I took mercy on him and rolled him from the object. He slept for a full day, and when he awoke his memory was as muddled as a fever victim, save for bits in which he retold the loss of his mother to some flux when he was a child. It was, he said, his most painful memory ever, and it came to him in whispers from the wood on which he walked.”

      I was stunned silent. A floor that revisited your fears, your shame, your heartache. It was ruthless, and brilliant.

      “The Carpenter went on to tell me that it would take a full year to finish the work, and asked where I wanted it placed. I didn’t hesitate; I told him to build in a circle in my chamber, and raise my bed onto a dais in the middle where none could harm me. I should mention, too, that the murmurs from the wood and stone are completely fatal to women, and in all these years, I have never seen a female survive more than three paces onto the floor.”

      That would stop even the most ardent admirers from becoming a nuisance. Soiling one’s pants in front of a woman such as Delphine would be enough to cool me off a bit, and perhaps moving to another continent would be in order, too. Shame is a powerful motivation.

      I asked, “Has this floor of murmurs ever killed a man? From the weight of his own memory or regrets?”

      She didn’t hesitate to nod. “Twice.”

      “Would you care to elaborate?” I asked.

      She sighed theatrically. “The most recent was less than four years ago. A grotesquely wealthy Saudi spent considerable money to track me down after we had lunch once.”

      “Ahh. Lunch. A memorable affair, I’m sure,” I added, drily.

      She gave a prim sniff and went on, ever the lady. “Well, it was a rather enthusiastic lunch, so yes, he was smitten, and I sensed while feeding from him that he was in poor health. Or, perhaps I should say, his grasp on life was weakened by a bad heart. I could hear his arrhythmia from three feet away, and I knew that a second meal would prove fatal.” She adjusted her dress in an approximation of modesty that only added to her wicked charm.

      “I imagine he found you, whereupon you retreated to your bedchamber for protection? Where was Joseph? Where was your staff?”

      “Neutralized. He brought security goons with him, very serious fellows, all angular faces, earpieces, and automatic weapons. It was quite the overkill for dealing with me as I tried to tell him, but the buffoon would not listen to reason. I stood on my bed, shouting at him to stop, but he blundered forward with the delicacy of a charging rhino. He did not get very far, the oaf.” Her voice was rueful but unforgiving. In truth, I think the deceased was probably an asshole, but that didn’t mean he deserved to die. “He coughed, and his lips turned blue, and his security tried to reach him, but they, too, were overcome, and I was forced to roll his corpse to the doorway, shrieking at the remaining conscious men to never come back. They carried him away, and I never heard of it again.”

      “That’s a highly effective deterrent. Who was the first victim of this lethal home improvement?” I said as an invitation to continue.

      Delphine seemed troubled by a vivid memory, but after closing her lips firmly once, she decided to share the answer. “Let me ask you first, do you think I am a private person despite my curse?”

      Describing her needs in such a negative manner was a first for Delphine, at least around me. It gave me pause. My first impressions of this new side of Delphine made her quite human, and within that context, I could compare her to people, not immortals. This newfound information made me realize I had learned lot about her about her in a short time. With that in mind, no fool would think she was anything but an extremely private person.

      “I hope you think I’m smart enough to distinguish between sex and access to your life as I understand it,” I said.

      She measured my conclusion with a grin. “Very good, and thank you for being respectful with your language. I may be compelled to fuck, but rather prefer less colorful terms.” Her smile bloomed at my bark of laughter as I waved at her to go on. “I am intensely private and have been since the day my husband died and I realized that Elizabeth was going to replace his memories with . . . whatever followed that horrid day.” Her voice softened with loss. “I may be accessible physically, but my mind and my soul are my own, except on rare occasions where I find myself an unwitting participant in love or friendship, both of which are two sides of the same coin.”

      “Like now, with me? It’s only natural. You shouldn’t be ashamed of smothering under my avalanche of charm.” I punctuated that with a small belch brought on by the wine, and she laughed again.

      “Of course,” she agreed, “what woman could resist such a beguiling gentleman?”

      “Milady,” I replied, tipping an imaginary cap.

      She laughed again with greater abandon, and I felt myself flush. She was insanely desirable and growing more so with each passing minute. Weakness began to crack my resolve, and she hadn’t even turned her attentions to me. Incandescent, I thought, looking at her and realizing that even before her conversion, she must have been a blinding sight among the island dwellers she had been born to.

      “I have wondered for some time—may I ask you something about your husband?” This question might help us learn to trust each other. Maybe,

      She said, “Go on.”

      “What was he like?” I asked.

      She lost focus for the briefest moment and smiled with real warmth as the memory of a man gone for twenty-four hundred years filled her eyes. It was voyeuristic, and I was compelled to look away. “He was many things, especially remarkable for our people, but behind his kindness and love of me and our children, he was clever. Decisive and fearless. His defense of our family, it was instantaneous, like quicksilver, even though he was a small, wiry man. He had curled hair that he wore back in a thong. My daughter would put flowers in it, and he would preen for her until she dissolved into shrieks of laughter. To see it, one would think him a prince rather than a man who regarded work as a reward for having such a bountiful life. He was relentless in his sense of fairness. You share many qualities with him, but you are afraid to be seen as too serious, unlike him. Why do you think that is?”

      “I’m flattered to share something with him; I think I would have liked him very much. I’m sorry for your loss. I don’t know if I’ve ever told you that.” She inclined her head to me in thanks. “I deflect the uglier side of our lives with humor. I hope you don’t take that as a sign that I’m not serious about our threats. I am.”

      “No, not at all. I know you recognize the severity of your occupational hazards,” she said.

      “Good, I hope that comes through. I never thought that I would end up—” I began, only to have Delphine silence me with a gesture.

      “A murderer?” she asked. And when I simply nodded, she said, “And now you know how I feel, and have felt, for more than twenty-four centuries. That is one yoke that chafes no matter how much humor we apply.”

      “A killer, yes. I know what I am killing, but it doesn’t make it free from cost. There’s a residue that gets left behind, and sometimes it sickens me.”

      Her only answer was to pull me to her in an embrace that was somewhere between maternal and frightened.

      I lay against her, bent uncomfortably, and asked against her shoulder, “Delphine?”

      “Yes, Ring?”

      “If I don’t sit up, I may go numb and drool, and I’m going to save that for your magical floor, if you don’t mind,” I uttered to her laughter, as she released me and I straightened in relief but immediately missing the presence of her touch.

      “Before you shame yourself, don’t you want to know who the first victim of my castle defense was?” she asked, her laughter ending abruptly.

      “I do, but only if you want to share. I’m thankful that you have honored me with stories of your family,” I said, and I meant it.

      “It’s a my pleasure to speak seriously with someone while clothed for a change.” She gave me an outrageous wink and I flushed again. It was nearly impossible not to feel like her attention was a gift. “I—thank you, Ring. I was serious when I hoped that we would be friends at the very least and allies if at all possible.”

      “So far, that seems to be the path we’re on,” I conceded, but it cost me nothing to admit the obvious. Outside of her inescapable seduction, she had done nothing to deserve anything less than friendship, and I suspected she would prove to be a powerful resource. Warfare takes many forms, and Delphine was a proven survivor. That was a not a skill to be taken lightly.

      “Nonetheless, it isn’t unnoticed. Thank you. But to this man, this victim, so to speak, who was killed in defense of my bedchamber, and by extension, me—I will tell you who he was, but I will also explain why he was there at all because the idea to invade my home was hardly his own.”

      “Elizabeth?” I prompted.

      “Of course. It is always her hand in these dealings, especially when there is such cruelty, and yes, his death was incredibly cruel because it was utterly pointless. He was a wounded British officer, just another bit of flotsam from the war, and he was pointed at me like a weapon. His only intent was to demand that I give him passage home to England, but he ended up dead in my home.”

      I was confused. “Passage to England? What influence did you have over who could return home after the end of the War of 1812?”

      “None, and there is the first hint that Elizabeth was involved. Ring, never forget that, despite the convoluted nature of her plans, Elizabeth does not care about the results of her plans.”

      “Okay, then—what does she care about, if not her goals?”

      “Oh, she cares about her goals, but do not mistake her goals with something tangible, Ring. Elizabeth has plans that leave a uniquely pointless type of destruction behind. Her victories are measured in pain and agony. She creates hope for broken people and then burns it to the ground. It’s what she does well.”

      That seemed reasonable to me, if we were considering that the creator of these games was a creature who wanted to reign over hell. I shook my head in agreement thenDelphine took my hand and kissed it. I made to pull away but realized she was doing it to reassure me rather than seduce me further.

      “The point is, there is no point. The officer’s death was actually unremarkable in the larger scheme. He was weakened from his injuries and convalescence, and mad with drink, too, perhaps given to him by Elizabeth’s own hand. It would be like her to get enjoyment from that little detail. But before he died, I was able to discern that he was one of five or six men tasked specifically to pierce the sanctity of my home. They had been placed around the city, treated like favored pets, and I have no doubt that they all died or were forgotten, once Elizabeth had taken from them whatever it was she needed to mount that particular assault against me.” She took a deep drink of her wine and shuddered with the recollection.

      “I think I see the significance of that death. Is it the, what did you call them, pets? The others, sprinkled over the city? Were they in silken prisons?” I asked. Sometimes confinement can be comfortable, even opulent. The motivations for such trappings are almost always bad. A sedate prisoner is less likely to resist, and Elizabeth had the funds to make such accommodations a reality. It was a fancy slaughterhouse and nothing more. My disgust for Elizabeth’s shriveled heart redoubled.

      “Pets, indeed—they are lambs without purpose, other than their bleating pain as they were rendered inhuman under the hand of a demon. It’s a scene that is repeated again and again without mercy. In her letters she called them her angels, even waxing heretical and awarding them the title of Archangel about once a century. She has no shame and her theological shortcomings are equally as offensive.”

      I started upright. “Archangels? She used that exact term?”

      “Yes, I’m certain of it. She used it repeatedly, usually when she felt that she had me cornered into a life I was reluctant to leave. Like now,” she added, with a glance at me from under her lashes.

      Give me strength, I thought, drunk with her attention.

      “But what of it?” she asked, probing my inquiry.

      “It’s a martial term within this particular war for heaven, or hell. I have a friend, a priest, really, but he’s incredibly intuitive about these things, and he deems the term archangel as nothing short of a general, at least in military terms. But that begs the question, why would Elizabeth need generals?” I said, thinking aloud.

      “She doesn’t. And that dovetails perfectly with her previous forays into attacking me, and who knows else in the depths of time.” Delphine snapped her fingers to accent her conclusion. “It’s for show, trappings, like a distraction, but Elizabeth’s pride has led her astray again since she is clearly technologically inept.”

      Delphine had a suspicion, and she voiced it. “If she has victims in holding, then there are records. This isn’t 1813. There are paper trails, net access, remote data recovery, all of which that bitch is blithely ignoring. I’m certain she’ll have her assistants, children, whomever, to do the dirty work, but they, too, will leave a trail, and we can follow it. We can find them, and if we find them, we find her.”

      I responded slowly, “What do we do if we catch her? We need to prepare for success, dearest. I don’t want to expose us to pure evil without an endgame.”

      She squeezed my hand again and said, “Your caution is warranted, but I have not lived this long without making plans of my own. You endeavor to find these so-called Archangels, and when you do, I will bring the last blade to bear on her cold, damnable neck.”

      “Blade?” I asked, for clarification.

      “Not all weapons are made of metal, Ring, and while you are an expert in many ways of fighting, I, too, have tools. I’m asking you to trust me, if not always, then at least this once.” She implored me with her eyes, and her hands, small and cool, were on either side of my face, which heated to the touch like a piece of the sun was in her palms.

      I agreed with a shake of my head, and she kissed me with satisfaction. I felt myself caught by her irrepressible sexuality and held her golden hair under my hands as she moved to my neck while she slid into my lap without resistance, mounting me playfully. I could feel her intense warmth taunting me through my jeans, and I slid a thumb upward, opening her like a flower. She slapped my hand away with urgency as she drove her soft hips downward on me while her hands busily looped my belt outward with a crack against the window.

      With a gentle sigh, she pushed down on me and I was inside her, and I lost my mind with each passing second.

      My eyes opened to stare into hers, and she began a looping grind against me, her slick heat almost inhumanly perfect, the rhythm like a song. When our hips touched, she pulled away, then came back top me, biting hard at my lips, her tongue flickering out in an up-an-down motion that left me reaching for her even I thrust up harder and harder like some kind of mad bull.

      In a single motion, her chest was bare and each breast filled my mouth, one at a time, her small hands on the back of my head as she pushed me against her nipples, my teeth nipping lightly-- and then not so lightly as she groaned. I wanted to fight her for a flashing second, and she wanted to resist taking life from me, but my big soul was so close that she could taste it. I knew what would happen.

      So did she.

      It didn’t matter. I came in a spasm that curved my back and took my wind away as she clamped down on me with every nerve in her core, coming in shattering waves as her breasts slowed enough to let me kiss the again, our breath returning slower than a distant ship.

      I wondered how I would tell the girls, and then I didn’t care, because there was only Delphine, and she kissed me again, her tongue gentle and warm in my mouth.

      I lifted her and began moving again. Her smile was maddening.

      “It’s never enough,” she said, then kissed me slowly, with the skill of a thousand years.

      She was right.
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      It was a significant transformation from a week earlier. The home, once a proud, pinched castle populated with antiques, had been cleared, the floors of the great room torn up and replaced with blonde birch strips gleaming with lacquer, and Elizabeth’s heels tapped lightly across the expanse of new wood. She spun in place again, as she did when surveying any of the spaces Dieter had converted for their specific intent, and once again nodded in appreciation. “You’ve done well yet again. And as for the living quarters, they are clean, well-appointed, but not sumptuous? As we discussed?” she asked, her eyes fixed on Dieter.

      “Yes, Mother. Pleasant, but not so lush as to inspire sloth. A place to work and live, as you requested,” Dieter added hastily. “She will find everything to her liking and conducive to a”—he searched for the word—“rediscovery of her love for dancing. I am utterly confident of it.”

      “She’ll need a great deal of cosmetics, too. Proper clothing, sundries, and spare no expense. She must have every tool at her disposal to mine her femininity, and the end result must be a different woman than the one who will arrive here later today. You’ve arranged for her car? And more to the point will our driver be available at all times, per our donation to his little cause?” Elizabeth’s clipped voice carried over her shoulder as she began leaving.

      “Yes, Mother. The Driver is under contract, so to speak, and expressed his enthusiasm at working with you once I clarified the terms of his reward. Joseph is quite the coward, as it turns out, but fully willing and able to complete a series of relatively complicated tasks, given his status. Karen will be brought here directly, and I have a selection of the very best items she will need in order to realize her potential,” Dieter said diffidently.

      Elizabeth laughed with delight. “Oh, that is such a delicious word. Her potential.” She nearly formed a genuine smile. She fixed him once more with her caramel eyes, and asked, “Does this complete the preparations of our properties here?”

      “No, mother.” When her eyes narrowed, he added, “I await some . . . additional items from a more unusual source in order to make our last guest to arrive feel at ease.” He resisted the urge to straighten his tie.

      “Why is there a delay? I thought I made it clear that you were to learn Creole before we set foot in this pool of humidity.” Elizabeth was not pleased with the New Orleanais climate. It made looking her best a challenge, and she detested challenges.

      “I did, Mother, flawlessly. My Creole is not the issue, if you’ll forgive me, but rather the contact I made is quite—disconnected from reality. He is also a native African, and the best of my ability, he speaks a smattering of English and a dialect of Kru.”

      “From Liberia?” Elizabeth asked with a secretive smile.

      “The very same, Mother,” Dieter answered, relaxing slightly.

      She crossed the floor to him and rested a hand lightly on his shoulder, giving it a companionable squeeze. “I have a translator who will be most eager to assist you in our acquisitions. He’ll be occupying the property for which we have done nothing save turn the key.”

      “The shabby one, mother?” Dieter asked. Out of the six homes, only one had been left untouched, a decaying hulk of former grandeur, now dusty and moldering into senescence. It had been purchased, contents included, and under Elizabeth’s strict instructions, left exactly as it had been found. The interior was shameful, Dieter mused, but Mother had her reasons, and he had only dropped the key in his pocket after a cursory glimpse of the cluttered, trashy monstrosity that sat amidst riotous, untended greenery on a corner lot.

      “You are correct. The guest who will be moving in will assist you with your language issue, and worry not, son, you have not angered me, but you must make it abundantly clear that his assistance in this matter is not only expected, his survival depends on it.”

      Dieter did not even flinch; he expected as much. He simply bowed slightly, and they locked the door behind them with a pointed click as they made their way to the car for the remaining properties on their guest list.
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      I moved my head with delicacy, rotating it ever so slightly in a side-to-side motion that made the walls spin. My pillow felt like a gravestone, and every motion sent dazzling floaters behind my eyes. Hangover? Flu? We don’t get sick, not in years, and I couldn’t fathom any amount of turpentine making me feel this way, let alone the excellent wine I had shared with Delphine.

      I took stock of my limbs, which felt noticeably sore, and my joints, creaking in a symphony of snaps and pops. I breathed deeply several times, which helped clear my thoughts for an instant. In that clarity I found a confirmation of my suspicions about Delphine, which did nothing for my current state. Every cell of my carcass protested as I forced myself to sit upright in bed and then placed my feet gingerly on the floor as if the tile was made of lava. My heels even screamed in rebellion at the simple touch. What the fuck was happening? This is even rougher than I suspected. I put my head softly in my palms and rested, elbows to knees as I fought to regulate my breathing. The door opened and I heard rather than saw Risa, and then a small noise of shock told me that Suma was in my room as well.

      “Jesus . . .” Suma hissed as I looked up, bleary-eyed and close to vomiting. “Ring, lie back down if you can.” She rushed to the bed and told Risa in a voice like a whip, “My car. Med kit. Now.”

      I groaned, and then coughed once hard enough to cause a white sheet of light to sear my eyes, fading to a drizzle of red and grey stars that descended like snowflakes inside my eyelids.

      “Ring, stay still. I’m going to wipe your eyes, and you must not move while I do it.” I couldn’t have fought her with an army, so I lay, inert and groaning, while she rummaged through the bag Risa had returned with. I felt something cold burn my face and tried to pull away, but Risa’s hands held me still.

      “What are you doing?” My voice sounded very distant, even in my head. Wally came in at that moment, and I could sense her kneeling near the bed.

      “This is becoming a tradition.” I laughed weakly and felt myself begin to float.

      “Open your mouth,” Suma said in a more gentle tone, and I obeyed, knowing that whatever she was doing was the absolute best possible care I could be receiving. I swallowed a small, incredibly bitter pill that began to dissolve almost immediately, leaving a taste of burning leaves and dust in my mouth. It reminded me of a dry October day, and then, like the fall, it was gone.

      “Water, please.” I felt a straw, sipped twice, and sensed a loosening somewhere within me. My toes began to warm, and my sinuses opened. Cooler air began to flood my palate, and I smelled the rosewater from Risa’s hair, a hint of spices from something Suma had eaten, and the clean, healthy sweat of Wally after a morning run. All of these bloomed in my senses, and with each passing second, I became alarmed at how much better I was feeling. “What did you give me, Suma?” My voice was noticeably stronger and my vision cleared enough to see the meaningful look pass between her and Risa.

      “Levorphanol. It’s morphine on steroids, about ten times the effect. I gave it to you to hijack whatever it was that was happening to you. Just a hunch, and since your systemic risks are less than normal, if nothing else, I thought it might help you rest. You’re pinking up nicely as we speak.” Suma appraised me professionally and nodded in approval.

      “Pinking?” I asked.

      Wally interjected, “You were green, like a lizard. Not good.”

      “I felt like a lizard. I think. I’m feeling much better by the second. Is it really just that pill, Suma? What do you think, Risa?”

      Suma stepped back and let Risa put her hand on my forehead again. “You’re—well, you feel normal now. Are you in any pain?” She peered at me quizzically. I must have looked really shitty a few minutes ago to get this type of reaction.

      “So, who wants to go first?” Risa asked. She looked around as her alarm faded with my drastic improvement. Wally waved her off, and Suma settled against the wall.

      With a shrug, Risa said, “How many times last night?”

      Oh, Delphine, I’ve brought the war home with me this time. “Four.” I winced and waited for the fallout, but there was only silence. It cut me deeply, appealing to my stupidity and my latent desire for martyrdom. Kevin’s presence had rubbed off on me in one sense, just not a tendency toward mastery of my physical wants. Chagrined, I looked about me at the faces of the women I thought I’d betrayed.

      Wally pumped her fist, while Risa said, “Shit. Four?” Suma shook her head as a laugh began to break free, bubbling up from within her while one hand pressed an envelope into Wally’s grasp.

      “Hey, I’m still fairly close to being dead here. I’d like a bit of respect for my condition.”

      “Shut up, slut,” Risa commanded, smiling sweetly as she watched Wally count a thin stack of bills. “Four. Who knew you had it in you?” Wally regarded me with the beatific look of someone who had been proven right. She’s really a poor winner, but now didn’t seem the time to press that fact home. “Suma, having never sampled your wares, took the charming position that you were only good for two laps with Delphine.” She patted Suma on the arm in commiseration and then moved over to Wally. “Of course, having shagged you on a regular basis for years, I assumed you would be more vigorous in your approach to Delphine’s ass this time around, so I claimed three as my betting interest. Only Wally thought you would go above and beyond, and she is now two hundred dollars richer.”

      Wally waved the money at me and winked. Definitely a bad winner, along with being unbearably smug.

      I was well enough to ask, “And how does your bet relate to me feeling like a truck hit me?” In truth, I felt fine, but that was a recent development. It was unsettling, but the reaction from Suma led me to believe that it wasn’t unexpected, at least not on her part.

      “Whose idea was it to see how sick I would get from fucking Delphine?” I asked with a relatively wide smile. I really was feeling better. I had my suspicions that it was only a very temporary illness; it was the primary reason I left caution to the wind the night before and enjoyed Delphine in ways I didn’t think possible inside a vehicle. God bless whoever designed the Wagoneerp; it was positively built for the commission of sin. Dead silence descended on the room as I continued in a bright tone. “I’m fine, just to put your concerns to rest. I know how awful your evening must have been, sick with worry as I cavorted with someone who, up until Suma’s most recent visit, had caused a collective mistrust in our house that bordered on hysteria. But, you’ll be happy to know, I fucked her for God and country, and I went about my business well.” I finished with a grand wave and then rewarded the three of them with a scorching, accusatory look. I held up a hand to silence any response. I wasn’t done, not by any measure. “I’m just an oaf who can’t be trusted around women, you know the type— controlled by my cock, but I’m good at other things, right, so we all get along fine and dandy. Right up until the point that you three thought it was a good idea for me to fuck a succubus who is gaining power as she readies a challenge for the throne. Brilliant, fucking brilliant, and I had to live with a succubus hangover that nearly made me puke my bed green just to prove a point. I’m going to get over being pissed, I always do. But from this point forward, if any of you keep a secret of this nature from me, I’ll leave. Gone. I won’t live in a house built on distrust, and I certainly won’t live in a relationship where I’m offered up like a fucking lamb to the slaughter because you know that I’m tough enough to take it.”

      No one else spoke. I could see spots of shame burning their cheeks equally.

      “Have you all suffered mass amnesia? I’m a combat veteran. I’ve got fifteen fucking years of combat with immortals. At what point did you think that I would suddenly regard Delphine as anything other than an irritation?” I asked, still incensed.

      “But with great tits,” Wally added, helpfully.

      “Yes. Stunning,” I added, and saw Wally’s eyes flash as the dart landed. “Seriously? Suma, didn’t you take some sort of oath not to harm people?”

      She blushed and looked away.

      “And Risa,” I began as she regarded me evenly, “how could you let them convince you to offer me up, knowing that I would do it regardless of the supposed risks? Do you, after all these years, think so little of me?”

      Tears welled in Risa’s eyes first, and then Wally’s, too, as Suma covered her mouth, abashed by my anger.

      “I know Delphine is getting more powerful. I’m not stupid. She has to be gaining power in order to hope to replace Elizabeth. She’s also gaining power with age and experience. To repeat, I am not stupid. But what really confuses me is that none of you figured my foreknowledge of her changing abilities could be examined in order to give us better information. Let me put your minds at rest—I got the intel, and I found out about her power in the easiest way possible.”

      “H-how?” Suma asked, in a small voice.

      “I asked her.” I let my face lighten. I was done being angry; I didn’t like the taste of it.

      “I’m sorry.” It was Wally speaking now, and her voice, too, was small and distant.

      Risa sat down on the floor and looked at her feet.

      I stood, a bit wobbly, but then righted myself and asked, “Is there coffee?”

      There was a chorus of assent. I exhaled and held out my hand to Risa. “I’m done being pissed. Let’s all talk and have a normal day. There are some things you all need to know, and if you don’t take it seriously, we’re screwed.” And with that, we left the angry air of the room for the breakfast table and a history lesson about Delphine and The Carpenter and all of the other weirdness that made up our typical days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

          The Archangel Enoch

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you find it to your liking, Enoch?” Dieter asked in a voice that verged on rudeness. Enoch went rigid at being addressed in such a familiar way.

      “I am Doctor Mpemba. And no, this place is not fit for pigs, let alone me.” Enoch regarded the moldering interior of the home with a jaundiced eye. What had been a place of grandeur a century earlier was now a dated, vandalized shithole that he would not deign to set foot in, let alone live in. Dieter laughed in his face and turned from him in a clear dismissal. Enoch grabbed his arm, imperious with anger, and froze in complete terror at the look he received.

      Dieter’s voice transformed into an icy, quiet admonition. “Yes, indeed, Enoch. You are a doctor after a fashion, but here you are merely a servant of my mistress, and a lowly one at that. You would do well to keep that in the forefront of your obviously learned mind.” His admission of Enoch’s position was almost an afterthought, and it chilled the former professor into further doubts about what was going to happen next. “Mother has issued clear instruction about your role. You are to first make this place presentable, if you are capable of such a thing”—Dieter raked the scholar with his eyes—“and when you have completed you domestic duties, there will be an opportunity for you to revisit some of your previous hobbies, but only under carefully controlled circumstances. It should be noted that my mistress does not believe in obedience without reward, and your next days here will determine many things. Your behavior will, in fact, decide whether or not you are allowed to have further days, as well as what will fill that time that my mistress feels you have earned. She can be quite generous, and I am brimming with confidence that you will find her unique rewards most satisfying. Until then, you will labor diligently and in good humor. Is that clear?”

      Enoch seethed inwardly, toxic with rage but remembering the ease with which Elizabeth had effectively rendered him a eunuch. He swallowed a bilious retort and simply nodded. His new jailer, resplendent in banker’s attire, walked the perimeter of the large, disordered room and then made a gesture almost as an afterthought.

      Dieter said in a light tone, “I should mention that upon dispensing your duties here, you’ll be taken by driver to a nearby home, often for the entirety of the day. Provided, of course, that this . . . place”—he smiled ingratiatingly at Enoch—“has passed into respectability.”

      “Where will I go?” Enoch barked, overeager and growing angrier.

      Dieter quelled him with a look. “It is in your best interest to forget such an aggressive tone when asking questions, if you feel they must be asked at all. Certainly, I am a more forgiving liaison, but speaking to Elizabeth in such a fashion will be an unusually painful lesson. However, I’m feeling generous, so I can tell you that you are about to learn a trade. Yes, an honest craft, Enoch. You are to assist a master artisan in creating highly specialized objects that one might find useful in some of your more unsavory pursuits.”

      Enoch was very quick, and he seized on the meaning but managed to control his excitement. If he would be elsewhere, he had a chance of escape, and in the meantime, as a seasoned sadist, he knew that pleasure was, finally, not far away. With a gaze that was slightly less venomous, he surveyed the room around him, seeing it as a means to an end rather than a complete affront to his station as a scholar.

      “I do love to learn. And teach,” Enoch spat, but he was inwardly pleased. Dieter straightened his silk tie, bade him a good afternoon in perfectly urbane fashion, and departed, leaving Enoch as the king of a decaying castle crowded with the trash of decades. Gritting his teeth, he kicked at a tattered footstool and then reluctantly bent to pick it up. The sting of Elizabeth’s hand was still fresh enough to bend his considerable will. For now.
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      We returned to normalcy after my outburst, and Suma left to her duties in Orlando. It was the three of us, Gyro, and some mildly bruised feelings, but that wasn’t anything new. We agreed to a detailed planning session on the deck to discuss everything I’d learned from Delphine. Risa and Wally sat cross-legged, alternately scratching Gyro’s ears as he lolled in supreme comfort between them. The wood of the dock felt unusually ridged under my bare feet, and I wiggled my toes. Risa cued in on my behavior, watching me with interest.

      “Sensitive today?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun with a slanted hand. She peered up at me, and then poked my foot with her tiny, hard finger.

      I pulled back after a mock kick at her inquisitive touch. “Cut that out. Yes, I’m a bit on edge today. I can still feel Delphine. And don’t roll your eyes, Wally, I’m serious. This is different,” I added, letting my tension leak into my voice.

      “How so?” Wally asked. She was taking me seriously, which was progress given our explosive morning.

      “She’s more powerful than when we first met, but it’s more than that. I don’t think she understands what’s happening, not after everything she revealed. She was open with me, more than just the stories about her vulnerability. It was the first time I’ve ever seen into the periphery of her relationships with other immortals.”

      Everyone, including Gyro, was listening now.

      Risa said, “Who? And what do you mean by periphery? Is it in her past or within her current contacts among the Undying?”

      “Both. Her past is, well, it’s an enormous amount of time, so the story is incredibly complex, but here’s the most important thing: She wants to help protect us from Elizabeth. I really believe that’s the simple truth.” I took a spot next to Wally and folded my legs under me. “We need to start thinking about Delphine in two ways. We must consider her as an ally who is capable of more than just seduction. She’s made of sterner stuff than I had first thought.”

      “Obviously.” Wally was emphatic. “She survived a long time in a hard world. She is tough, yes, and she must have talents that keep her safe.”

      “Her talents are not purely defensive, right?” Risa asked. “I mean, it seems obvious that she must be able to protect herself somehow that doesn’t involve sex. Correct?”

      Risa was right; Delphine didn’t have the luxury of luring every enemy into her bed. The capricious nature of the world would never allow for such planning. “Exactly,” I began. “Last night I learned about the mechanics of her immortality and how she protects herself. The truth is even more bizarre than anything we’ve ever seen. Wally, remember how confused we were by those warlocks, the first ones that we ran across?”

      Wally’s gaze lost focus as she recalled details of that particular fight. It had been up close, violent, and it ended with very human blood on our hands for the first time.

      “Oh, they were bad, black inside. I was glad to see them die. I did not understand how they always knew where we were.” She finished with a shrug, and Risa did the same. Dealing with warlocks was disquieting; they were almost always plotting something cruel simply for the sake of harming others. I had not hesitated one second in putting the blade to a warlock since we truly understood how repugnant they generally were.

      “Delphine has lived in New Orleans for two centuries, and now I know why she feels safe there. She hired a builder, a craftsman of some sort who calls himself The Carpenter.”

      “Ominous name. What did he build?” Risa asked.

      “I’ll try to explain it as best I can, but it’s going to sound bizarre, even for us. He was ordered by Delphine to create some form of protection for her. And he did, a thing of magic I assume, that exists to this day and has killed on her behalf at least twice.”

      “What did this man make?” Wally demanded.

      “First, I’m not convinced he was just a man. I think it’s safe to say he was a warlock or some sort of magic user. Secondly, he took stones, ordinary rocks, and made them magnets for emotion, I think. Whatever the nature of these unassuming hunks of rock, they’re scattered throughout a floor that covers Delphine’s bedchamber. It’s a circle with her bed raised in the middle, ensconced in a room that is over thirty feet across. There are two entrances, and only men can hope to survive, even for a moment, as the floor is fatal to women.”

      “What? Seriously?” Risa was agog.

      Wally’s mouth hung open, too. I’d been right; this was the strangest thing in our experience.

      “Even Delphine doesn’t know why women are killed outright. I suspect, like us, she knows the Undying, but not as much about the science of magic. But what happens to men in her bedroom is well beyond our understanding. The maker of her defenses imbued these stones, or the wood, I don’t know if there is a difference—but with every step you take towards the center of the room, the very worst of your fears, your dreams, your shame all come home to you. A wave of shame and remorse crashes over you, and it is apparently savage enough that most men are reduced to weeping children in a matter of seconds.”

      Wally asked, “How does the floor speak?”

      “It’s like a whisper or a murmur. It starts when you enter the room, voices you might not recognize, and then, with each step, the memories get more vivid, and the voices become more . . . probing, more insistent. They mine your deepest secrets and turn them against you like knives that cut your heart out while you weep.”

      “Jesus. That’s diabolical,” Risa said, shaking her head. “Who doesn’t have regrets? No one would be immune to that type of onslaught. It reeks of magic; it’s far too subtle to be a tool of the Undying. They’ve usually got really shitty impulse control.”

      “Unless it was Elizabeth’s house. She plans far ahead,” Wally said, cognizant of Elizabeth’s penchant for delayed evil.

      “That explains some of why Delphine lives in New Orleans, but not all. That house can only defend her against threats that she sees from a distance. What about sudden attacks?” Risa asked.

      I remembered Delphine’s words form the night before. Pain had followed her over the years, and it had struck home many times. What she endured as a matter of course would have killed most people. Being a succubus was a decided disadvantage in the blood arena of the Undying.

      “They can hurt, and even kill. Delphine has lost an ocean of blood over the path of her life. I was—well, she lived through some of the worst events in history; not even her extensive avoidance of conflict left her unmarked. But she always persevered, even with Elizabeth at her heels. It seems that Delphine has been under surveillance for the entirety of her life. And worse, she’s known of it. Can you imagine, not being able to take a free breath?” I shook my head in wonder. It was an oppressive way to live. “I learned that very few immortals make it past their first century. They can starve to death or get caught in a war and killed in a number of ways. There are natural disasters beyond their control or slavery under a stronger Undying. There are threats on every front, so to live as long as Elizabeth or Delphine, there has to be intellect, fortitude, and a dollop of luck along the way.”

      “I am still sort of mad at her, but not because you find her admirable. I just don’t like new things,” Wally grumped. She was a creature of habit.

      “She isn’t new, Blondie, she’s been around forever,” I said.

      Wally wrinkled her nose at that.

      “I see your point, but I wish that we could get over that resistance to her. She’s ballsy, and she hates Elizabeth in a way we can never know. Elizabeth has killed, I don’t know, dozens of Delphine’s lovers, friends, and employees over the years. It’s a tradition, one paid in blood. Don’t you think that we need to harness that?” I looked to Wally for agreement; I really needed her onboard with this new direction.

      “Okayyyy. I will not let her borrow my car or my shoes, but we can get along,” Wally groused, but in a playful voice that said we were moving forward with this new tactic.

      Risa stood up and brushed off, asking in a quiet voice, “You never said what Delphine told you that convinced you to regard her as an ally.”

      “Yes I did. It was the blood and the threats and murder. All of it, but I think I knew we needed Delphine when I realized that all of this was happening to her at the hands of her own mother. And mind you, this mother wants us all dead. Do you think we should let that be?” I asked softly. I needed accord from my partners, and I needed it badly. We had to be unified.

      “Her own mother,” Risa said ruefully. “That is a long time to be cruel.” There was a spark of anger in her voice.

      “I think we should talk to Delphine and find out where to kill Elizabeth. I do not want it to happen in my house,” Wally said.

      I barked a laugh. “And why not?”

      “Because I do not want that bitch ruining my furniture,” Wally said, beautiful with her anger, and we all went inside, a team once more.
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      “Joseph, water, if you please,” Elizabeth directed in a firm tone.

      He handed her a glass with a straw, which she took without looking back. Tied to a chair in front of her was a frail, old man with coal black skin. Wire bindings bit deep into his ankles and wrists, and a single strand of thin copper braid lashed his neck backwards at an uncomfortable angle. Despite his condition, and having been fetched several sharp blows to the mouth, he glared at Elizabeth with an indomitable set to his jaw. A swollen eye wept tears, but the other burned with hatred as he spat the straw onto the floor of the sumptuous hotel suite. Elizabeth shook her head slightly in amazement, as if failing to comprehend why the man would refuse to answer such simple questions.

      She leaned slightly forward as if conferring a secret to a cherished friend. “Now, Peter, I’ve asked you here as a courtesy, but I simply cannot grasp why you’re choosing to be so difficult. A few minor questions, perhaps a drawing or two, and we could complete our business and get on with our respective days. Am I being unreasonable?” She stood, smoothing her skirt and walking to the window where late afternoon sun poured onto the carpet in a soft, golden rectangle. “Joseph, if you would be so kind as to repeat my request, using exactly the inflection that Enoch wrote down—”

      “I will not help you, demon,” Peter spat. “You will rot before I give you license to tame a ghoul. It is unnatural and a violation of the ways of the gods. You are too poisonous to be trusted with such a thing.” He concluded this condemnation with a slouching motion, as if making peace with his end. It was the right thing to do, considering the atmosphere in the room.

      Elizabeth approached him again and told Joseph, “Free his right hand. Then bring me that charcoal and parchment.” She stared into Peter’s eyes with a feral gleam as a shudder ran involuntarily through his chest. His death was close, very close now, and like an animal on the run, he could sense its approach. Joseph wrested one hand free of the wires and let his arm dangle, but Peter could take no action due to the cramps and numbness from his captivity.

      Elizabeth placed a stick of charcoal in his weak grip and said earnestly, “Thank you for speaking English, Peter. I so distrust translations of any type. I cannot yet fully trust my pets, and to remove them from their assigned cages merely to—supervise your doodles, that would not be an effective use of my time. Not on such a lovely day, don’t you agree?” She smiled brightly at him as she levered the parchment pad under his hand. “Joseph, for posterity, if you please.”

      “We are now recording, ma’am,” Joseph reported, holding a phone aloft to capture what would be the complete capitulation of a man who had been, only hours earlier, a feared practitioner of African blood magic. Now he was a corpse waiting to be created at the hand of a perfectly depraved killer. Elizabeth smirked and began to move the pad in a series of non-sequential motions. A moan of fear and resignation escaped Peter’s bloodied lips, as the image of a sinuous, malignant serpent began to take shape. The Negwenya, mused Joseph. The snake was a parasitic rune capable of causing madness, death, and even a pitiable spiral into self-mutilation. Placed on the skin, the drawing would adhere, crossing from two dimensions to three, and inhabit the unlucky recipient as it quickly established dominion over nerves, flesh, and bone. It was coiled on the page, but somehow seemed to recognize Joseph as a potential host. He stepped back involuntarily, cognizant of the short distance between him and the thing on the paper.

      Elizabeth furrowed her brow as she critiqued the smudges forming before her. “And to clarify, Peter, I can already control a ghoul; I have other purposes for this bit of folk art.”

      Peter bucked against the bonds that held him, but his arm only swung down like a flesh pendulum, free of his control or intent. Elizabeth gave a critical frown at the unfinished drawing, and, in a series of bold, decisive strokes, began to augment and add depth and detail to the serpent, finishing the complicated rendering from memory.

      “You knew this thing, all along?” Peter gasped, looking at his bonds, tasting the blood in his mouth and seeing, for the first time, just who was crouching before him in her silk suit and flawless makeup. “Bitch. Eater. Demoness!” His voice was a soft hiss at the truth before him.

      Elizabeth stood, admiring her work, and set the parchment on the table with a satisfied pat. “There, complete and ready for use, should it be necessary.” At Dieter’s questioning look, she deigned to explain. “Of course, I’m familiar with the creation of such unpleasant runes, but I needed the video to make certain that none of our houseguests think me too civilized for more invasive punishments.”

      Joseph smiled deferentially, his face frozen behind a mask of complete obedience. Elizabeth’s taste for inflicting pain was limitless, and he reminded himself to never forget that fact.

      She picked up her clutch and began to stride to the door, but before she touched the handle, she paused, as if remembering a funny quip. “Joseph, it occurred to me that a man of Peter’s standing in his community might know a great deal of young women. The type of women who might find an official doctor’s visit to be a bit too noticeable for their citizenship status, yes? Do you understand?” She waved warmly at Peter and stepped through the wide door without another glance.

      Joseph did understand, clearly, and he sat in front of the captive with purpose. Act as if she is watching, at all times. Because she is.

      “Ahh, Peter,” Joseph began, moribund at the task before him but determined to obey his mistress, “I find myself forced to ask you a few questions about the . . . community of which you are such an integral part.” He finished this sentence with an apologetic wag of his head, as if the entire unpleasant afternoon was something he wished they could avoid, but even as he did so, he picked up small pliers that had been resting on the nightstand nearby, sitting them daintily on Peter’s knee. He clapped his hands on his thighs, indicating he was ready to start, and leaned close to Peter, whose face had gone ashen under his formerly magnificently burnished skin. “I’d like you to tell me who provides medical care for the women who are working here under the radar. And—this is the most important point, Peter,” he warned. “I need to know where those women go for pregnancies, if they eschew hospitals and the prying eyes of the immigration authorities.”

      Peter flailed his arm once, but Joseph caught it in an iron grip and dislocated the elbow with an incremental bend, the soft pop of the bursa echoing in the room like a precursor to an avalanche. Gasping, Peter opened his mouth to scream, but Joseph darted the pliers, which appeared in his hand with a lightning speed, and caught his tongue, placing a tiny amount of pressure that drew a drop of blood which smeared like a flower petal underfoot.

      “I know,” Joseph began in a conspiratorial voice, “it feels like betrayal. But it isn’t, you see, because she already knows. She has always known, just as you understand, here and now, that this can only end in one fashion. So, I ask one more time, where can I find these women?” As he finished the question, Joseph removed the pliers and folded his arms in a pose of silent attention.

      Peter, sobbing through his tears, folded inward, and in a voice of utter defeat, began to speak.
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      “Well, this is unexpected.” I looked at Kevin’s long form standing on our porch, holding a basketball under one arm and looking a bit uncomfortable.

      Wally pulled at my shoulder and said, “Come in, come in, Father!”

      Her excitement died on the vine when Delphine stepped around him and said, “Love to. Is it too early for wine, Waleska?” Now Kevin’s twisted grin was explained as he waved Delphine ahead in a solidly continental display of gallantry.

      Over her shoulder, Wally yelled, “Risa, Kevin’s here. And she’s here, too.”

      “Bullshit,” echoed Risa’s voice from within the kitchen. “Seriously?”

      In answer, Wally grunted as we all shuffled inside, an odd silence descending around the usually jovial priest and our own resident succubus escort. Risa stood, hands on hips and eyes goggled at our motley assembly. Her gaze darted to and from all of us, finally settling on Delphine, to whom she offered a curt nod, thought better of it, and then extended her hand in greeting.

      “Delphine, please excuse me for being rude. Come in, and no, it’s not too early for wine. A rather large glass, I would think,” Risa added, warming to the moment, if not the guest.

      Kevin remained befuddled for a second, and then his eyes brightened and rounded as he took the measure of a woman whom he had been told was, for all intent, older than God. He was quick, and it appeared to be nothing more than a happy accident that he and Delphine had arrived on each other’s heels. Wally snagged a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator while Risa pulled glasses down from the hanging rack under the cabinet. Kevin suddenly became aware of the fact he was holding a basketball and set it on the counter, placing a finger on top to assure it remained obedient, then thought better of it and put it on the floor.

      We delivered matching shrugs, and then Delphine broke the stiff silence by saying, “Can we sit by the water?”

      And that, it seemed, was an idea all five of us could agree to, so we made our pilgrimage, Gyro in tow, to the dock.

      “I’m Delphine, Father, and it’s my pleasure to see you today.” She extended a hand to the still shell-shocked priest who recaptured his sense of decorum and took her hand lightly. He smiled at her in wonder, and if he had been bolder, I think he may have pinched her arm to verify her presence among us. She read his thoughts and said with a laugh, “I assure you, I’m quite real.”

      Kevin’s shoulders lifted and fell with silent laughter, and he took a moment to drink it all in before responding in a kind voice. “And I can assure you that I believe that to be true, despite what my face may betray. Give me a minute, and I’ll regain my sense of reality.”

      Delphine inclined her head gracefully, and Risa began to bustle about with wine. I waved it off, intent on playing basketball without any freshly acquired inability to maintain my balance, but when I saw Kevin accept a glass, I held my hand out to Risa, who obliged me.

      Wally smiled with minor reservation at our circle and said to Kevin, “Father, you ask things first. We know Delphine, but you do not, and I think you have many, many questions to ask while I drink this excellent wine.”

      Put on the spot, Kevin asked Delphine, “Do you have a soul?”

      It was unexpected. Or perhaps, it was expected, because she answered him without pause. “I do. And I care very much for its resting place.”

      Kevin nodded to himself, apparently pleased with that answer. “There are . . . virtually limitless things I would ask you, but I’ll spare you an interrogation from a scholar whose world just went from flat to round. But-- could you tell me who you think Elizabeth is becoming, and give me your best guess as to her chances of succeeding at a transformation, for want of a better term?”

      She ticked off items on her hand as she spoke, methodical and intense. “First, Elizabeth is not the only person experiencing change; I think it should be obvious at this point that we all are.”

      “No shit. Ring looked like death after your last—” Risa interjected, then caught herself but continued anyway, “date, I guess. Suma gave him a powerful painkiller for his headache, but I think he would have shaken off your effects regardless. Once he was awake, he regained his overall health in a matter of minutes. Sorry, Father,” she added absently. He waved her off with a smile.

      Delphine looked at me curiously, and Wally interjected, “Were you sick, too, after a night with Ring?” Her question was directed pointedly at Delphine, who nodded sheepishly.

      “I felt unusual, yes, but by lunch I was returned to my previous state, and I concluded that Ring, and by extension, you two, Wally, Risa—all of you are becoming a bit less mortal, and therefore harder to kill.” Delphine nearly blushed at this.

      “I do not like how you found this out, but I like being tougher,” Wally said, and flexed her arm muscles for show.

      “Badass, indeed,” I said, and poured her some more wine as a further apology for my night of sacrifice.

      “What’s the second point, Delphine?”

      She continued. “Yes, to the second and the most important issue in my estimation. This is also the least clear, but I believe that her chances of success are nearly zero.” That little ray of sunshine got our attention, but Delphine held up a finger to still our questions, and we let her go on uninterrupted. “Now, to clarify your third question, Kevin, and yes, you asked three; Elizabeth may very well transform far beyond her current form, but it won’t be enough to gain her what she wants. This is hardly her first attempt at supremacy, or advance rather, but her failures before have been spectacular, and there is an additional obstacle facing her this time that makes me think she is actually quite close to the end of her imaginary reign.”

      We were collectively thrilled and confused by this line of thinking, and Wally turned her hands palms up in an enormous shrug. “How is this true? She can be strong, and she can be something new, but we beat her? I do not understand.”

      That makes two of us, I thought. I couldn’t see an end game where this turned out well in which Elizabeth mutated yet fell short of her goals. It was beyond me. And then Delphine gave voice to the option that I had not considered because I don’t think about losing, I only think about the cost of winning.

      “Oh, be assured, Elizabeth will change, there’s nothing we can do to stop that fact, just as you are altered by my proximity. I said that she will fail, and in a grand fashion, but I did not say that we would all be there to witness it. You see, in the plainest terms, to kill a demon of Elizabeth’s standing is going to require more than a simple investment of blood and some healing, followed by commiseration while we regain our strength. No”—she shook her head vehemently, sending gold hair waving in denial of our fortunes—“killing Elizabeth will cost a life. Somehow, in some manner, a life must be paid, I think, in order to do the world a very great good. And I, for one, am willing to pay it, even it is mine.” She looked defiantly out over the water, and I knew that she was speaking of more than simple probabilities. She was speaking based on experiences as well as a history awash with loss. All of her perspective had sprung from the Elizabeth’s irresistible growth into whatever the thing was that we were now seeking to kill. I felt a pit yawn under my feet as a series of realities flashed past me, each one less palatable than the last.

      “Delphine,” Kevin began cautiously, “I sense that you have some idea of how Elizabeth can fail, but let me ask you, as our resident expert, what happens if she succeeds?”

      “She will swiftly move to consolidate power, and that will involve killing everyone sitting here,” Delphine said bluntly. “She will not tolerate any whisper of a former challenge, and make no mistake, Ring’s knife buried in her corporeal body was the most egregious action she has tolerated during my entire existence. Elizabeth does not allow mistakes. She punishes them, and we here are an error in judgment that her pride will not allow to continue past her ascension.”

      “Ascension?” Risa asked. “Would she reign or just carve out partial dominance?”

      Delphine chewed on that, clearly running through different outcomes. “Complete victory, I think, but perhaps not immediately. Remember, Elizabeth is planning over the horizon. She does not think like you do, not even like I do actually. Although we are both effectively immortal, I am not actively seeking the throne, so to speak, and in that, our goals diverge so completely that any comparison or supposition based on what I might do is pure speculation.”

      “But you feel that we can win?” I asked, still more than a little confused.

      “I do, Ring. I do because of what you three are capable of, and I know we can win due to what I am capable of. No disrespect intended, Kevin.” She tipped her glass at him in a gesture of acknowledgment that still managed to be sexually charged.

      Kevin noticed, and so did Wally, who narrowed her eyes, but only for a moment.

      Kevin raised an inquisitive finger and asked, “Delphine, am I correct in assuming that Elizabeth is not the only, er, immortal, vying for this control? Of whatever realm is being contested?”

      “You are perceptive, and yes, you are correct. There are many, many usurpers at any time, but only the strongest and most amoral are capable of mounting a serious campaign. Simply stated, the discipline and investment required to do so is enormous, and many of the Undying think only of immediate gratification,” Delphine answered.

      That tickled a memory for me, something about rising tides, and I asked, “Two things are still escaping me. One, how does Elizabeth keep losing? And the second thing that troubles me, does the power she builds during these run-ups to an assault on whoever is in charge of the Undying, what happens to it? Does it fade, or does some of it remain with her? Or, worst case scenario, does she keep all of the power, like a talent that she doesn’t forget?”

      Delphine made to answer, but Kevin interrupted her with a gentle hand on her arm. “A point to add, if I may? Is there any resistance to these campaigns, for lack of a better term?”

      “Resistance? To Elizabeth?” Delphine asked.

      Kevin answered, “I would find it unusual if the current hierarchy would allow someone as determined as Elizabeth to assault the castle, over and over, with no attempt at defense.”

      It was a legitimate concern, but the look on Delphine’s face bordered on anger until she regained her mannerly façade. “And what, may I ask, do you think I have been doing for these three millennia?”

      Kevin was a stalwart. He didn’t shrink from Delphine calling us on underestimating her. He said, “Let me expand my question then. Who else other than you has engaged Elizabeth over her forays, then?”

      Delphine held out her hands and began to tick imaginary combatants off, one by one. “Demons. Lords. Warriors of every shape and size. I’m fairly certain that Achilles and Patroclus thwarted her some seven centuries ago, although in truth, they may not have been doing so intentionally. Elizabeth made the grave error of enabling a mass invasion from the east, which just happened to threaten the sprawling estates Patroclus spent the better part of a century building, cultivating, and organizing. I visited once; it was as close to heaven on earth as is possible, a small area of beauty and peace.”

      “What did Elizabeth invite east?” Risa asked

      “No less than the Golden Horde. They plunged west and south into Thrace, where Patroclus had created his minor kingdom during a rare instance of his choosing to settle down and establish a home. Never let it be said that Elizabeth doesn’t think in grand terms.” Delphine smiled thinly. The Mongol invasions had been enormous. As to what machinations had enabled Elizabeth to draw them to Thrace, I couldn’t begin to imagine, but simple greed might have been a key element.

      “What happened to the beautiful kingdom that they built?” Wally asked.

      “Ahh, that is a lesson for the ages,” Delphine began, with a wide grin. “The Mongol raiding parties were immense, small armies in comparison to the rest of the world’s concept of war, but Achilles had a tightly knit, highly skilled militia, who were also vintners and smiths in their spare time. Numbering nearly a thousand, they were elite, local, and most of all loyal force who were fighting using very unsavory tactics, all while in their own lands.”

      “The Myrmidons?” I asked, referencing the classical force under Achilles.

      Delphine shook her head. “I don’t think they had a name, but they had a symbol on their chests, an engraved amphora with a curled hammer on either edge. It was more artwork than identification, very pretty. I’m sure Patroclus designed it. He’s a brilliant craftsman, but the end result of the Mongol raid was quite gruesome. When Achilles finished with them, there were no living members of the invaders, so their horses were sent back from whence they came with bulging sacks, filled with the heads of the officers Achilles personally slew on the field. I believe that a single foreign commander was spared, for what reason I cannot imagine since I have no doubt that Achilles’ blood was running hot that day. Perhaps he sent the vanquished general with a message, or maybe he felt sorrow at someone who had been so utterly crushed. Needless to say, despite whatever Elizabeth offered as rewards, the Golden Horde found the loss of several thousand elite cavalry incentive enough to look for low-hanging fruit in other directions.”

      Kevin whistled appreciatively, and we all toasted that bit of history. Achilles must be an even better commander than fighter, and that was rarified air, indeed.

      Kevin spoke up, asking, “Has Elizabeth ever been attacked by . . . beings, things which are not human?”

      Delphine’s mood seemed diminished as she answered. “A host of them, in fact. Creatures I know nothing of and have heard nothing about since their defense against Elizabeth’s predations. The list is impressive, it is extensive, and it is utterly meaningless. You are here now, all of you, and the fact that she is willing to cultivate another long-term plot with you squarely in the middle tells me that, without a doubt, she regards you three as something worth her personal attentions, which seems only fair, since I think it is reasonable to assume she had a hand in creating your team. Do you agree?”

      I knew that, at an instinctive level, it was true. Wally and Risa nodded along with me, and Delphine grimaced, not entirely pleased to be correct because that meant that beyond any doubt, she would be in on the fight that was coming.

      Wally asked sadly, “Is it too late to save the people she calls her Archangels?”

      Delphine answered slowly in a voice laden with regret. “It is. It was too late a decade ago, even a score of years perhaps, when she began grooming, perverting, and tormenting the poor souls she is using even as we speak. They cannot be saved, I am afraid, but we can spare them further torture, should we find them, and I think it is paramount that we locate them soon. The less influence she has over them, the less hatred and power she generates, it is all a part of her feeding from them, for lack of a better word. She will stand on the piles of their broken souls, their tears, and their blood, and she will reach for victory. She will grasp at the next rung of the ladder that leads straight to hell, and she will do it with rancorous delight.”

      Wally stood, holding the now-empty wine bottle, and announced, “Well, then we will stop her, but this time, we will not use the same knife. We must find a much sharper weapon, I think.”

      Delphine’s eyes flashed with anger as she said, “Or an older one.”
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      “There’s barely any fucking furniture. If I knew I was going camping, I would’ve brought my own stuff,” Tyler pouted, full of bravado for the moment while Dieter looked at him, braiding boredom and revulsion in one glance. “Well? Are you gonna fix it? Or am I gonna sit on the fucking floor?”

      Later, Tyler couldn’t remember the exact way the scene had played out, but he knew that it was brief, violent, and ended with Dieter looking at him with disgust from above. The banker, glancing at his watch, had calmly informed Tyler that he would receive what Elizabeth determined was necessary, when she thought it necessary, and if she thought it necessary. Then, in a savage jerking motion, he had torn Tyler’s shirt from his body and commanded him to stand still.

      Tyler, suddenly cooled by fear, had stood for a shivering moment. Dieter then informed him that he would have a guest soon, and in the interest of keeping his tongue, his language would have to become much more civil. Tyler agreed, suddenly overwhelmed by a survival instinct that told him talking was going to get him killed, or worse.

      He was filthy from the trip and the degrading way he’d been treated. He wandered the house, which was now his, and found a fully appointed bathroom upstairs along with a bed and linens. The room was immense, and the bed was placed near the double windows that ran floor to ceiling. Further investigation revealed some clothes, and the bathroom had everything he needed. He shed his pants, still stained from the wet grass of the easement. Had that been yesterday? Or a week ago? He found that he couldn’t remember; the facts danced away from his mind just as he seemed close to clearing the haze that shrouded parts of his memory.

      The easement. I was hurt there, he thought, looking involuntarily at his hands, which were a bit sore, but seemed okay. He stepped into the shower and sighed with intense contentment as the water pulsed against him. This might be okay. I think I’ll be okay here. Where is here? After a long moment, even that question faded into oblivion, and soon he stood dripping in front of the long windows where the sun fell on his face. The sensation quelled his doubts, his loneliness, and he began to towel off, wondering what, exactly, he had been so nervous about on the trip here. Looking out with curiosity, he saw that his new home sat a short distance from another grand pile, all white brick and iron rails, and directly in front of his gaze a man, with dark eyes, a cruel mouth, and a thin beard, stood looking at him hungrily, then looked away, but only for a second, as his eyes slid back onto Tyler, who once again began to shiver.
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      It’s time to step back, I thought, with the sun on my face as I looked out over the lapping water of the canal. I used to think we were heading for something unknown, but that was no longer true. What we faced was clear, concise, and unrepentantly evil. It made things easier, despite the possible cost, which according to Delphine, would be paid in blood. I rinsed my coffee cup and looked at the forms of Risa and Wally sitting on the seawall where they shared a plate of bakery bread smeared with jam. Looking at them, things seemed exceedingly normal, even dull if you discounted their beauty. But I knew that in the undercurrents of their minds, they were thinking just as I was.

      Who would pay the price for defeating Elizabeth? Who would not be with us, a mere statistic in this quiet, vicious war? Would there be a lost soul left behind because of the sickness and greed of a demon that savored pain over pleasure, and preferred loss over joy? I shook myself from the reverie and began to plan for what would happen if the one who did not make it back was me, and then changed my mind permanently. Risa and Wally had endured unimaginable losses already, like friends and family. What cut deepest, though, were the less measurable costs like children or marriage or even the satisfaction of a life lived free from knowing the horrid truth about what really roamed the night.
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      She’d hunted in too many public houses to recall, but as she looked around, it seemed to her this particular place was pleasantly favored and clean enough that she sipped her whiskey without first wiping her glass. There he is, she thought, as her prey walked toward the door. He’d finished two pints, read the evening newspaper, and been friendly but reserved to the general chorus of activity around him. Stacia timed their collision perfectly, bumping into him as he passed behind her, resulting in his profuse apologies.

      “My fault entirely” he said, mannerly to a fault. The easy ones always are.

      Stacia’s face lit up with a carefree laugh as she patted his chest in apology, stepping closer to him. “So sorry! I was just leaving myself.”

      He smiled and offered his arm, the pints giving him confidence that a woman of her appearance would accept his company, which she did, rewarding him with a winning smile.

      “Walk me to my car? It’s up the way a fair bit.” Stacia pushed her lip out, but her eyes were still merry.

      He didn’t hesitate to nod as the first light of hope dawned on his long, mobile face. “And if it’s not too much of a bother, could you carry my bag? It’s been a long day,” she asked, handing her bulky leather purse to him. It was incongruous with the rest of her polished exterior, and he laughed at the heft of it as he swung it up onto his shoulder.

      Well, this is a rather nice development, his face read as they turned a corner. “What’s in it? Rather heavy for such a small lady as yourself.”

      She cast her eyes downward. “Just a few things I need for my job.”

      “Oh really? What do you fancy for a career? Are you a brick mason?”

      “Actually I do many things, but right now, I mostly work with plants,” she said.

      “Smashing, that. My brother does the very same thing in the States. He’s quite the magician with plants, trees, and all sorts of blooming things.”

      Stacia stopped in her tracks, but still held his arm in a firm grip. “Working with plants is the most important thing to me right now, or I should say, making things grow obediently. Things tend to be quite wild unless properly supervised.” She grinned.

      He was enchanted—besotted really, and all in a matter of seconds. “Could we—” She cut herself off, cheeks reddened at her suddenly forward thoughts which were plain on her face. “Would you like to come to my hotel?” Her eyes flickered away as she set the hook, and her prey nearly shouted with joy at his imagined luck.

      “That—that would be lovely. Yes, I’d like that very much,” he stuttered, then recollected his manners and added, “I’m Gabriel, Gabriel Ferloch.”

      “Stacia.” Her voice had gotten husky, and they both experienced a chill, but for very different reasons.

      “I must say, Stacia, this is so—well, I feel very lucky, and I hope you’ll find me up to the task, long day and all.”

      She kissed him, a darting, quick motion, tasting his lips and then retreating as if satisfied with his flavor.

      Gabriel flushed beet red, but then pulled her to him , kissed her soundly, and said in a low voice, “I think you’ll have me erect until dawn, love.”

      A hand fluttered to her mouth as she tried in vain to stifle a laugh, then she returned his kiss playfully and confessed, “How right you are, Gabriel. When the cock crows, you’ll still be standing. I promise.”
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      “I trust you’ll be comfortable here, Kyle. Elizabeth wants you to recover from your loss in a place of healing, a place where you might even feel the urge to write again, if only for the purposes of cleansing your mind. She has great hopes for your life after what you’ve endured these past years. And frankly, I hope for the very same.” Joseph put a companionable hand on Kyle’s bony shoulder, watching as the boy looked about the tastefully stylish home. He was the Archangel with the guitar. He would make music. For a while.

      Kyle sighed. He had been stone drunk for the days it took to arrange for this house to be stocked with the things Elizabeth deemed indispensable for guiding the one-time songwriter into a properly receptive state.

      “You’ll find everything you need here, Kyle,” Joseph went on, ignoring the pallor of the boy who wobbled before him. “The bar is complete, as is the pantry, and in the event you feel unwell, we’ve taken care to provide you with medication that will overcome headaches, sleeplessness, anything of that nature.”

      Even in his stupor, Kyle’s eyes rounded slightly at that revelation, and he mumbled, “Headache, yes, yes, thanks. Joseph, right? Thanks, man. Where did you say those medicines were at, in case of a headache, you know?” He was slurring his speech, but Joseph pretended not to notice as he led Kyle by the arm to the stairs.

      “We’ll go up to your room, Kyle. You’ll find relief for your headache, of course, and there’s even a guitar up there. Elizabeth simply insists that you be given the chance to write another song, something new. She even has an audience picked out for you to showcase your work. Isn’t that thoughtful?”

      Kyle agreed in blurry, vague assurances even as he slouched into the bathroom where he pawed through the medicine cabinet, peering closely at the pill bottles before selecting one and downing two tablets. He drank from the faucet, swaying the whole while at the unusual angle, then stood, wiped his mouth, and asked, “So, where’s this fucking guitar I’m supposed to play?”

      Joseph pointed out the cheap instrument leaning on the bed and said, “Right here you are, Kyle. And I speak for Elizabeth as well when I say we’re positively aquiver at hearing your next song.”

      Kyle plucked at a sour-sounding string hesitantly. “I said I’d never pick this thing up again, and look at me.” He belched and spat on the hardwood floor, before his eyes, dulling from the powerful narcotics, returned to the guitar, which he strummed listlessly.

      “Yes, look at you,” Joseph beamed, “an artist to the very end.” And with that, he bid Kyle goodbye and left.
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      I pulled up to the Hardigan Center with the intent of raiding whatever Pan was making for lunch, but not before I invited Liz. I envisioned me eating and her doing the talking, but my plans were short-circuited when I saw none other than Achilles in front of the Center with Glen, examining another of the trees that had been espaliered. Glen waved with vigor as I pulled to a stop, and Achilles, the demigod warrior of song and story, tossed me a jaunty salute. It was all a bit surreal, but I regained my composure for the sake of Glen’s innocence and hailed them in return.

      “Glen, Anxo. I didn’t realize this was your customer out west causing you to torment these innocent trees.”

      Glen guffawed, and Achilles glanced at the small citrus tree, rigidly held in place on a bamboo frame.

      Achilles, speaking as Anxo, said, “Glen’s reputation is excellent, and he’s delivering on schedule, and on budget, which I can say about Angel’s stonework, too.” He smiled with genuine pleasure at the rarity of two contractors both exceeding his expectations. I sensed that the other workmen building Strata must have been a bit more laconic in their pacing. If anyone had known the real identities of the restaurant’s owners, the project would have been complete six weeks early, but I inferred that Achilles and Patroclus were willing to spend a bit more to protect their unusual personal histories.

      Glen hefted the tree and said, “See you down there! Ring, care to join us?” He cut his eyes to the left, indicating the front door of The Butterfly.

      I looked into Liz Brenneman’s office and saw she was absent, spinning in place to note that her car was, in fact, gone, and said, “Love to. I was on my way with Liz, but she’s not here. Shall we?”

      Glen waved us on with the assurance he’d be along directly. In the years I’d known him he’d existed in a state of perpetual hunger and never missed a meal. Achilles opened his arm, indicating I should proceed, and we paced each other for ten steps, opening the door where Achilles paused and inhaled, deeply, in the manner of a man who knows good food can be found with one’s nose.

      “Incredible. It’s like being in Thailand; the authenticity is remarkable,” Achilles said.

      I had to agree; stepping into the domain where Panit worked his magic was like instant travel. I waved Achilles forward to a table and we sat, welcome indeed as I heard Boon’s approach before I spied her. Bangles jingling, she was prescient as ever, setting a pitcher of iced jasmine tea and two glasses packed with crushed ice on the table. She turned her megawatt smile to Achilles, who responded like all men did to Boon, with a brilliant, face-cracking grin of his own.

      “I’m Boon, and hello,” she said, extending a long hand and arm glittering with bracelets.

      Taking her proffered hand, Achilles, Anxo, I corrected myself, kissed it with positively continental charm and intoned in his best voice, “I am Anxo Saavedra, and I am most pleased to be here. Will we have the pleasure of meeting the chef?” He raised brow at both Boon and me.

      Boon awarded him a searching look, then smiled again and said, “I am sure of it. Ring has the most interesting friends.” Turning her cryptic smile to me, she asked, “Do you and your guest have any requests, or shall I have Pan send whatever is best today?” During our byplay, Achilles—Anxo, dammit— allowed his gaze to wander the other tables as he sized up the savory dishes that graced other patrons’ plates.

      “Boon, I see you have quail eggs? May I ask for those in the manner the chef sees fit?” Anxo smiled with satisfaction as Boon nodded once and was called away to the front for a moment. “I trust Glen got held up. I’ll be sure to take him something. I wouldn’t want him to miss a meal,” he deadpanned, and I laughed at his observance of Glen’s hyperactive metabolic rate.

      His eyes drifted back to Boon. “She is rather . . . magnetic. What a unique beauty. Her spirit settles and cheers this room all at once. Yes, a rare woman, I think.” He tapped his fingers together as he considered Boon’s presence. He was right, of course. “And her husband, the chef?” he asked.

      “Wryly funny, dedicated, loves his family, implacable under pressure.” I summed Panit’s essence up as best I could.

      “Implacable, yes,” Anxo began. “He would be in the presence of a woman like her.” He delivered this in the sage tone of a man who has three millennia of human psychology to draw upon.

      “What made you seek our friends as hired help, other than their considerable skills?” I asked, in reference to both Angel and Glen having a hand in Patroclus’ and Anxo’s new life here in South Florida.

      “Truly? At first, Delphine recommended Angel, and we trusted her at her word. Then, when some of Patroclus’ more—well, there’s no delicate way to say it—he’s obsessed with houses, since moving about to chase wars has been a sort of hobby since the fall of Troy. Our Troy, I should add, since it fell and was rebuilt a dozen times or more.” Anxo admitted this in a way that made it seem like pride in one’s house was something to be hidden. I raised a brow in question since the pursuit of finer living seemed reasonable to me. “You don’t know the extent of Patroclus’, ah, passions, as they pertain to a home. Colors must match. Fabrics must match. Shoes must be taken off, and there are entire rooms no one is allowed to use.” He finished with a shrug of his massive shoulders, clearly befuddled by these behaviors.

      In my mind, he wasn’t describing an immortal but an Italian grandmother. I kept that to myself, and just then, Boon jangled her way to the table with two plates. Heaped on each was a cold noodle salad, strewn with thinly sliced vegetables and pork, and resting on top, three perfectly cooked quail eggs nestled back into their shells. The bite of chilies greeted my eyes, and a fat wedge of lime sat on the edge of each plate, ready to contribute to the brilliant meal if needed. Anxo smiled up at Boon, who stood for a moment, hands on hips, awaiting our first bite. It was stunningly good, cold to the mouth but fiery with spices, and when I saw Anxo lift an egg to his lips and grin, she knew her work for the moment was done.

      “There will be no check today,” she quipped, and before I could protest, she told us both, “not that Ring should ever really pay since he is family. And frankly, I’m rather pleased to meet another friend of his, so your money is no good here either, Achilles.” With a knowing wink, she left us to eat. Clearly Suma or Wally or Risa had spilled the beans, but Achilles merely tipped his tea in salute, taking the entire exchange in stride. Then, with stillness on his face, I saw him get lost while sifting memories, and he said, “Do you know, I once survived a long month on nothing but eggs stolen from the nests of sea birds?”

      “You were alone?” I asked, voicing half the question. “Wait, you can starve?” This fact was new to me as I thought immortals were above mundane threats like starvation.

      He answered, “Patroclus was elsewhere. We frequently go entire decades without seeing one another, but we always drift back together, usually prior to large-scale warfare. Also, I still need to eat. Not that I would have realistically starved, but being weak from hunger can blunt my edge, so to speak. I was penned up, hiding, really, from an entire battalion who had been dispatched to find me and return me to Caria where I was to face the queen’s justice.”

      “Caria? Where and when was this?” I asked, unsure of what time period we were discussing. “And how do you anger the queen, may I ask?”

      “I was in an area you now call the coast of Turkey, and this would have been . . .” he drifted, thinking, “perhaps three and half centuries before the birth of Christ.”

      I knew it was real, but just hearing of such events in the first person gave me pause. More and more, our lives were becoming unnatural, and I felt detached from what I had known as reality only a year earlier, strange as that concept had been.

      “The queen, Ada, targeted me due to a simple misunderstanding.”

      I took measure of his physical presence, added what I knew from legend, and asked in my blandest tone, “Does this misunderstanding have a name?”

      He crinkled his eyes. “She does. My tastes ran to young women of means during that era. I am ashamed to admit that I was a bit of a gold digger. Regardless, the royal presence, Ada, had a younger sister, a girl of, oh, let’s declare it modest beauty, but she had—”

      “A large estate?” I interjected helpfully.

      His grin expanded. “Quite. The lands were extensive, and I do love rolling hills. Naturally, I deflowered her after fighting several oafs who saw the same qualities I had recognized, but after taking her to bed, I was seen stumbling from her private chambers quite naked, and still gloriously drunk. I ran off, weaponless, and stole a horse, which provided me swift but uncomfortable passage to safety, or so I thought.” He winced at the memory of the horse ride.

      That is one tough soldier, I thought reflexively, covering my own groin with a free hand.

      “I alternated between hiding and outrunning the hunting party until they lost interest, but I’ve never stopped appreciating the simplicity of an egg,” he said.

      “And here I thought you only had eyes for Patroclus. You’re quite the libertine, you know,” I said, pointing at him with my chopsticks.

      He shook his head in agreement and shrugged, then his eyes clouded with a hint of heat as he became serious again.

      Around a mouthful of egg, Achilles said, “It will be soon, very soon, that Elizabeth will move against you. And the truth of her plans will reveal weaknesses you have not considered.”

      “Something at our periphery?” I asked.

      “Correct. Remember, Ring, that underneath it all, Elizabeth, like all tin pot dictators, well, she’s a coward. She would do anything to assume power and then begin to use the lash for sheer sport, but engaging in a standup battle with you and yours, and if I may say so, me in particular? Not her style.” He shook his head at what he saw as Elizabeth’s cowardice. “And if I’m not mistaken, here comes the bad news. It’s started,” he said as he looked over my shoulder at the door.

      I turned to see a police officer making his way to our table with the distinct gait of a man delivering something unsavory.

      “Ring? I’m Detective Francis.” He was a middle-aged fireplug of a guy, bulging with muscles, and his brown eyes were a bit sad and tired. “We just informed your friend Glen that his brother was found murdered, and he asked that you come over to close up his place for him. He left immediately to begin packing for his flight.”

      “Gabriel? Murdered?” I asked, shocked, but then cooling instantly as I felt ghostly, manicured fingers began to tighten around my neck. “When?”

      “Yesterday. He was found in a hotel room in Portsmouth, England. He was—well, I’ll tell you because Glen said you were like family, but he’d been tortured.”

      “Jesus. Tortured?” I felt my gut curdle. “How? Do I even want to know?”

      Detective Francis wrung his hands for a second, and I knew it was going to be bad. “He was crucified. In the hotel room. And he had some sort of hard fruit jammed in his mouth far enough that it tore his jaw open. He was wearing a, well, a crown of some sort. Whole fucking thing is sick if you ask me.”

      “Of thorns?” Achilles asked for a clarification of the crown, his face dark with anger.

      “No, not thorns. It was made out of twigs from a fruit tree, and it had all of these little blossoms on it,” the investigator said. “Like what a girl would wear on her wedding day.” His voice quivered with disgust at the facts he was delivering. After wishing us condolences and giving us his card, the veteran officer retreated to the door and left.

      I looked at Achilles, who said quietly, “Not crucified. Espaliered.” The contemptuous, yet playful method of Gabriel’s murder revealed beyond doubt two things: Elizabeth was watching, and she had help virtually anywhere in the world. The ghostly fingers tightened anew.
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      “You must lie still or the baby will not survive. Do you understand this?” Joseph glared into the dark eyes of the woman, who lay sweating and straining on the creaky bed.

      She agreed, biting her lip hard, and gave a single shake of her head, then blew air in torrents through the gap in her teeth. Joseph kept her legs apart, and his voice cracked with authority as he cleared the curious husband and her other children from the room.

      “Out. Now.”

      Cowed by his position and theirs, they shuffled from the stinking bedroom with only the barest of backward glances. Her hands tore at the sheets as another contraction rippled across her distended abdomen, leaving her gasping for air as she sucked short, violent breaths into her lungs, fighting to oxygenate her blood during what was becoming a very difficult birth.

      “The other children, they were all so easy,” she coughed, dashing out words in between the tormented motion of her ribcage, which rose and fell like a spastic bellows under her worn cotton shift.

      Joseph put a hand on her forehead and shushed her. “Save your breath. The baby is close now. You must not push until I say so, do you understand?” When she moved her chin frantically, he knew that her pain was reaching the zenith. He pushed the needle into her arm without warning, and the drug immediately made her relax, her arms and face going still.

      Muttering to himself, Joseph began to spread a measure of fine white muslin at the juncture of her legs. The head was clear of her body, and the remainder of the child soon slid onto the cloth, mewling nearly silently. A sleepy baby. The drugs have worked just as she said. He wrapped the babe and carefully laid it alongside the mother, who was still free of any semblance of lucidity.

      Head lolling, she reached instinctively for her child, but in the wrong direction. With even greater care, Joseph spread a second length of muslin, allowing an extra moment of preparation as he shook salt liberally over the snowy expanse of cloth. The mother gasped in agony, a considerable feat considering she had been given a near-fatal dose of medication, and Joseph knew that his moment was at hand. Another massive rippling wave raced across her loosened abdomen, and in seconds, the twin, who would never be seen and never draw a breath, came out, where Joseph took the still form in his shaking hands, and began to wrap his prize in the swaddling cloth crusted with salt, around and around. One for you, and one for mother’s guest. When he was done, he placed the shape in his bag, but gently. It wouldn’t do to bruise the meat.
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      “You must be Doctor Mpemba. It’s my pleasure to meet you.” David stuck out his hand in greeting, and Enoch took it and pumped it once, inwardly pleased at the use of his proper title.

      “I am.” Enoch looked around the workspace with cool disdain. He was a scholar, not a shop boy, but his residual fear of Elizabeth made him at least obedient enough to exude some manners. The area was free of dirt, flawlessly organized, and well lighted. On a raised table in the center of the room, small materials boxes sat in a ruler-straight line. Labels on each indicated a variety of gems, metals, and stones. There were even several polished lengths of wood that looked, even to Enoch’s untrained eye, like they were prized from rare trees. Their singular grains ran the gamut from buttery to crackled to deeply burnished colors he had not imagined possible.

      One small ring of wood pulsed like a frozen circlet of ox blood, holding Enoch’s gaze for a long moment until he tore his eyes from it and asked in a polite tone that surprised him, “How may I be of help to you, Davis? These things, they are not what I expected. They are quite captivating.”

      Davis looked at the surroundings with pride. He unrolled a sheet of parchment that crackled with protest, and Enoch saw something that made his bowels turn to water. Before he could recoil, Davis said, “I would like to create this”—he pointed lightly at the sketch—“out of that.” In his other hand, he held the ring of dark, reddened wood. “Of course, as a jeweler, there are a few suggestions that Elizabeth made which will challenge every ounce of my artistry, but with someone of your intellect, I feel like this could be a masterwork, an artifact in the flesh, and of our time, so to speak. Something to be remembered, even revered, and kept close to that which we hold dear.”

      Enoch suppressed a full-bodied moment of panic and forced himself to remain calm. “What, ah, suggestions did Elizabeth make regarding that thing on the paper?”

      “Oh, the Negwenya?” Davis asked.

      Does he not see it? Enoch mused, but without betraying his inner turmoil. “Yes, the serpent.” He felt soiled even looking at the thing, refusing to speak its name.

      “We are to render it in a complex matrix of wood and filigreed silver, and gems are to be used, with no limitations. There is only one requirement for the stones, however.”

      Enoch did shudder then, as he asked, “Which is?”

      “They must all be pointing inward. Odd, one would think that the beauty should be on the outside, but she was most specific. Large gemstones, mine-cut, rough and inward. Other than that, we have complete license to craft as we see fit. Quite generous of her, don’t you think?” He smiled with the pleasure of a man given a task at which he can excel. Enoch knew that face. It was one he had lorded over submissive sexual partners for a decade, and, as he sat at the table, he wondered why it disturbed him so much.
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      Kevin met me at home, dressed in his official garb. His expression was grim, and under that I sensed cold, barely controlled anger. Before I could even greet him, he said, “It’s started.” His eyes narrowed and cut away with a flicker. I knew he wavered between blaming all of us for Gabriel’s death and fearing that he was witnessing something evil and inevitable from a vantage point that was a bit too hot for safety.

      “You’re right on both accounts, you know. Gabriel’s dead because of us, in a way, and there was absolutely nothing, anything, that could have prevented it. The impotence that you’re feeling right now? I feel it every single time some Undying asshole makes an example or a meal or a joke of a human life simply because they can. If you wondered at all as to the evil of Elizabeth, hell, of immortals in general when they’re bloodletting-- remember this moment. Sear it into your memory because you’ve been trained to forgive, Kevin. You’ve been trained to love unconditionally, and that muscle memory will cost your life, too, if you let it overpower the most basic reactions you should be having to these animals. Stop thinking of them in human terms. I don’t. Risa and Wally don’t. Neither should you, not anymore. Not since this.” I ground out the last words, thinking again of Gabriel.

      Kevin leaned against the wall, the angular planes of his face still flushed with emotion but his pose relaxed slightly. He asked softly, “Where does that leave Delphine?”

      I reconsidered as he waited for me to regain my temper. “She’s different, and saying that makes me a liar, doesn’t it?”

      He held my shoulder and looked at me intently. I was being counseled, and I realized that speaking like this was his life’s calling. Kevin was in his element advising people to think, not lash out, and I owed him my calm.

      With effort, I settled myself as he said, “Ring, absolutes, especially applying them to people? It’s the road to—well, to death. I respect your anger and the loathing that you feel, I sincerely do. But you are too good a soul to become a one-dimensional murderer. I am begging you, as a man of God, please do not descend into depravity. I ask you to reconsider your role among the immortals you will eventually join, and we know that is happening. Let me be a fixed point for you to follow during your next foray. I offer you my friendship and my spiritual assistance. I cannot raise a hand on your behalf, but I can extend my hand to you should you ever need it.” His eyes never left mine, and I knew that his offer was a sincere, albeit thin rope for me to grasp as I prepared to swing into a void.

      “Thank you. I think I’ll need it.” I rolled my shoulders as the weight of an oncoming storm began to drift downward onto them. “We all will.” Air rushed through my teeth as I finally regained my composure. “I know of many immortals who are worthy of my respect, not just my supposed mercy.”

      “Supposed?” Kevin asked, confused.

      “I think my self-worth is a bit inflated. There are Undying who would swat me like a fly, and here I am swearing to cleanse the earth of their likes. As if I could.” I shook my head ruefully, amazed at how righteous anger can overinflate my self-perceived skill as a brawler.

      Kevin let his head fall back and he stared upward, searching for something. “Delphine is well worth saving, and she deserves to be held in high regard, no matter what her history might be. She is your friend, Ring, and while it’s true I don’t approve of her profession or her propensity for murder, I am not the one to judge her. None of us are. We are”—he looked upward again, then back to me—“all flawed, and the entire notion that I am qualified to counsel you as to who cannot be saved is anathema to my training, and offensive to my heart. Do what you must, Ring. Your instincts are much better than mine in this regard; I only ask that you tread lightly with your rage. These decisions you are making? They are permanent.”
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      She glistened with a clean, healthy sweat, coming to rest on the floor with the ease of muscle memory rediscovered. I feel like a teenager again. The mirrored wall embellished the internal glow or her well-being, and no longer did she see a woman broken. No, the face looking at her with clear, steady eyes was pretty, free of blemishes, and alight with the after-effects of three hard hours practicing the things she thought were lost. Karen took liberty with her own body, running a hand sensuously up the length of a leg that was tight, muscular, and shapely. Where these new details had come from with such haste was beyond her. She only knew an innate pleasure as the endorphins crashed through her with abandon, granting a high that was pure, natural, and paid for in sweat.

      He will come to me tonight; I must shower and be ready for him. Again. She nearly trilled with delight, thinking of Joseph’s long, insistent fingers, his mouth, even the brush of his hair against her thighs as he consumed and rewarded her in ways that prick Roland had never imagined. Joseph had taken her, softly but insistently, and the first time she had merely lain there, submissive and fearful that resistance was the catalyst for her exile from this home. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d traded a fuck for a roof, but she knew those days were past her.

      On the second visit, she caught herself welcoming him, welcoming his thumb darting into her quickly, then his mouth on her collarbone, and finally, when he slid inside her, she let her arms fall back as her resistance fled the scene and he inhabited every place her body could offer him. Willingly, too, and then, by the third night, she mounted him, biting his lip and covering him with her hair, which seemed to have gotten impossibly long and silky in two days. He grasped at her, and she rolled down his body like a starving wave, only ceasing when her breath came in gasps too quick to fill her empty lungs, and spots began to color her world even as her next orgasm pushed her hips into his face like a challenge. He did not shy from this, and it was only hours later that Joseph left her, sated and drowsy, watching as her skin grew soft, her eyes clearer, and her hands, once scarred by life, became new again. That was the key to this place. She was being reborn, made into what she could have been, but for Roland, and it fit her like an approving glance.

      Karen stepped into the cavernous shower and turned on stinging spray, then she languidly washed the effects of the dancing from her pink skin. He would fuck her insensate, and she would give as good as she got. As she soaped herself in long, languorous motions, she began to think of the coming morning, after Joseph would leave. Her lips curled up, cognizant of the fact that when the sun broke new across the slick floors, Karen could again dance, all day long. A thought, unbidden, came to her, piquant and demanding. She felt her lip extend in a sensual pout, something she had not done in decades. I want to dance. But I also want to perform.
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      Gabriel was buried in Portsmouth, near the crumbling wall of a churchyard that dated from the time of the Roman Empire. Glen called us after the service to share those details in a voice that was still mute with shock. The decision had been made; Glen was to be protected from the ugliness of what we knew. How they planned on achieving this, I had no idea, but I assumed that when Achilles planned to keep someone alive, he made good on those words. It had been a small, quiet ceremony as there wasn’t much family. Gabriel had been divorced, with no children, but several older neighbors who regarded him as a son had lingered after the service, huddling close to Glen in a defensive ring despite their average age being well over seventy.

      Thoughts of vengeance made the room tilt until I regained control. I could feel unfiltered hatred in my mind, and I nearly shook with the effort not to punch something. It was these moments anger that toughened my resolve, and I felt myself renew the promise I made to see justice brought to Elizabeth. And her daughters, for that matter, but I took it one step at a time in my head. It didn’t benefit anyone to get overconfident when dealing with Undying, especially those among the elite ranks of evil. Still, in my bones I felt the prickle of hate that transformed me from sadness to purpose, and I began to realize that the life I enjoyed would either succeed or fail based on the next encounter with our enemy. She was our reason and our fears. I felt myself drifting through the day in a fugue state that fluttered from anger to frustration, and the odd moment of numbness.

      Wally passed through the living room after showering and put her hand on my shoulder with a soft touch. “Suma will be here soon. We’re going to discuss some security precautions with Boon. We will handle that; you find something to do, something fun.”

      “I could talk tactics and drink beer with Achilles. That could be an all-nighter,” I said reasonably.

      Wally leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. “Yes. You should. I will call Delphine and tell her to meet us at the Butterfly. I want her to know what is happening.”

      I agreed. Help in any form was a good thing. Help in the form of someone seasoned and tough was even better.

      “I’ll drop by their restaurant and see if Achilles wants to grab a beer after closing. Maybe picking his brain will bolster my confidence.”

      Taking her idea to heart, I went to find a clean shirt.

      

      “Nice shirt,” Achilles said as we crossed the parking lot of Strata four hours later.

      “Thanks. Wally’s pick,” I said.

      Achilles shrugged in understanding. Patroclus hit the alarm on his car, an unpretentious sedan, and we climbed in, just three immortal killers on their way to grab a beer. Two and a half, actually, but their credibility made up for any lack within my own particular license to call myself an immortal.

      Achilles rubbed his face with a meaty hand and announced, “I want pub food. British pub food.” He sat in the front driving while Patroclus rode shotgun.

      I stretched out in the voluminous back seat. It was plain but big and rather comfortable for my height.

      “Up the street from Blue’s place?” Patroclus sounded interested as he asked. “Where they have the eggs?”

      “What is it with you and quail eggs, anyway? How many can you eat in one week?” I laughed.

      “Oh, you uneducated rube,” Achilles began, smiling at me in the rearview mirror. “We’re not going for quail eggs. We are going to dine on one of God’s greatest gifts to humanity. A dish of such unequaled masculine pleasure, it causes an almost instantaneous growth of chest hair and a desire to wrestle bears. It is—”

      “Okay, I get it, manly. Rargh. Lumberjack food,” I said, and they both laughed.

      Patroclus said in the tone of a patient teacher, “These particular eggs are rolled in sausage and bread crumbs and deep-fried. Then, they are served with HB sauce, which, to you Americans, is a combination of barbecue and Worcestershire flavors, but better. Finally, in order to make the dish truly worthy of the title, the diner is insulted by the addition of poor-quality tomato wedges. It is, in my estimation, a fine way to enjoy the wonders of the British Isles without actually going there.” He finished this with a flourish, and I discovered my stomach rumbling at the thought of eating.

      “I’m sold. Let’s go,” I enthused just as we passed the Corral with its bright neon cacti standing guard by the door, and then turned into an unobtrusive strip mall a hundred yards past the strip club owned by our friend Blue. “Well, I never knew this was here. I’ve never passed the Corral.”

      “And that, young man, is why you are a lecherous addition to the male species and not to be trusted,” Patroclus said.

      We parked and began walking through the crowded lot towards the left side, where a series of beer signs and a single wooden plank with the name The Proud Cock had been artfully cut into the shape of a rooster. Subtle but effective. I couldn’t wait to experience their hospitality.

      The lot was packed, and we began to funnel through a space between two cars as I asked Achilles, “These Scotch eggs better have angel wings and gold dust on them to live up to that description,” I said. The door burst open, and a stumbling gang of enormously drunk patrons spilled out into the light of the parking lot.

      They were big guys with close-shaved heads, rowdy as hell, and I realized that we were standing between their cars because the closest one pointed at me and just yelled, “Fookin’ tosser’s on my rental!” He punctuated his assessment of the situation by hurling a glass tumbler he’d stolen from the bar, which, unfortunately for him, struck Achilles in the shoulder, hard. The entire group of seven or eight angry drunks moved as one towards us, their intent clear as they all began to fan out in an arc.

      I made my decision instantly and surged forward to clear the way for my partners, who had a combined six millennia of fights between them, give or take, depending on how many times Patroclus fought rather than healed the wounded. I reached for my knife, hidden against my back, made a snap decision that a pointless bar brawl wasn’t the place for it, and then enacted the single best piece of advice my uncle ever bestowed upon me: hit the biggest guy first. In a flash, I rushed an enormous redhead with a skull like a bucket and bunched hams where his neck muscles should have been, delivering a hard, straight right hand that caught him in the nose with a wet splat.

      Contrary to movies, a shattered nose hurts like hell and generally acts as a deterrent to doing anything else except grabbing your face and howling, which he obliged me by doing as I kicked him in the balls hard enough that he shrieked like a wounded rabbit. It wasn’t pretty. The entire thing had taken seconds, which was plenty of time for Achilles to rush into the group like a mad bull. With a single sweeping hook, he clubbed another attacker who dropped to the ground like a sack of wet grain. It seemed my preconceptions about how Achilles fought weren’t just wrong, they were astoundingly inept. Achilles whirled and swung punches that would kill a horse, twice hitting a man’s ribs with such force that I heard bones break from ten feet away. Patroclus, on the other hand, was just plain dirty. He slid to flank the group and selected a pair of victims, two squat, muscular guys who put their hands up in tandem as he approached.

      They needn’t have bothered, since Patroclus leapt to the right, planted his heel on the left knee of his opponent, and crunched the poor bastard’s leg backwards at an angle that was totally unnatural. In the same motion, he spun a half turn and launched a vicious elbow downward at the bridge of the second fighter’s nose, but missed and connected with the jaw instead. It was a short, grotesque cracking noise, and both men were down, unconscious, before Patroclus’ feet hit the ground again.

      That was fast, I thought, before taking a wild, looping punch to the side of my neck. I rotated back to the source and saw a skinny guy with enormous ears bellowing at me as he swung again, this time with his left hand. I closed the gap with him and stepped inside his punch, which landed harmlessly on my arm as his inertia brought him right where I wanted him. With a swift scissor motion, I brought my elbow down on his shoulder, and then followed with a quick, short punch to the liver.

      He folded up with a wheeze and hit the pavement, done for this engagement. I turned quickly to see Achilles bludgeon the last guy with a merciless uppercut. He connected and teeth sprayed up and out in a red cloud, and with that, every one of the so-called assailants was on the ground, unconscious or wishing they were. I reconsidered my earlier assessment of Achilles as a fighter, and Patroclus, too. They weren’t just tough, they were artists. In the short display I’d just seen them treat a common brawl like a lesson in motion. Achilles was also gifted with strength like I’d never seen. Each one of his punches appeared to end fights rather than continue them, and he had a ruthless tactical skill that made him waste less energy than a hibernating bear.

      Stepping over a groaning body, Patroclus said, “Soak your shirts in cold water first, lads. You don’t want them to stain.” And with that, we went to sample the eggs that he deemed worth fighting for.

      The pub was dark wood and a long bar with high tables along the walls. A single female cook in a black chef’s jacket worked smoothly as she delivered steaming plates to the stainless steel pass-through table. She met my eyes as the three of us took seats at the bar and smiled. Pretty and friendly, she had enormous brown eyes and ash blonde hair cut short and piled under a kerchief decorated with the Union Jack. It was a nice touch and looked completely at home on her.

      Our barkeep appeared in front of us, a tall, willowy Goth with amazing ink all over her arms and a brilliant smile. It seemed that the aura of the staff was infectious because we all found ourselves smiling back at the woman, whose brilliant blue eyes twinkled as she leaned forward on the bar, listening intently to Patroclus as he placed our order.

      “Twelve Scotch eggs. Three black & tans. You have barley wine tonight, I see?” He indicated a hand-drawn sign as she nodded. “We’ll take a nip bottle after our meal. Thanks, Aster.”

      She ogled Patroclus for a moment and then, grinning, turned to the touch-screen register and began tapping furiously.

      Without a word, Achilles then gestured impatiently at me with his open palm, twitching fingers indicating I should give him something. “Hand it over, Ring.”

      Rather than play dumb, I reached carefully under my shirt and pulled out my knife.

      He took it gently and began to examine the blade, testing the balance in his hand and, with a noise of satisfaction, passed it to Achilles. While I watched the second, more thorough inspection take place, Patroclus asked, “How old do you think it is?”

      “Maybe fifty years, give or take?” I wasn’t really sure. It had always been in my family. I assumed it was a commercially made, albeit high-quality knife that my uncle Hring had purchased at some point. The resulting laughs told me I wasn’t just wrong, I was seriously mistaken.

      Achilles held the knife to me, handle first. “It’s Scandinavian. The hilt is a replacement, for certain, but the blade is at least”—he closed his eyes in thought—“I’d say third century B.C., maybe a little later.”

      I sputtered, “Wh-what? Seriously? I thought it was, well, no one ever said anything was special about the knife. It was just a gift, a birthday gift. Actually, it wasn’t even wrapped.” I looked at the blade with renewed respect. I’d killed over a hundred Undying with the knife and have always assumed I was just using a simple tool, not a museum piece. “What kind is it then, if it’s that old?”

      Achilles said, “Damascene. Water steel. The best ever, in my opinion, and as you may guess, I have very specific beliefs about weapons.” He smiled at that as I mentally tallied the number of weapons he had used through the centuries. If he said it was the best, I would take it as gospel.

      “Is it from Damascus, or Syria?” I wondered aloud.

      Taking a long pull from his pint, Achilles shook his head, and Patroclus interjected, “India. Damned fine sword makers from there, and many of the blades they crafted are still around. It’s a rare blade, and you can tell it was made for war, not show, because there isn’t any decoration except for those runes, which are most likely a simple family motto or a declaration of devotion to God.”

      “So, it’s not some sort of magic, or, I don’t know, enchantment?” I asked.

      “Nah.” Achilles dismissed that notion out of hand. “I’m not saying those things don’t exist. I’m just saying that knife is made for killing, and it does so by being wielded by someone who knows which end has the point on it. That’s you.” They both laughed at my discomfiture. I wasn’t used to being assessed as a fighter, but he wasn’t done. “You handle yourself well, Ring. I always went for the big guy, too. It’s just common sense to take the biggest bull out of the fight, so you can get to the ones who aren’t sure they want in on the fun.”

      I felt a mild surge of pride at the compliment from a demigod like Achilles, but stowed any pride in favor of a simple nod.

      “I owe you—hell, we owe you one. They could have ruined my evening,” Achilles said.

      I waved scornfully. “They were amateurs. If I spent a second worrying about clowns like that, I’d be in the wrong vocation. But,” I said, as an idea formed, “I accept your offer and would like to collect on the favor tomorrow morning. Specifically, I need to borrow Patroclus’ unique qualities for a few minutes. Nothing dangerous, just a bit of business. Do you mind?”

      He shrugged and agreed just as Aster brought over three plates covered in quartered eggs, rolled in fried sausage and accompanied by the requested insulting tomato wedges. It smelled incredible, and I made to dive in, but Achilles’ big hand stayed my grab as he pointed at the bottle of HB sauce.

      “Ahh. Okay, I can take a hint.” I splashed some of the sauce on my plate, and for a few minutes, we reverted to our collective animalistic state.

      When we were done eating, and on our second round of pints, Patroclus’ expression grew dark and he said quietly, “She’ll begin harvesting soon.”

      I didn’t need clarification. I knew who she was, and the mere thought of Elizabeth cast a pall over what had been a convivial atmosphere.

      “It’s how she will rise to the occasion this time; it’s how she rages against her relative anonymity among the Undying,” Patroclus said.

      “She’s an optimistic bit of scum, I’ll give her that,” Achilles said with a snort.

      I agreed, but I was still fearful of Elizabeth, being more or less mortal.

      “Do you and your partners have a fallback plan in case something goes wrong?” Achille asked. Trust Achilles to think like a soldier. It was a legitimate point, and I was glad that we had detailed plans in case that very thing happened.

      “Depends on what or who gets in trouble. Our primary concerns are the residents of the Hardigan Center. Boon and Pan can always take the kids and run to Suma’s in Orlando, and from there, they have a place in Virginia that’s off the beaten path,” I said. Patroclus nodded approvingly. Moving twice extended your odds of remaining hidden, and it was harder to snatch people in motion. “Liz is a different situation; she can be in Europe, with access to our money and all in a matter of hours. We don’t know where she’ll go, but we don’t want to know. Angel has relatives in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Getting to Puerto Rico is as easy as buying a plane ticket for him, but Glen is exposed. We haven’t told him the unvarnished truth yet. It doesn’t seem like the right time, not with Gabriel being murdered.”

      Achilles held up an index finger. “A consideration. We’ll look out for Glen in the event something goes wrong, and I speak for Patroclus when I say we’ll help however we can. We won’t let any innocents die, not now, after what she did to Gabriel. But there are only so many places we can be. If you want my advice, Ring, it’s time to take the fight to her.” It was the time for offense, not defense; I could feel it keenly knowing that whatever she was doing right now would be causing death.

      I gave a terse nod, and then, to lighten the mood, asked Patroclus, “You know my house? Be there at nine in the morning. Wear something nice.”

      He gave me a sidelong glance, shrugged, and drained his pint. “Got it. Nine. I find myself wondering if this is some sort of ambush . . .” He trailed off, appealing to Achilles for input, who responded by rolling his massive shoulders and spreading his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

      “Don’t look at me. I’m going to the fish house and then meeting that cheese guy from Miami. If I’m awake.” He, too, drained his pint and motioned for three more. “But you kids have fun with your secret mission.”

      I smiled blandly and settled in for my next pint. And this time, the first sip tasted vaguely of victory.
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      “It is rather satisfying to build such a thing,” Enoch admitted.

      Davis held the object reverently, the product of days of careful efforts. It was unusual and more than a little unsettling to look at. There was a sexual malice beneath the gleam of bronze and gemstones, and Enoch found that staring at it caused a flare of heat in his groin, something he did not think possible unless he was in the process of humiliating someone.

      “Now you see why I love my work,” Davis began, “and dedicated most of my life to the craft. I never wanted to do anything else, even when I was a child, except perhaps to read endless books.”

      Enoch cuffed him affectionately on the shoulder, and they shared a smile.

      Over the past few days, they had settled into a companionable routine, one that developed hastily after Enoch finally realized that he was not going anywhere until he obeyed Elizabeth’s wishes. Once that precarious balance had been struck between submission and fear, Enoch had actually proved to be a quick study, even taking to polishing stones with a deft touch. Davis had been impressed at how the scholar could, when he wished, adapt to a new task and apply himself fervently. Unmitigated fear at what waited for him should he disobey was also an excellent motivation, but regardless of the reasons, the results were spectacular.

      The circular bronze Negwenya seemed to throb with life, poised to move into action. They had built it to exacting specifications with one single, stout pin holding the two halves of the circular sculpture together and a small locking mechanism under the ends coming together to hold the creation tight once the small key was turned. It was part handcuff, part ring, and all beauty, with the dull bronze gleam peppered with colorful lights reflected from the gaudy embedded stones that all pointed inward.

      In my hands, it could be a most effective method for cowing a husband who has accepted my offer to savor his wife, Enoch mused, then dismissed the thought since the circlet was simply too large to effectively threaten a man’s genitals.

      A long peal of telephone bell broke his reverie, causing him to look around in confusion. A phone? Here?

      Davis seemed perplexed, too, but he stood and went to the corner where a mustard yellow wall phone jangled away. After picking up the receiver, which was clearly forty years old or more, he said a hesitant hello while Enoch silently watched. Davis listened for a moment while a watery smile crossed his features, and hung up without saying a word.

      Before Enoch could inquire, Davis offered, “Our work is done, and it seems that we’re to be rewarded. I’m going out, but you have a guest coming to visit.”

      The men looked around the workspace, until Enoch clapped his hands together in a sound of finality. He indicated the door, and they both filed out to the main house, an uncomfortable hum of the unknown accompanying them as they closed the door behind them, but not before Davis gently cradled the bronze Negwenya in his hand then wrapped it in a soft cotton cloth.

      They had worked hard to please Elizabeth, but he couldn’t risk seeing the expression on her face when she was presented with the fruits of their labor, nor could he be in presence once the device was in her hands. For the first time, Enoch knew what it was to have only bad choices, and the feeling left him unwell.
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      Not this time, girls. I shrugged into my blazer, checked myself in the mirror, and decided that this was going above and beyond the call of duty. I wore dress pants, shoes that were freshly shined, and a white linen shirt starched to a level of rigidity usually only found in corpses. I was freshly shaved, and in a fin de siècle, a perfectly knotted red silk tie rested dutifully against my chest. I checked the time. Four minutes until nine in the morning. Listening at my door, I heard the slightest hint of laughter; it was Wally, and then the answering, conspiratorial chuckle from Risa. With a self-important bustle, I spilled from the hallway into the living room, to find them both seated, as expected, at the kitchen table, coffee mugs in hand and a general air of smugness. Both of their mouths went into a round O of surprise as I strolled out, poured myself a cup of coffee, and leaned against the fridge with what I hoped was the bored affectation of a man who had just scored a major victory.

      “Give me the envelope, darlings,” I gestured at them, knowing that the rent deposits would be prepared ahead of my monthly journey toward humiliation. It was time for yet another visit to the bank, and Annalise Wimple was now squarely in my target space as I went on the offensive.

      Risa recovered quickest as she handed me the deposit. “Do you seriously think you can charm your way out of this . . . predicament?”

      Wally rolled her eyes and then cackled gleefully in a most unladylike way, but then she did many things that a refined gentleman like me would find crude. I decided to let my plan unfurl in its own time, and I didn’t have to wait long. Our doorbell chimed pleasantly, and I sauntered over with the aura of a general who has all of his big guns in place at the perfect moment. Wally and Risa craned their necks as I opened the door to reveal Patroclus, resplendent in a dark blue suit, tieless, with a cream-colored shirt opened slightly.

      “Very European of you to forgo the tie. I approve.” I shook his hand and welcomed him in, and his expression never even flickered. He was an keen observer, and he quickly assumed that this was some kind of domestic battle between me and my partners, so he made to go along.

      “I answered the call of a friend. Who am I to ignore a plea for assistance with an unknown matter of obvious importance? So, what are we doing? Who are we convincing?” He laughed and cracked his knuckles.

      “We’re taking our rent deposits to West Broward Savings. I have a . . . ongoing feud, you might say, with the head teller, one Annalise Wimple. She’s a tough nut to crack, and I decided to bring in a heavy hitter to smooth the way for future banking transactions.”

      He nodded sagely as Risa and Wally began to protest that I was cheating.

      “Now, now,” I began, “you brought this on yourselves, making me undergo such regular humiliation at the hands of that woman. I’ve been left with no choice but to bring such eye candy—no offense, Patroclus.”

      He smiled in acceptance of his status as bait. “Really, you two should be ashamed of yourselves.”

      Wally snorted, Risa stuck out her tongue, but then they both realized that I might have just outmaneuvered them, and I could see them begin to think about what happened if my plan worked.

      “Patroclus, if you don’t mind, shall we?” I gloated as he bowed slightly to my partners, who were laughing outright now at my creativity, and we stepped out in our duds for Mission: Charm Annalise Wimple.

      Patroclus entered the bank lobby like Caesar returning to Rome. Envelope in hand, he surveyed the staff with a look of earnest competence, and then allowed a blinding smile to the two nearest tellers, who both audibly inhaled as he approached. I grumbled but tagged along, playing the good friend. He was a damned handsome man, I reminded myself. We’d find out how potent his charm was in three . . . two . . . one.

      Annalise was raising hell with another customer in the drive-through, but she sensed my presence and made a beeline toward us before we could be attended by another employee.

      As per her style, she was clad in a long black skirt, a bland white top, and her signature black scrunchy. She punished the carpet with her blocky shoes and reached us in seconds. “Mister Hardigan. I see you’re here for your monthly transaction.” Both of her pencil-drawn eyebrows arched upwards over her long, pale face as she stared at us.

      Patroclus, forewarned on our trip over, placed a calming hand on my arm and took over in his deep, mellow voice. “Miss Wimple, I am Mister Saavedra. I’ll be handling any and all business pertaining to the Hardigan Center from this point forward.” He extended his hand, and she reluctantly took it.

      This approach was enough for Patroclus to seize the initiative. “I’ll be taking an active interest in multiple businesses in the area, and I have exacting requirements for my employees. As well as my bank.”

      Incredibly, this offensive appeared to be working, as Annalise Wimple was, for the first time in recent history, speechless, so Patroclus  plunged on. “In the event I decide to center my local accounts here,” he said, hinting at his international business concerns, “I’ll need to know that there is a liaison that I can rely on to deliver service that is equal to that which I am accustomed.”

      “I cannot imagine,” she began, fanning the checks out in her usual critical manner, “that anyone willing to . . . associate with Mister Hardigan and his partners can be accused of being in sound mind.”

      Patroclus winced.

      Here it comes, big guy, I thought, stifling a laugh. “However, as you are clearly new to our area, I’ll be happy to give my personal attention to all of your business matters as I see fit.” Then she placed the checks in the envelope, punched a key, and asked, “Will you require a receipt for this deposit?”

      Stunned into silence, Patroclus just nodded.

      On the ride back to my house, Patroclus alternated between gusty sighs and muttering until I finally told him, “You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last.” I punched him affectionately in the arm.

      “She was immune to any type of charm. On the other hand, we did get a smile, even if it could have frozen the Atlantic.”

      Patroclus and I parted ways after our post-mortem of his dealings with Annalise, then he got in his vehicle and left to seek the friendly confines of his restaurant. Before I could enter the house, Kevin pulled up and sat quietly behind his steering wheel, as my good cheer vanished when I saw his face.

      Bad news, friend. Everything in his body language screamed the unspoken before his hand ever hit the door handle, and I stood mute.

      “Who is it?” I asked, dreading his answer. He looked over my shoulder, and I turned to see Wally standing in the doorway, and then Risa behind her an instant later. They knew. We all knew, so with a heavy step, I walked wordlessly to my partners where we would all receive the bad news together.

      “Care to sit down?” I asked, but Kevin remaining standing in the kitchen while Risa and Wally took up stations at the table. I stood between them, and Kevin reached into his pocket without fanfare and pulled out a plain white envelope.

      “Delphine came to see me three weeks ago. She swore me to secrecy, or I would have told you of her visit.” His conflict was palpable, but Wally put him at ease by standing and putting her hand on his arm.

      “We know you do not tell lies, Father. Why did she come to you? Do you know?” Wally both consoled and interrogated him in the fashion only she was capable of.

      “I do not, but I can tell you, she was scared and she seemed sad. Wistful at first, but then when she handed me this envelope, she just seemed scared, as if she was reaching some sort of conclusion. She extracted a promise of silence from me and a second request, as well.” Kevin’s voice was strained; I could tell he was worried about something unknown.

      Risa asked softly, “What was the second favor?”

      “That I allow her to come to confession once a week, and that if she failed to appear, I deliver this to you.” He held out the envelope to Wally and rubbed his temples. “She was changing, you know. She would speak for an hour, uninterrupted, about the condition of her soul and what she could possibly do to save herself, but she was also fearful that she might lose her life and be lost, in turn, forever.” Tears glimmered in his eyes. I could tell the man had invested in this strange woman from the depths of time, and he believed that something bad had happened. At Risa’s questioning look, he concluded, “Our scheduled meeting was this morning, and within one minute of her being late, I knew. I just knew.” He sagged slightly. Priests are like the police. They see people at their very worst and yet, they still perform their chosen duty. I admired that dedication even as I loathed the conditions that necessitated having that caliber of person around.

      “I’m sorry, Kevin.” My offering sounded weak even in my own ears, but he graciously gave me a thin smile of acceptance.

      Wally handed the letter to Risa and instructed her, “You read English faster, so your turn.” Unfolding the single page, Risa’s brow furrowed for a quizzical instant, and she began to speak.

      
        
        Dear Friends,

        I hope that greeting isn’t presumptuous of me since the fact that you care enough to read this indicates our relationship has warmed to some degree. I debated my own conscience about whether I had the courage to write at all..

        I have lived what may seem an incomprehensible, violent, and lengthy walk across the ages, and without seeming ungrateful, I can state that I will regret being gone, regardless of how many centuries I have stolen from the fates. I pray (yes, I pray, and often, so cease your mockery, Waleska!) that your existence will become more stable as time wears on, although I think we all know that this is mere fantasy now that Elizabeth is at your door.

        She is my creator, and thus has an advantage over me that I cannot control, as her age and experience will grant her, however slight, a near permanent position of superiority which she can exploit to turn my wishes aside, no matter how well-crafted and pure those plans might be. She is, as I am sure you suspect, among the oldest of the Undying to ever walk the lands, but even Elizabeth, as she calls herself these past five centuries, is not without threats. Powerful enemies capable of doing her grievous harm exist here and now, and they will respond to that which they know and crave— revenge, opportunity, and a respect of similar strength are among the qualities that strike chords in their dark, ancient hearts.

        I know of a single word that can rally their hate to your cause, but I will not write it here, for fear that, if stolen, the information will be used to cause greater sadness, more pain, and a widening of the war for mankind that has been fought all these centuries. Whether you realize it yet, you are entrenched in that conflict, and only victory or death will free the three of you to live as you wish, drunk on the sun and waves and each other.

        So, Ring will need to go somewhere that Risa and Waleska cannot follow. To do so would be fatal, although they may be close by and able to render aid, albeit limited, to counteract certain effects that are part of discovering something that we— and the world— will need to send Elizabeth anywhere but here. She is too lethal and too inhuman to be allowed to continue her ascent, and I have known for some time that the three of you are the hammer to break her rise towards the crown of Hell.

        I have found over the centuries that I deluded myself into thinking I existed without regret, but this dream lasted only briefly. The tides of memory sins returned as a crashing wave, foaming with the myriad of thoughtless, casual violence I visited upon men and women and the families they would never see again.

        No more. I am gone, but that does not mean that my awakening must die with me. Go to the one place you all fear Ring wants to be and find the truth behind my mask. And then, appeal to her greatest weakness and kill her. Kill Elizabeth and free this world from an evil that will burn everything around you to ashes.

        Andiarka
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      Ripe. The entirety of the house had a rich, decaying scent with layers of stale alcohol, sweat, and greasy food containers. Elizabeth wrinkled her nose in disgust, and then the hint of a smile pulled at the corners of her lips as she inhaled again, as if verifying that the living space was indeed corrupted by the smell of depression and loss. She stalked across the carpet to the master bedroom, hearing drifting notes from the cheap guitar she left behind nearly a month earlier. Rounding through the open door, Kyle greeted her, cross-legged on the edge of the bed, unshaven, bleary-eyed but awake and apparently sober enough to play.

      He coughed roughly and grunted, “The liquor ran out three days ago, but your guy brought me coffee and some pills. I feel a helluva lot better than I did.”

      She approached the bed and knelt before him, care on her face as she examined his shattered appearance.

      “I heard you playing. It was beautiful.” The lie was effortless.

      A flush crossed his chest and he coughed again, but tried to contain it as if suddenly aware of how downtrodden he looked.

      Ah, shame. Always such a good ally, Elizabeth mused. “Would you play it for me? Please?”

      He dipped his head as the blush spread to his face, and then he picked up the guitar again. “It’s pretty rough, but I guess . . .” Trailing off, he began to strum a chord progression that was odd and too erratic to be enjoyable. It was a mirror of the chaos from his last few weeks and years, and Elizabeth found it fitting. To Kyle’s amazement, she wove her fingers in a complicated pattern, put knuckles to her lips, and whistled a long, soulful tune along with his chords. He nearly stopped playing at the sight of her doing something so pedestrian and so emotional. It made her look girlish, and that was somehow wrong.  After wiping a crescent of lipstick from her hand, she let her hands fall onto her skirt and grow still again.

      “I don’t like to be an egotist.” She knelt again before him, closer now, and he set the forgotten guitar to the side. From under her lashes, she gave him an open, inquisitive smile. “Do you want to know how to do that? Make music like that?”

      Kyle nodded, seeing her gift as something pure and worth learning.

      “That was so enticing; it was like you were using words. I could feel them in my head. I would love to know that. What do I have to do?”

      Interest lit his bloodshot eyes from within. It seemed that humanity was not entirely gone from his heart.

      In answer, Elizabeth held up a phone and hit record. “Play those chords again, but slower.”

      Kyle began to strum again at a slower speed. The pace made his music even less palatable, and when he finished, she rewarded him with a brilliant smile and a kiss on the cheek. His hand went to the spot where her lips touched his sallow skin, and wonder broke across his face from contact with her mouth.

      “Show me?” he inquired.

      Still kneeling before him, she gently placed his hands together and turned his wrists so his palms were crossed. Bending his fingertips lightly in a hooked motion, she then slid his thumbs until they were even with each other and nodded in satisfaction.

      “You’re almost there; your hands are nearly perfect for the old music.” A small frown furrowed her brow, and she hesitated.

      Kyle stuck his hands out further and asked, “Can I make those sounds now? Or do you have to fix them?” Her grip tightened instantly as heat boiled from her skin, a molten bolt of pain that made Kyle gasp in horror as he tried to pull away, but Elizabeth merely smiled and said, as he began to scream, “Clay can be molded, but one needs fire to make the shape just so.” Under her demonic hold, his fingers lengthened and thinned, and flakes of charred skin sloughed off as he bellowed like a wounded animal, and then as suddenly as it started, she removed her fingers from his and stood.

      Silence buzzed in the room as wafting smoke from Kyle’s ruined hands was carried away by the air conditioning. He slumped to his side, whimpering as his feet thrashed lightly, kicking in a rhythm to his pulse which sent shards of agony through his nerves. Elizabeth inspected her work and gave a satisfied mmm-hmm, then stood to the side quickly as Kyle pitched forward to the floor. His hands were monstrosities. Wiry, charred, and with extra joints, his fingers still sizzled in protest from her touch, and through gritted teeth, he begged her to stop the fire. Anything to stop the pain, he offered, again and again.

      Elizabeth frowned anew. “Did I not seconds ago give you the hands you needed to fulfill your wish, and now here we are faced with yet another demand from me? You’re so selfish, Kyle. It’s no wonder your sister killed herself, if only to be away from such manners.” She checked her lipstick with a long look into her compact and then tucked it into a small clutch. Her lips curled in distaste as she tapped his writhing form with her pointed shoe. “You really must be still for me to cool you down. I can’t work miracles, you know.” Her tone remained bored. After long moments of agony in which Kyle struggled to stay conscious, Elizabeth knelt for the last time and roughly turned Kyle’s face to her. “Look at me, boy.” The kindness, humanity, and even petulance were gone from her words now. She was malignantly beautiful as her mouth slowly pulled into a cupid’s bow, and she blew softly on her index finger. With an ugly crackling, the nail lengthened, and hoarfrost coated the digit, sending drifting crystalline motes to fall towards Kyle’s face. One hit his lip, and upon impact the spot turned a poisonous black. He coughed, a bloody, rattling thing, and Elizabeth brought the three-inch nail closer to him.

      “I have your song, Kyle, and it will live much longer than you. Take comfort in that.” She drove the nail into Kyle’s eye, humming his chords as her finger came to a rest when his feet stopped moving. A single tear fell from his remaining eye, only to dry on his neck in a powdery white streak. It was his last movement, but his mind lived on for a solitary thought. Lara, I am so sorry I left you with this monster. Please, forgive me. And then, with a last ragged breath, he was gone.
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      “The place we fear Ring wants to be?” Risa pondered aloud after finishing Delphine’s letter for a second time.

      Kevin shrugged, Wally looked confused, then confident, and then confused again. I was mystified by the riddle and remained deep in thought.

      Wally groused, “I don’t like it when he leaves, but I always know he is coming back. Where would he go for good, if not here?”

      “Yes,” Risa agreed, processing something, “but not when Ring leaves. If Ring left us, where would he go—wait, don’t answer that. Where could Ring go that would make you the angriest, Wally?” She smiled slyly, enjoying her thought path as she led Wally to some unseen logical conclusion.

      I couldn’t stand that Risa was so much more devious than both of us, and Kevin, who was completely out of the loop in this one, but I appreciated her results.

      “We were madder than hell about it, but it couldn’t be avoided,” Risa said.

      “It was Delphine but”—Wally hesitated—“I knew he had to be around her. We needed her. We needed information.”

      “Of course,” Risa agreed. “But we didn’t want him to stay. And I don’t think he wanted to stay either, or at least that better be your answer if you want to see the sunrise, buddy.” She gave me a wintry smile that was only half-joking, and I saluted in place.

      Kevin winked at me, knowing I had averted a minor pitfall and proving that just because he wasn’t married didn’t mean he couldn’t be savvy about women. Risa sidled up to me and poked me in the shoulder.

      “The first time you shagged our succubus friend, I was irked.” Risa began ticking points off slowly. “The second time, it became laughable because of how transparent she was in her efforts, but underlying all of that, Wally and I both agreed that it was the possibility you would prefer her company that really bothered us. It was the intimacy, not the sex.”

      “I never even shared her bed, Risa, so I don’t know how you could say we were more than physically familiar. I don’t even know what her bedroom looks like.” I was adamant. I wasn’t going down that road again, and it wouldn’t help anything in the here and now.

      “Her bed? That would be very familiar, I think. Your place is here, not her bed. That is her . . . it is the place that some men have never come back from, yes? So I do not think I would want you to visit there because you might never leave.” Wally’s voice was stony.

      Risa explained, “Wally, anywhere Ring can go, we can go. Except for that very place. Delphine’s bed isn’t a decision we can undo or a mindset; it’s a thing, a very real location, and it is surrounded by magic that will kill women and render men wishing they were dead, according to her own words.”

      “Oh.” Wally’s small sound was tinged with anger as she processed the implications of why Delphine kept her secrets, whatever they might be, in her private bedchamber.

      Everyone looked a bit pale when they considered what I would have to do. I wasn’t an immortal, but our augmentations made it more likely I could fight my way through a lifetime of ghosts to get to the middle of a place that could kill nearly anyone. I felt a cold chill race up my spine at the thought of what was waiting for me and decided that, if I could survive, it would be worth the pain. Risa put a sympathetic hand on me and wordlessly moved in to lean against my side, while Wally’s frown only deepened. She was immobile with her anger, and Kevin cleared his throat in the growing silence.

      “This . . . event, which you have to endure. Can you use my assistance? I’d like to be nearby,” Kevin requested, with great dignity. It was the gesture of a man who was searching for a way to contribute to something that was exotic and incomprehensible, and I shook my head gently.

      “I—you’re a true friend, Kevin, and to be honest, having you here, closer to the rest of our family, well, it would make me feel as if there is someone looking out for them who can care for their souls, not just their bodies. This whole thing is entering dimensions I hadn’t considered. I have to walk that floor, no one else, but you’re the only person I trust to counsel my friends in the event I don’t come back.” His shoulders fell in acceptance of that reality, and I knew he would do his utmost to fulfill his role. I slapped him affectionately on the back, hoping that the simple gesture would impart just how much I valued who friendship, but I knew it was a think substitute for words I couldn’t say because of my own weakness. The less I thought about this war and this particular cog in our greater problem, the better. Kevin left us with a sad smile, hugged Risa, then Wally, and shook my hand with the gravity of man who has seen loss often enough to know when something bad is coming.

      “I’ll be here, whatever you need,” Kevin declared, and then left us to our thoughts.

      Risa pulled open her laptop and pecked listlessly at keys until her face brightened. “We need to find Elizabeth, too, not just the key to killing her.” Risa’s eyes bored into the screen, and she adopted a steely set to her jaw.

      Wally scooted her chair close as they began searching for something. What, exactly, I wasn’t sure.

      “Two birds, one stone, all that shit. You go talk to Boon and Angel. We’ll tell Liz specifics as we find them,” Risa ordered, her voice firm with certainty. She was in her element, hunting for ghosts that would lead us to Elizabeth, and Wally could temper her determination with a softer brand of cunning. “Go, tell them. We will be here.” Her tone grew milder, and I left, knowing that she would never want me to see her cry from anger, let alone sadness. I left to tell our family that we were leaving to do something stupid, and I felt my eyes grow hot with rage, but I told myself it was only the sun.
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      “Why am I here?” Khalil asked, and his voice set Karen’s teeth on edge, transporting her back through time to the years with Roland. She knew bad when she heard it, and this guest that Elizabeth sent to her was poisonous. After a decade of black eyes and broken promises, she was an expert in bullshit, and he had the stink of it all over him. He sat on the bench at the edge of her studio floor, his back rigid and a general air of resistance permeating the space he occupied. Joseph and Elizabeth had appealed to her directly, so she was determined to obey their request, but doubt still burbled within her mind, unwanted and unwelcome, and then Elizabeth walked silently into the room and smiled genially.

      Khalil leapt angrily to his feet and demanded, “You! I have stewed in that house for a month, and yet no one has come to see me.” Remembering Karen’s presence, he cut his eyes at her and flushed as if she could infer his meaning, but Karen was taken aback at the outburst. Khalil sputtered and went on for a moment until Elizabeth placed a finger over his lips and shushed him gently. “All will be answered, Khalil. I have something for both of you,” Elizabeth said patiently as she removed her phone and tapped a key. The disturbing, drunken notes of Kyle’s guitar drifted up from where she placed the phone on the bench as tinny discordance began to fill the air where Khalil’s indignation had floated seconds before.

      “Can you dance to this, Karen? You said you were a dancer, remember?” There was a note of steel under her words now, and Karen, too stunned to respond, began to sway experimentally to the broken song from a broken soul, but gave up almost immediately.

      “It’s just too—I’m sorry, Elizabeth, it’s not even music, just noise.” Karen said, but Elizabeth’s face only hardened further.

      “I see,” was the frosty response. An awkward pause lengthened like an afternoon shadow, finally broken when heat and sullen light wavered over Elizabeth, who vanished, only to be replaced by a slender girl.

      “Perhaps Khalil will respond better to me?” She turned her pert nose to him and smiled, revealing perfect teeth beneath the eyes of a deadly predator. “See, Karen? You just need to be prettier and lots younger, like me. Right, Khalil?” She leaned up and slid her tongue in his ear, then ran both hands down the length of his torso and let them rest for a single, scorching moment on the near instant erection that announced his secret sin with the subtlety of a foghorn. “You just needed someone like me, young and fresh, not all dried out like that old hag. She couldn’t even keep that asshole Roland from fucking her own baby sister, right, Karen?” She asked in a cheerful teenaged voice, so far from Elizabeth’s worldly pitch. With another wash of heat, Elizabeth was back, and she moved quickly to catch Karen as she wobbled, overwhelmed with the enormity of such an assault on her memory.

      Looking into Karen’s eyes, her face was the picture of care and concern, “This,” she said sadly, “is all my fault, I’m afraid. I’ve given you too much, things that a drunken husk like you couldn’t possibly use.” Elizabeth turned to Khalil and winked conspiratorially. “It’s really one of my greatest faults. I always spend so much of my time giving, that I often neglect my own needs. I really must take some time for myself one of these days.”

      With her courage returning, Karen tried to twist away from Elizabeth’s grasp, but found her arms purpling under the iron fingers that crushed her and took her back in time to the black years of being a sobbing punching bag.

      “No, no, no,” Elizabeth drawled as if to a child, softly, but convinced of her rightness.

      Karen winced and began crying freely, but Elizabeth’s only response was to tsk twice and double the pressure. Tendons began to part under her inhuman hands, and before Karen could black out from the horrific pain, their mouths met as Elizabeth whispered, “I’ll need my gift returned now.”

      Just as she had taken corruption from Joseph, she gave it to Karen, who began withering in seconds, hair going lank, eyes clouding murkily, and lines deepening a face that had been youthful and pink only moments earlier. With a muffled cry, the wasting disease of Elizabeth’s gift ravaged Karen, who was held in front of the floor-length mirror as she dissolved into a ghoul before her eyes. “Watch and see. Your pain, it is . . .” She searched for a moment, and then chuckled in admission of her inability to describe the sensation. “I wish you could feel the satisfaction, but you cannot, can you? That is only for me to savor.” Elizabeth’s whisper was triumphant as Karen emitted one whispering, pain-wracked sigh and died. She let the cadaverous remains of what had been Karen fall to the polished wood floor with a careless thump, regarding her handiwork with obvious pleasure. With a gleefully vicious downward kick, Elizabeth brought her heel to bear on the bridge of Karen’s now-mummified face, and the skull collapsed with a series of crunching snaps. With her chest heaving from the infusion of power at Karen’s death, Elizabeth turned her eyes to Khalil, who stood rooted to the spot, awash in fear and feeling impossibly small. A single step brought her to him, and one of her arms roped around his neck as she pulled him to her in a last embrace.

      “You should consider yourself blessed, I think.” Her free hand dug into his groin through his pants and began to tighten like a vice. “Yes, blessed. I think that your departure will be swift, but painful. Of course, I could not allow you to leave without feeding me properly, but the speed of this is the reward. You understand, don’t you?” She was matter-of-factly ripping his genitals from his body as she planted a light kiss on his cheek, while a soundless shriek tore from him as air rushed out of his lungs, hasty to flee the dying man. Before his eyes went dark, he implored her with his gaze, but she threw her head back and laughed, long and hard, the noise echoing hideously from wall to wall of the studio. She swung her bloody prize in front of him like a dangling taunt, and then tossed his cock and balls to the floor with a ripe splat as he was allowed to fall. Glowering over him in a pose of triumph, she felt his spirit begin to weaken even as her body grew stronger. Her heels clicked with finality on the wooden floor as she left him without another thought, but he only heard the lonely sound of his demise for a second. Then came the darkness, and he, too, was gone.
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      My discussions with our friends had been grueling and more than a little sad. Angel had taken the announcement with quiet contemplation and then crushed me in a bear hug with his stovepipe arms as he slapped my back with enough force to make me cringe. Liz, upon hearing the news, had been conflicted. She was too intelligent to ignore reality, but our history and her imagined debt to us made her discomfort palpable. When I walked slowly into The Butterfly, Boon regarded me with enormous eyes brimming with tears.

      She sobbed into my shoulder as Pan, quietly resolute, put one work-hardened hand on my arm and said softly, “We will be waiting.”

      With each step from the Hardigan Center, I felt myself imbued with a strange lightness as the reality that my leaving might secure their future. I can live with that, I mused, and it dawned on me that I was being truthful. By the time I pulled into my own driveway, the wispy beginnings of confidence bloomed within me. We were right, and this decision was right. I felt it, I knew it, and we were going to win. How we would find Elizabeth and her victims was another issue entirely, but I opened the door fully expectant of nothing less than a miracle.

      I tossed my keys on the table and viewed a scene of complete luxury before me. Risa lay next to Gyro on the tile, rubbing his belly as deep, cavernous groans of thanks drifted from the beast. He was a full yard longer than her, but gazed into her face with such adoration as only one thought could be seen in his expressive face. Thank you, Mother, please continue. Wally was perched on the couch folded nearly double, applying nail polish to one of her long toes with an artful flourish. She leaned even further and blew delicately, trying to dry her artwork. At this moment and many others, I was thankful to be a man, as I could not fathom the effort needed to paint, buff, polish, and groom my body to be considered, at best, a mediocre example of the female gender.

      Without stopping her scratching of Gyro, Risa said, “I found an interesting real estate purchase in New Orleans. Something that sounds quite promising.”

      That grabbed my attention, even with Wally splayed like a boneless chicken next to me on the couch. It was a lot more appealing than it sounded, with her knees up and a mile of leg in either direction. I waved an invitation to explain. I was still adjusting to the delicious chill of the air conditioning, so for the moment my chatter was at a minimum.

      “In a two-week period, the same Swiss corporation purchased not one but six very pricey, very private homes in the Garden district of New Orleans. They’re all quite close together, have high fences and limited street view, and all suddenly became available after stable owners vanished or decided to sell, for reasons unknown. I haven’t found anyone willing to discuss the sales with me, not even the agents, whom you would think might be eager to prove their selling prowess in this soft market.” Risa stopped scratching Gyro, who let loose one long, mournful sigh and closed his eyes. He knew when not to be greedy, an admirable trait. Six houses in a small area, under odd circumstances, and with cloudy details. That seemed rather pat for the lucky buyers. I was with Risa and Wally on this one; it looked off. Then Risa delivered the clincher.

      “Remember the letter from Elizabeth where she intimated that she had walked to a new place and then had to wait for a ship to carry her back? Well, the corporation that bought the houses in New Orleans certainly doesn’t have a very Cajun-sounding name. It’s the well-funded Bering Strait Holdings, based out of Bern, Switzerland, with the very Cajun-sounding Herr Kreiger listed as the managing partner, although the actual owner is somewhat less, let’s say, available? Visible? Regardless, it seems that Herr Kreiger is the face man for Elizabeth, and maybe he himself is an immortal as well, although I can’t imagine that bitch allowing anyone of power within her circle. If she even has a circle, it’s probably more like a pentagram.”

      “Bering Strait? So, the land bridge from the last Ice Age? Maybe she did walk here after all,” I whistled appreciatively. Elizabeth was really old, not just from an era where saddles were unheard of, but maybe from a time that domesticated horses were unknown. No wonder she was so cavalier about violence. She’d probably seen every form of butchery that has ever existed, and a few she had no doubt invented, just to satisfy her artistic side. Risa’s fishing trip yielded some excellent news. On one hand, we had to go to New Orleans to hopefully lay waste to a paragon of evil within her own walls. On the other hand, I was fairly certain it was something that had already happened in those wild streets once, twice, or maybe a dozen times. New Orleans is a city that knows how to party. A little dustup with the devil wasn’t even a reason to close the bars, let alone clear the streets.

      Risa stood and patted her stomach. “I need a shower to wash the remains of this day down the drain. And before you ask, yes, I’ll go with you to get that bitch.” She left the room, followed by Gyro, his nails clicking on the tile.

      I looked at Wally, who was smiling with the confidence that she was about to negotiate with me and win. I know enough to respect that smile.

      “So, slim,” I pleaded. “Fly with us, kill the mistress of the underworld or whatever, have some dinner, and come home?”

      She made show of thinking, tapping her jaw pensively. Then she pulled her shorts off in one motion and let her knees fall apart again, a soft, golden triangle of tightly trimmed hair bared for me in an irresistible invitation.

      “I could be persuaded,” she allowed, her voice loaded with promise, “and mind my fresh polish, love.”

      I knelt to my work. Sometimes, it is good to be me.

      I put a hand on each soft thigh, letting them rest for a moment while I looked up at Wally and her conspiratorial smile.

      “What are you waiting for?” she asked.

      I let my tongue flicker forward, earning a little squeal. “I’m not waiting at all. This is about pacing.”

      “Pacing?”

      I licked again, this time to the left. “Did you know that there are several areas down here that are. sensitive?”

      Wally’s hands were on my head now, fingers twining like nervous snakes. “Yes. I know this. Now if you would be so kind”---

      “Don’t. Hurry. The artist,” I said in between small licks of the delicate flesh.

      “Oooo, you are maddening. I will go to save the. . .oh. Oh, yes.”

      I let my tongue explore every part of her, in long, soft strokes punctuated by darting motions that made her sigh. Then, after a moment, the sighs were gone, replaced with a writhing body and soft curses as her legs began to shake with the delicious moments before she would come.

      “In me,” she said, and I lifted myself to cover her, sliding my erection as far as it would go, pinning her to the couch. “Yesssss,” she said, and I agreed.

      “Shhh,” I said, kissing her as he moved together.

      “No, I will not be—oh. Christ, yes. Now.” Wally’s hips bucked as she pulled me to her for a final, savage kiss, and then it was time for me to come, too. Her body demanded it, and I was ready. It wasn’t one spasm, if was five, each one long and verging into pain, it was so perfect. Her golden body collapsed, a sheen of sweat on both of us as we both smiled like we’d done since our first time together.

      “To New Orleans, then,” Wally said.

      “Nap first.”

      All she did was nod.
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      Joseph was beaming again. “The luster is without equal. Look at what a scholar’s hand has wrought here in this simple workshop, albeit with the help of a true craftsman such as Davis, but still, it is a point of honor for you, Doctor Mpemba.” Enoch could not help the slight flush of pride at Joseph’s compliment, despite retaining a simmering distaste for everything he had tolerated these past weeks.

      “Thank you.” Enoch’s response was short. He inclined his head politely, as he had no doubt he was in danger. That became clear with the ominous click of the door, followed by the sound of Elizabeth’s shoes percussing the scarred concrete floor of the shop. Enoch felt his balls retract at the cloud of danger that prefaced her appearance, but he steeled himself and leaned casually against the bench, the Negwenya momentarily forgotten.

      “Enoch, what a delight.” Elizabeth stopped and cocked a hip in a pose that verged on playfulness..

      His animal brain went instantly alert at the silky tone of her greeting. This is danger, his body raged at him with an internal shout. A single bead of sweat pearled down his nose.

      She wore a vintage suit of deep red fabric that seemed like a frame out of time, and her hands were gloved, a true oddity given their location and the temperature. “Davis is out seeing an old friend. I’ve arranged for so many meetings and private events this week; I confess that I feel rather like a socialite.” She truly seemed to be in high spirits, but Enoch remembered the taste of his own blood, and the recollection gave him pause. “Do you,” she began, thoughtfully, “recall an interlude with a woman named Victoria? Tall girl, sparkling eyes?”

      It was rhetorical. Enoch had known many women, and rarely bothered to learn their names, let alone look at their eyes unless he craved visual confirmation of his dominance. Whether her eyes sparkled or not was often irrelevant since so much of Enoch’s pursuits were done in darkened clubs. He shook his head warily.

      “No, of course you don’t,” Elizabeth quipped, removing her gloves. “I spoke to her recently. She was positively effusive about you and your—what was the term, Joseph?”

      “Attitude while fucking,” Joseph answered matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, that. So crass. In any case, she mentioned that you beat her nearly unconscious and forced her to declare you . . . I am so sorry for my memory today. Joseph, what was she told to say?”

      “The god of fucking,” Joseph spoke again.

      “There’s that word again. Well, then. Let’s put that to the test, shall we? Joseph?” She raised a brow, and Enoch found himself clubbed savagely in the side of the head. Ears ringing, Joseph struck him again, forearm to temple, and flashing curtains of light descended on Enoch’s vision like aurora borealis. He staggered under the second blow as his senses flagged and he heard the distinct snick of something metal being opened.

      “Hold him. I want him upright and still. If he struggles, strike him in the kidney this time, but do not kill him.” Her voice was like iron and stone.

      Enoch could not even muster a proper panic as he was disabled and partially stripped of his clothing in mere seconds. His slacks were ripped away by a small but powerful hand, and the sensation of cooler air wafted over his manhood.

      Elizabeth’s voice was at his ear as his vision began to clear, and he smelled something dead on her breath, like the rank dredging of an ancient ocean. “I want you to know, Doctor, I have been waiting for this moment. Bringing you to heel has been the sweetest nectar of this past century.”

      Enoch felt her fingers busily place the Negwenya around his flaccid penis, which swiftly retracted under a woman’s touch for the first time in his depraved existence. It was of no use; the bronze and gems snugged against him as a cry of fear escaped, shifting his confident baritone into a weak falsetto. She changed the object somehow. It seemed so much smaller, like it was adapting to him.

      “Yessssss . . ..” she hissed, tasting his fear and finding it to her liking. “So close now. The cold metal is so ordinary for a man of your stature. Bronze? Why, there are doorknobs made of finer material, and yet your own treasures are at the mercy of such a humble alloy. Well, to clarify, you are at the mercy of the metal and me.”

      Her hand closed like a vise, and Enoch’s pride, his source of rendering women and men mere servants of his desire fell away, the flesh parting without resistance. Enoch gasped, only to be clubbed again by Joseph, whose hand flickered like lightning and ended with a meaty thump on his skull.

      “Stand him up.” She ordered, and Enoch was slammed against the workbench as his lifeblood began to pulse down his legs. Now Elizabeth smiled, a truly horrific sight on a face flushed with lust and hate. She dragged a finger down Enoch’s nose and motioned to Joseph, who let their victim fall to the concrete.

      “I think that nearly concludes our stay here, Joseph. Close up for me, won’t you?” she said, pulling her gloves back on and waving with her fingertips at Enoch, who was fading fast. She smirked and held one hand on the door. “I’ve never seen a god die before. I thought it would be more . . . arousing. Goodbye, Doctor.”

      Joseph drove his foot down on Enoch’s face, whose shame fled alongside his last breath.
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      We stepped off the plane in Kenner to be greeted with punishing humidity and a light drizzle.

      “As if I need more curls in my hair,” Risa grumbled, and Wally patted her head in a smoothing motion. Risa batted the hand away and frowned, and then her ire focused on me. “What if we can’t save them all, Ring? What then?” Softness flooded her voice, and I understood why. People ended up dead around Elizabeth. It was a fact. They also ended up dead around us. Between those two uncomfortable facts, things were grim for the souls we were supposed to have come here to save.

      Lugging our carry-ons, Wally wondered, “Do we know she is here?”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. It hadn’t even occurred to me to think that Elizabeth might hide or run.

      “I really don’t know. Hell, I just assumed she would want this thing over to eat us or whatever it is she has in mind, unless there’s something else she could want?”

      We shrugged collectively and went to cab over to the hotel. We had booked a very private, well-hidden hotel in the general vicinity of where we knew the Archangels were staying or being held, if that was the case. My instincts said the latter, but Wally had disagreed from the very beginning. She knew that humanity was a mixed bag, and for every core of decency to be found in Elizabeth’s victims, there would be a truly bad seed. Risa suspected Wally was right, and in truth the logic was sound, since at least one of the Archangels would, at the very minimum, be a truly corrupt spirit.

      The cab was stuffy and smelled of rain and a dirty city. I watched drops roll along the window in pulsing, erratic patterns as we careened along the curving road that left the airport and none of us said a word. I planned on dumping our gear, taking a single backpack with a medical kit, and walking to Delphine’s home. I wanted time to clear my head of the tinny roar and dry air of the airplane, and to be truthful, I wanted a few minutes of just the three of us and no interruptions.

      Our room had a private, first-floor patio, and I didn’t bother to see the specifics, but the general impression was one of sumptuous wealth. If I lived, we would all take advantage of the enormous tub and beds, but for now, my eyes were locked straight ahead as we walked, just the three of us in a warm, pattering rain. The city took no notice of us, although being on a leafy side street helped add to that state. Risa slipped her fingers in mine, and Wally put a protective hand on the back of my arm. For the moment, I could have closed my eyes and they would guide me, safely, like a ship to harbor, but I knew that the illusion would fade when the gray light of day hit my eyes.

      “We will be with you, very close by,” Risa began. “Will you promise to listen to me if I say you must leave the room? If I feel that it is too much?”

      Wally echoed the sentiment earnestly, but I shook my head slowly.

      “I’m not sure I will be able to hear you, but even if I do, I don’t want you speaking. Not a word. That will be the really hard part.” I stared ahead as thy both protested.

      “Why, dammit?” Wally demanded.

      “Think about it, please,” I implored them. “I think, I mean, I’m not really sure, but I guess I’ll be fighting memories, ghosts, whatever. Do you think it’s a good idea to let your voices mix with the things I am seeing and hearing?”

      Wally gasped slightly, and Risa just nodded sagely as she understood the threat. “Right, you could think that we . . .”

      “. . . are enemies. My visitors from the past, my sins, call it what you want. I can’t risk that, so you have to remain completely quiet, no matter what happens. Promise me, please, because the alternative is even worse than you can imagine.”

      “Worse? How?” Wally was dubious.

      “I could live. And I could think, every time I hear or see you, I could be dragged back into this—relic. This graveyard of loss. And don’t want to live like that.”

      Before I could say anything further, Risa tugged at my hand. “We’re here.”

      Here was a stunning white two-story home set behind a black iron fence filled to bursting with a hedge. A riot of scarlet blooms covered the border, with looming oaks overhead and palm trees in between. The balconies were hemmed in the same ornate wrought iron, and the windows were all covered with Roman shades. I pushed on the gate, and it swung open to allow us access to the stone walkway.. “It’s quiet,” Wally stated, peering through the nearest window.

      “Try this.” Risa handed me a key. “Kevin came back to the house and said he forgot to give it to us. Delphine handed it to him after confession. He said it was a rather uncomfortable moment until she explained what her intentions were.”

      I laughed, grateful for the break in tension. A little levity seemed to go a long way in situations like these. “Ready?”

      Both of my partners looked at me with wry smiles. No one likes their loved ones in pain, and yet we stepped over the threshold together, just as we did everything. Except for what was coming. For the next steps, I would go alone.

      The doors to Delphine’s bedroom were tall, square, and solid, two unbroken sections of white wood with ancient blackened handles, but they swung inward at my lightest touch, almost as if the room itself expected me. Like it’s hungry for me, I mused. That can’t be good. Risa touched me wistfully and I let my head roll on my shoulders, back and forth, and then took two deep breaths. Wally stood to the left, Risa to the right. Before us stretched a circular room perhaps twenty-five feet in diameter, free of windows or doors save the one in which we stood. The walls were painted a soft blue, and there was a fireplace directly across from my vantage point at the door.

      On the mantle sat a single photograph in which Delphine held what looked like a breadfruit. Behind her, an African sunset framed her like a halo. It was luminous, clearly taken by a professional, and in it she seemed to be debating the next century of her life. A shadow of regret creased the edges of her eyes, and I knew that the man who had taken that photo was dead, killed by her hand. Delphine must have left bones enough behind her to build a bridge to the moon, but even so, we would save her soul by vindicating her in this life or another. The floor was as impressive as I hoped, given that it had caused death. Inlaid circles of well-worn, dark wood were interrupted by what seemed to be random, smooth pebbles, as if a stream bed had been covered over tastefully by a dance floor. In the middle of the room sat a tall bed covered in a dark blue comforter, adorned only with bold white thread at the edges. It was deceptively simple, made of black iron, and there was a single pillow perched in a lonely post at the top. A nightstand of ancient cherry wood rose next to the bed, and on it rested a leather book. A diary. I knew it in my marrow. That was it. My goal, my purpose for being here, for attempting to thwart magic and a life of regret. I sucked in a deep breath one more time and let it out in a hiss, then stepped onto the floor with one hesitant foot.
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      His footsteps echoed in the house. There was nothing alive here. It was like an abandoned museum, and Davis felt the beginning of a chill dance along his spine. A ticking hum broke the utter silence of the house, and he turned his head to stare at the lone item of furnishings, if you could call it that. A large upright freezer stood oddly in the middle of the living room. An orange extension cord crossed the hardwood and vanished around the corner, but other than that, there was no sign of human habitation whatsoever. Joseph had driven him here personally, saying that his guest was waiting, but the feel of the home, even in the bustle of New Orleans, was more tomblike than anything else.

      “Hello?” His voice met walls and died after a brief echo on the floors. No answer. He called again, louder, and began to step forward. The compressor came to a calm stop, and then the quiet deepened and Davis heard a pair of muffled thumps from upstairs.

      Again, the silence returned, and he noticed that there were scratches grooving the wood in front of the freezer. Someone is going to be pissed when they see that floor, he thought, then cautiously opened the freezer. Just what the hell is this thing doing here? And who lives here? For that matter, what am I doing here? His thoughts ran unbidden as he pulled at the handle and the door gave after a brief tussle.

      The misty interior was devoid of shelves, but the freezer was not empty, and that’s when he noticed the blood. Crystals of frozen, red fluid pooled on the bottom of the interior, rimmed with ice and puckered with impacts from recent deposits. Something is dripping. Abject terror grabbed him and locked his legs like columns under an ancient statue. His breath came in panicked gulps, and he inhaled sharply. Jesus, Davis, it’s only a freezer. Calm the fuck down. Chastising himself roughly had the intended effect, and he opened his eyes. Hanging in the freezer were shapes. No beasts, just shapes, white cloth, like a cheesecloth but tighter. Meat? He unhooked one of the objects and rested it on his knee, pulling gently at the upper wrapping, which had loosened upon being released from the tension of holding the minor weight aloft.

      And then the world went sideways. An eye, bright blue and round looked out at him from the bundle. He  gave a single, savage tug at the rest of the cloth and revealed a tiny shoulder ending in a hand, pulled into the body in a pose that made him scream with insanity as he held the baby to his chest and poured every ounce of air his lungs could hold into a savage bellow of absolutely blistering despair.

      “Dear God. Dear God,” he wheezed, collapsing to his knees as the frozen, salt-rimed child dropped from his hands. He began clawing his face, crushed by the sight before him. He wondered why Joseph had brought him here, and sobbed without ceasing as his head eventually touched the cool floor, then he vomited in reaction to the carnage before him. After long, aching minutes, he began to breathe normally and consider just what in God’s name he would do.

      And then he noticed a smell. Like a mossy crypt, it was blighted, wet, and decrepit; it spoke of disease and decay. The stench intensified and he became aware of someone, or something, standing behind him.

      “Honey.” The voice cast foul air reeking of death over him. It was the voice of dying children and sin and all of the damnation that had ever been. “I’ve missed you so.”

      He turned and there stood Rudy, magnificent in his decomposition, utterly nude, and putrescent with the rot of age. His tongue slid from the side of his mouth over teeth that hung doggedly in a jaw of white bone, and his hands reached out with a rickety waving. Davis lashed out with his fist and left nothing behind; the months of shame and hatred came to bear as his knuckles crushed Rudy’s nose and skull in an explosive splat, toppling the ghoul over to lie completely still. Shaking in near disbelief, Davis rose and pulled the heavy freezer over to crush what had once been the beautiful boy Rudy, but was now a noxious pile of cannibalistic ooze.

      Davis Paladino, born a gentle, loving soul, felt steel growing in his spine, and he wiped his hands of the sour gore on a curtain as he left. Someone did this to the children, and I will find them. Rage boiled in him, red and pure, and he thought, not even God can save them from me now.
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      My hands slid from the doorframe as my foot tapped the floor at the conclusion of a halting step. Nothing, I thought, and chanced a look at Risa, who was squatting three feet back from the entrance, but dead center in the doorway. We had no reason to disbelieve Delphine when she said the floor was totally fatal for women. Hell—it was magic, as if we understood anything about that, and one of us taking a risk of this magnitude was plenty. Wally stood behind, her arms folded in anger and fear, and I smiled slightly and brought my other foot down and—

      —oh son, he didn’t feel it at all, I promise, my father’s voice sifted upward from beneath me, soft and insistent and inside my head. He’s going to heaven with all of the other pets that people love, I promise, and the lie cut so deeply because I knew, just knew that it was bullshit. I was ten years old and well past the point that I was blind to that kind of thing, and then Tucker squealed once, a long, low canine noise of such pain that it was like I had been the one hit by the car—I’ll just take him over there to rest. Trust me, he’ll be peaceful. He isn’t hurting, son. You have to trust me—and then seeing the earth clawed to hell from where Tucker’s paws had kicked in his death throes, my dad too gentle or cowardly to put him down—and oh it hurts. Why does it hurt? Why does he walk away—

      And then my foot hits again, a full stride closer but slightly off to the side as I staggered under the weight of the first memory—

      —You’re shitting me? Never? What are you, some kind of fag?—and Dave takes his fist and punches me in the balls so hard I puke as I try to tell him I don’t want to do it. I don’t want him to see him kill the kitten, and then he raises his foot again and kicks even harder and I feel my bladder go loose as the hot piss stains my shorts and their voices are ringing—What a fucking pussy! He pissed himself! He pissed himself!—and I’m reaching for them to help me up, but one of them unzips his pants and I feel the stream of urine splash in my hair, and I cry, and scream for my parents and think about what will happen when school starts again in the fall—

      —and now I really am in danger of pissing myself and my foot hits wildly again. I’ve stepped too far. I lean precariously and feel myself falling—You didn’t really think that I wanted you to talk, did you?—her laugh is wet and stinks of liquor and she pulls my faced into her enormous bosom, pulling a ponderous titty out and shoving it in my mouth—My little baby, she slurs, my own little baby with a cock to play with—and when I protest she laughs again, pure evil, and says who are they gonna believe, you . . . or me— and her hand goes down his pants, and he thinks he can hear his mother in the other room, laughing with his other aunts at the baby shower—

      —and then I do fall, hard, and my face cracks against this goddamned floor with enough force to clear my head, if only for a moment, and I see that I’m only a single step away, but I cannot make myself roll over to reach. The tears have won, my muscles are seizing, and I feel blood running freely from my nose, but I don’t think it’s from the impact. I am being killed with memory, each single image a knife of shame so sharp and pure that I nearly welcome it into me, and then I look back and Risa is crying, Wally looks green, and they both avert their eyes in what looks to me like dismissal, and my failure buries me in a torrent of all that I have ever done wrong, and all that I was too weak to resist. I buck with a keening that sounds like someone else and realize that the skin on both hands is worn off, but I can’t recall how. Please, let me do this, I ask to anyone who will listen, and in a wretched moment, something answers.

      Do you want to know how she died? It was slow, so slow you wouldn’t think that a small body could hold so much blood but it does, it’s really just a bag of blood when it comes right down to it, but I am still so pleased when I see what I can siphon from them, even the ones who scream so that I cannot enjoy their taste—and somehow I see my mother’s face. She is talking about my mother but where is my father and who—oh, he’s there, don’t worry child, both of his femurs are sticking out of his legs and he, too, is screaming, but I cannot reach him without upsetting the scene, so I must let such precious, delicious blood, hard-won, fall to the scorched concrete spangled with all of that gorgeous glass from their windshield—windshield? My parents died at sea. There was no—oh, precious, they never went to sea. They left you, dearest, left you far behind. You were to stay with that stodgy old uncle and be none the wiser, you see—they never wanted you. Only one child? A forgotten baby, left to his own devices to grow up alone? How can you not see that?—shut your fucking mouth. They loved me, and I know who you are, Elizabeth. I’ve always known who you are—shhh, not now. It’s not too late for the truth but you can just let it go, lie down, let it go. This is the place for you to give in and come to the truth. That day on the rocks by the water, that old ghoul that wanted to fuck you and eat you, you didn’t think that was an accident, did you?—and I’m screaming so hard my vocal cords give an audible pop and only a rusty wheeze comes from within me—they would have mourned you for nearly a day, Ring, then they could have gotten on with their lives, the life they thought they could have without the burden of . . . you—they loved me, I whisper, for that is all I can do, but I feel my legs going, gone now, and—no love. Ever. You’ve never been loved, Ring, and they were too busy wishing you had never been born to—fuck you, I know love, I am loved right now— then there is ghostly laughter, but something is wrong, like there is a section of time missing and I feel my hand claw towards the edge of the bed—no love, only being left behind, fondled, pissed on, why the whole world pisses on you because you deserve it—- and I see Wally’s tears and Risa’s hands reaching to me as her shoulders are wracked with an ache and longing—stay down, Ring, it’s for the best—fuck you. I know love—

      My hand pulls me up on the bed, and a curtain of night covers me as I spit one last sob and then, nothing.

      It is dark when I regain my mind, and my sight, and the comforter is stiff with blood from my nose and mouth. I pull a chain on the small lamp and light floods the cavernous room that seems like an eternity across now that I have crossed it. Wally and Risa sit up, bleary-eyed and faces puffy from both sleep and tears.

      “Ring, honey?” It’s Risa, in a quavering voice I can barely hear.

      “Yes,” I croak, and knives slash inside my neck. I have done something bad to my vocal chords and it feels like sand and acid are spinning inside me, ripping me apart. “Can’t talk much.”

      “Okay, okay,” Wally says, her voice sick with relief, “just stay there. We’ll think of something.”

      I shake my head and pick up the diary, trying to stand once but falling back on the bed. My pants are stiff with dried urine and my shirt is white with tears. I am as close to broken as can be without letting go, but I try to stand anyway. I rise, more slowly this time, and manage to confirm my suspicions. The floor is a one-way street, and I can leave unmolested. Both Risa and Wally gasp loudly but I walk, unsteadily, and then charge the remaining steps in a headlong rush, falling into their arms and sagging against them, shattered, stinking, and sore, but alive.

      “A favor, please?” I ask, in a voice that sounds like the whisper of a ghost.

      “Anything. Say it.” Risa is tearfully happy. Wally just grins like an idiot.

      “Take me to that big ass tub and dump me in it.” We make our way, wounds and all, to the door, vowing never to set foot in that accursed place again.
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      It didn’t take me one day to heal, it took three. It wasn’t my body as much as my mind that had taken a beating like never before, and only after the second day did I really think that I would recover fully. Risa and Wally guarded me like lionesses over a cub, but the hotel was quiet, and we neither saw nor heard anything except the normal noises of the city. Delphine’s diary was remarkable, beyond anything that I ever dreamed possible in this world, and we all went page by page, slowly, with each entry in her looping script pulling us further from the depths of time. She knew about the Archangels and how they had lived and died over the centuries, but only because Elizabeth bragged about what she’d done to people.

      The pages were remarkable. Some were in English, some in French. There were sketches, quips, remarks, and directions. Pressed herbs and flowers, a scrap of silk with water wheels on it, clearly Japanese and older than any empire we have known. There were names, some drawn through with lines, the blotches of tears, and even a spray of blood that had dried rusty over the outline of a royal sigil from a house that had been lost for centuries. She’d known Napoleon! Yet for every revelation, there was loss. For every joy, there was decay. Delphine’s life had been woven with pain that should have killed her outright, but she persevered. Her children, her husband, the whole reality of her life, all stripped away in a storm of blood and violence.

      And yet, she went on. True, her aversion to murder fluctuated over the centuries, but in her own words, we sensed the underlying truth that Delphine hated herself for what she had become. To say that I was sympathetic was an understatement of grand proportions. I would deny my enemies the details of her life if only for the sake of knowing that I spared the world some great pain. Delphine was tough, but inside, she wanted the same things so many people have spent their lives chasing. A home, a family, which will never happen again, and maybe, just a chance at knowing the feeling of peace after so many years living on the verge of death.

      It was a tough read, even in my best condition, and I found myself taking breaks to clear my conscience of the echoes of her life. Risa teared up regularly, and Wally had a face so disgusted that I took the cursed book from her and ordered her to get out of the room for a while. But the cost was not without reward because the faint echo of an idea began to tickle my memory, only to flee every time I tried to bring my concentration directly upon it. Like a will-o-the-wisp, something danced in the periphery of my thoughts, but after a long night chasing ghosts, I decide to let it come to me instead.

      We searched the houses Elizabeth’s proxy agent purchased, and, to no one’s surprise, they were empty. Still, devoid of even the feel of life and almost scrubbed of any evidence that anyone had ever stepped foot in the structures. It was a bizarre antiseptic sensation that made for an unquiet mind as we left, all of us crowding closer together from sheer instinct. Elizabeth had been here, but whatever she achieved is now in the wind. I cursed my own weakness, thinking that had I been tougher, I would not have needed healing time, but I knew I was wrong. She would have avoided us no matter when we arrived. Our presence was a harbinger, not an end, and once again Elizabeth left us playing catchup as we simmered in our own frustration.

      “How many left, just one, right?” I asked Risa. I was tired of creeping around abandoned crime scenes, no matter how nice the neighborhood, and I was hungry, and I was pissed that we were beaten, again.

      “One. Turn right here. Fifth house, left side. There’s a driveway but let’s park and walk to it. I need to be out of this car.” Risa was squirrely, too, after our fruitless day chasing down old, out-of-date leads, and Wally looked bored and more than a bit hungry.

      I parked and we all exited the car without a word, deciding to approach the house from the back.

      It was too stately to have filthy windows, but that was what greeted us as we walked inside the small, private garden cozied around the enormous French doors that gave access to the back of the house. I turned the heavy iron handle and what appeared to be dirt buzzed away in a mass of fat, bulbous green bodies, leaving the window relatively clear. Flies. Hundreds of them, and well fed on something. Risa shuddered and Wally turned her head for a moment as we considered what the presence of so many carrion feeders could mean. I did not hold out hope for Tyler, but the door pushed soundlessly open, and I made to step inside, only to stop as surely as if I had been kicked in the mouth by a boot. The smell was beyond putrid, a physical presence that muscled its way into my senses and made my eyes water with revulsion and despair at exactly what could be causing such a repulsive wave.

      We froze, partially from the physical shock of the invasive stink, and also from the consideration that there might be a danger from actually breathing what was a form of decay beyond anything we had ever imagined. I pulled my shirt over my nose, to scant effect, and Risa did the same, while Wally just held her nose and gasped like a dying fish as we went cautiously forward. But in seconds, it was apparent that such care was futile, and we would find no threat of Elizabeth within. The house was empty. Not just free of belongings, but swept clean, sterile, or nearly so, despite the stench. A cavernous kitchen with acres of granite and stainless steel sat in perfect disuse; not a single cooking implement or cup or anything personal lay about. Dark slate tiles ran the length of the kitchen, bending, unbroken, into the next room, where floor-length windows lay open to the sun, with no shades or drapes to cut the harsh afternoon glare down to size. With each step, we heard the intense busy chatter of the flies increasing, until, just before we rounded the corner to peer into the room, I spied a rivulet of tarlike soup running in an angular path across the slate, following the natural pull of gravity as it wended its way to the lowest point on the floor.

      Tyler was there in a challenge to every one of our senses. He was either hanging or sitting—we couldn’t really tell at first, as it was difficult to tell where he began and the wild protrusions of growth that covered him ended. One arm pointed skyward, sadly triumphant, stiff with suppuration and rot and seeping a deep, jewel-black discharge down the ruins of his ribcage, from which a jungle of vein-like tubes sprouted, one on each bone, with a series of small tributary tubes fighting for purchase on the remaining patches of his skin.

      Risa gagged, and I felt my head growing dangerously light as a single choking sob burst from Wally, who leaned against my left side, heavy with the weakness of someone who is seeing violation that is of such an inhuman level, it sledgehammers the senses in blow after merciless blow. Tyler’s hair was patched on his head, where stubby pustules now ruled on a skull that was partially collapsed, as if he was being pulled inward by tiny hands. He was standing, we could now tell, and the glimmer of chains hooked onto bolts driven into the wall shone through the destruction of his body, giving testimony to an incarceration against his will.

      Black, wet tubes, curled and somehow poised like centipedes, wrapped both of his legs in a constriction that held him aloft despite both femurs being obviously broken by the embrace of the growths that lay along each leg. A nest of moist, flapping tendrils appeared to fight for access to his penis, or perhaps they were bursting from within, and a whitish mass of wormy, pulsing structures exited his anus, and then, after several feet, plunged back into the remaining muscle above his knee, only to exit from his foot and then trail off into dry, feathery ends on the floor some ten feet away. I could not—would not—believe that anyone, no matter how riddled with sin, could be deserving of this type of complete invasion and consumption. A competitive mass of pipettes tended what was left of the planes of his face, draining, or perhaps pumping the viscous fluids from him, and only a small area around his right eye lay exposed—an eye that wept pus from under a sclera raised by a brutal, bloody infection.

      Sympathetic in the face of his torture, Risa reached out to him, unbidden, from across the room, which was as close as we dared come to this horror that had been a young boy, and then his remaining eye blinked, and he arched his back against the constriction of his doom like a dying dog on a chain, and in an unending, wet, ripping sound of all the pain that has ever been in the whole world, Tyler began to scream.
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      Kevin’s face was lined and grave after hearing the details of what we had found. The flight back from New Orleans had consisted of the three of us pounding every alcoholic beverage that could be bought from the flight attendants, who believed our lie that we were returning from a particularly terrible funeral. In our minds, we were, and our arrival at the airport necessitated a cab home, hot coffee, and some soul-searching with our dog while staring mutely at the water of the canal. Kevin, responding to a call from Suma, had visited, poured more coffee, and listened to the entire surreal affair with a patience that only reinforced my opinion of his value as a friend and mentor. I spared him the details of being forced to plunge my knife into Tyler’s heart and then falling to my knees in his ruinous gore, overcome with shame and disgust at what Elizabeth forced us to do.

      “Do you think she is near?” Kevin’s mobile face radiated worry and anger. The affront to humanity that she represented had wounded him as a priest, and as a man, it violated everything he had known prior to our revelations. It was only his strength that let him calmly ask questions about a demon’s whereabouts.

      I shook my head in amazement. We were lucky to have someone like Kevin on our side.

      “No, she got what she wanted. Those . . . I feel like a liar calling them angels, those victims, the poor souls that she consumed? That was her game. We were a sidebar, I think, but given the chance she’d take us out. You too, to be truthful, but I’m sure you already suspected that,” I admitted angrily. “She consumes them and gets stronger, the more they’re hurt.”

      Risa echoed that sentiment, and Wally’s face flushed a deep red. Threatening clergy was the last sin in her estimation.

      “Well, then I hate to ask something so blunt, but what are you—rather, what are we going to do about it?” His voice had a note of something dangerous, something new that I had not detected before. “What about Delphine? Will she be forgotten?” The strain in his voice was thick. He thinks he can save her, and I think he’s right.

      I glanced askance at Wally, and Risa spoke up. “I found something. Something in the diary and in the letters, and I think, well, I think Ring can put it together, but we’re going to need a few things. For Delphine, we’re just going back through everything we can think of, but I suspect that Elizabeth wants her alive and in pain. For eternity, if it can be arranged.

      Kevin grimaced again. This time, it was a sour expression of fear and duty that a priest would know as he felt a soul slipping away.

      Risa leaned toward Kevin and her eyes sparkled. “Elizabeth isn’t nearly as smart as she thinks. We found . . . many things, but as I said, we’re going to need assistance.”

      Kevin considered her devious tone. “How can I help? Bear in mind, while I am willing to, let’s say stretch the parameters of my commitment to God, I cannot abandon my principles or commit a direct sin.” He raised his brows inquisitively and sat back to listen.

      I held my face in one palm, tapping a finger on my jaw, and then thought of the one thing that Kevin could contribute without violating his vows. “Father Kevin, “I began ostentatiously, “could I ask you to rent a van for a few days?”

      Risa and Wally chuckled and Kevin gave his own rueful smirk. Then he pulled out his wallet and began to hand over a credit card. “Let me just ask—” he said, then closed his mouth, smiled, and put the card in my hand.

      “Good man. It’s better this way.” I laughed and picked up my phone. I needed to make a car reservation. I was going to Kansas.
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      I watched the kid from about forty yards away, just like I had the night before and the night before that. Risa was right, I could feel it, and every scrap of evidence that we had dug up placed me here, or very near here. So I was sitting in the night air watching an aerial display of winged insects and the occasional bat dive through the lights of a battered ice cream stand in the middle of Kansas as teenagers strutted for each other and pretended that they weren’t paying deadly serious attention to every move they made. Image was everything when your peers and potential spouses were around, lost under a maze of stars in the middle of the American prairie. He looked to be about twenty, but he moved like someone who was a few years older. He was confident without the bluster of youth, and when he sat down on a scarred picnic table seat, I got out of my vehicle, pointedly closed the door with a click, and walked toward him, neither fast, nor slow, just with enough purpose to let him see me coming.

      He took note of me briefly, and his eyes slid past as I was far too old for his game, then his gaze resettled on a tall, skinny kid with an acre of acne and pants that wouldn’t stay up no matter what how tightly he belted them. I saw interest in the Helper’s eyes, and then, in a second, I settled next to him, completely uninvited, but looking right at him, forcing him to acknowledge me. He did with a slight nod and no sense of fear yet, which was a shame for him because I leaned in closer and very quietly asked him, “How far away is Esther?”

      The effect was electric, but he was trapped, so he marshaled his facial expression into something like a bemused smile and said stupidly, “Who?”

      I shook my head, a sad, lingering sigh escaping from me, like I had read an obituary of a neighbor I’d once known, but who had moved away and lost touch. Not too sad, just energetic enough to register and seem genuine.

      That was clearly the last thing he expected because he moved to stand, but I placed my knife gently along his thigh and said, “Stay for a bit. We’ve got a lot to discuss, starting with a quiet place where we can have a cup of coffee and some privacy.”

      His eyes bulged at the knife cozied up to his femoral artery, and I saw him fold internally. He stood, jerked his head across the street at a diner that was apparently the only other restaurant in the town, and started to walk. I followed him, and in less than a minute we were entering a greasy spoon that smelled like eggs and coffee even though it was close to nine in the evening. We picked a booth, a rough, pleather affair, and he sat with his eyes flicking nervously like he was still deciding if he could make it to the door before I took him down.

      He was much smaller than me, about 5’8” and lightly built, a nice-looking kid in a bland way, but he was no fighter. I could tell that from—well, from every detail about him. No, this was the talker, the set-up guy, the arranger, but not the one who finished things off. He might get rough with Esther, but that was the only time, and it was by her choice, not his. The lone waitress made her way over, and I could tell her feet hurt and she needed a smoke break, and could stand to wash her apron more diligently, but all in all she was polite, and she returned quickly with two iced waters and two cups of coffee. There was a metal boat with milk, not cream, because it wasn’t that kind of place, and when I stirred some into my coffee it bloomed like an afternoon thundercloud.

      “How long have you been with her?” I stared into my coffee, still watching the milk curl sinuously. I wondered if it might curdle. The diner did seem like that kind of place.

      He swallowed to buy time, and then said, “About six months. How do you know about, about her? And me?” He was scared. That was good.

      “What’s your name, the real one? Are you from near here, and how did she find you?”

      He didn’t hesitate at all, which seemed to bode well for what I was going to ask him at the end of our little coffee break. “Ethan. No, I used to visit here. With an aunt, but she’s dead. I came back once to see a girl, but she was gone, and I met a guy who asked me if I believed in ghost stories.”

      Ethan. After all these years. The hand of Elizabeth was everywhere, and I had to actually work hard to stifle a laugh at knowing that her own labyrinthine plots would undo her hold on life. She truly understood long-range planning, and I tried to imagine what Ethan had looked like when he was a teenager, visiting his lonely, odd aunt, who we thought had been a witch. Ethan had been known to our now-departed friend Hayseed, who staked us to our fortune, and in an email sent more than a year ago, Hayseed, or Lyle, to be more respectful of the dead, had described in vivid detail a solitary woman near this very town who had a teenaged nephew visit periodically. This was the closing of the circle—a story from months ago, about a lonely woman, a single boy, and an ancient ghoul on the prairie, and every part of it led me to this moment.

      The boy, Ethan, had reported that his aunt shook an old, heavy, and strangely made necklace at storms as they rolled across the prairie. While it was a curiosity to us, nothing more, now it became a sort of revelation that cemented my opinion of exactly how devious Elizabeth really was. She was . . . remarkable. Perfect in her evil, but remarkable nonetheless, like a predator that one can admire but still keep a safe distance from, if only out of respect for the killer’s natural ability.

      I sipped my coffee again, and asked, “What happened to the one before you?” Helpers have a way of dying horribly, and I wanted to gauge his awareness of just how tenuous his hold on life could be at this moment. He looked fairly bright, and he didn’t disappoint me with his response.

      “I’m sure she tore him apart right after it became obvious that I was game. And before you ask, I know what she is. I know who she is, sort of, and I’ll tell you my deep, dark secret.” He challenged me with a glare. “I like being with her. I get her to talk to me sometimes, and there are moments where she’s lucid. Other times, she’s just—trapped, I think. Or drifting. I have no idea how many miles of road have gone under her feet, and I’m not even sure I could understand it if she told me.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I expected, but it was good. The kid was self-aware, at the very least, and just depraved enough to want to serve her. So I laid out the bait to see what would happen.

      “I know she’s nearby, or fairly so. I want you to do something for me, Ethan.”

      “What’s that?” He was suspicious. He probably assumed that I was going to cut him right there in the booth, and things were starting to look up with this new angle of our conversation.

      “I want you to take her a message. That’s all. A single word really, you don’t even have much to remember. Then, when she asks to see me—and she will—you’re going to do me and my partners a huge favor, and Esther will command you to do so when she understands what we are offering her.”

      “O-kay”, he said slowly, like he didn’t believe there was anything under the heavens that could move his mistress from her ancient, wending route, east to west and west to east, with oceans of blood in between.

      I left a ten on the table as we walked out, and I pulled a pen and paper out of my pocket. There was an address on it, and I gave him a thousand dollars in crisp hundreds as well. He’d need it. His eyes goggled at that, I imagine that Esther had little use for cash. She’d been born long before such a notion as money existed, anyway. Her currency was flesh, and it has always been a renewable resource, unlike gold, a detail that would let a ghoul like Esther hunt for eternity, as long as some other immortal didn’t render her into little points of light, judging her a menace to their public image. We walked back to the ice cream place, and there, parked in the lot, was the van I’d rented. It was bland, wholly forgettable, and had a couple of minor modifications Risa had suggested. I put a companionable hand on Ethan’s shoulder and squeezed just hard enough to ripple the muscles in my forearm.

      His training as a polite boy made him stay silent, despite the strength of my grip, and I said, “And if you think not to follow those instructions perfectly, just remember—finding you is the easiest thing we’ve ever done. And finding you again? Even simpler. Do you understand?”

      He looked sick. I thought that things were getting very real very quickly, which meant that he was listening. That was good. He nodded emphatically, and I lessened my grip.

      He asked, “What do I need to tell her?”

      “One thing first. Can you drive?” I asked, and he nodded his head yes, slightly pissed that I asked.

      Of course I drive, asshole, the residual teenager in him said with his eyes. I looked around at the dark sky and the pools of light from the few buildings still lit up. It was like a puddle of starlight in an ocean of ink. The horizons were invisible, and I suddenly felt very, very lonely.

      “Just tell her this—” I said, low, telling him his instructions, detailed, calmly, in a reasonable tone. Like two friends planning a day at the park. And then, when he raised his brow to ask the last word, the one that made the whole thing go click, I told him, made him repeat the unusual syllables, and then we separated, not as friends, but at the very least, as allies.
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      There is stealth, and then there is the stealth of the Undying. Together, they moved as a pair, flowing up the decorative stairs without sound, not hasty, but not with the exaggerated slowness of a living thing that tried to be discreet. It would have been supremely unsettling, had anyone viewed it, but being invisible was part of a talent that had been cultivated over a long period of time. In the cavernous great room of her home, Elizabeth stood, with wine glass in hand, pacing across a wooden floor scarred with age. She paused occasionally to run her hands over her body, like someone rediscovering a favorite treasure. A sheer black dress of raw silk hugged her lithe figure, and her feet were uncharacteristically bare. On the couch, a young woman with flowing black hair watched every movement, and her eyes were filled with respect and fear and even love.

      “Do you need anything, Mother?” the girl asked with hesitation.

      There was something to be feared in this room, but it was of an unknown quantity. The servile woman was youthful, but plain except for her enormously intelligent brown eyes. She kept her gaze downward, only raising her face to look when Elizabeth deigned to answer. Elizabeth staggered slightly, and then caught herself only to allow a rare smile to rest upon her lips. A ripple passed through her as her body rang like a tuning fork; she was becoming something new, something powerful, and right in front of Karolina. As one of Elizabeth’s daughters, her perception of the woman she considered her mother had shifted, and now Karolina knew fear of a type she thought herself incapable of only a year earlier. It was terrifying, even to a powerful Undying such as the girl who now sat mute before such waxing strength. Mother is transitioning into a Master.

      “I want for nothing. Not now,” Elizabeth purred, shining with a drunken, lustful glow. “Perhaps not ever again. These beautifully designed deaths have allowed me to surmount what limitations remained upon me.” Her voice resonated with pleasure, and she shook herself again, only ending the tremor when her teeth snapped together with an audible click. “It is my era, my eternity. All is mine for the taking, and I shall do so in a way that will only make me stronger with each victory. I will begin with those three vagrant children, but only after they have endured the realization that their elder whore is withering away underground.” She was triumphant, even verging on hysteria, and her eyes were hot with rage and gloating, a ghastly compliment to her smile. The wine glass, now emptied, seemed to catch her attention, an offense to her new status. She motioned with a dismissive glance to Karolina, who stood and began striding purposefully to the table where the bottle rested.

      The voice that greeted the two women from the doorway was conversational, even a bit bored. “You might want to hold off on any more wine. It seems that your celebration is a bit premature, but my mistress tells me you’ve always had poor impulse control. She feels it is part and parcel of your character flaws and merely illustrates your general stupidity.”

      Elizabeth and Karolina whirled faster than any natural motion could ever be and settled instantly into defensive postures. Their collective gaze fell upon a young man dressed like a store clerk, wholly bland and unremarkable. His khaki pants and blue shirt were supremely forgettable, and he idly scratched at his clean-shaven jaw with a single lazy finger. With a supreme arrogance, the digit curled toward them with roguish invitation. Karolina’s jaws snapped wide as she spat a basilisk hiss at the intruder. A single glistening fang, long and thin, descended from her upper palate as her hands crabbed into shapes not meant for the human skeleton.

      Elizabeth swiftly commanded, “Kill that swine. Now!” Even as the order crackled with authority, her gold-flecked eyes were in motion as she searched for an obvious solution to the question of how he had gained such silent entry.

      He tsked ruefully, his lips pulling to the side in a sardonic grin. Behind him, in the darkened doorway, a nearly imperceptible scratching came closer. The hall was long, and the shadows deep, one in particular given to a seething motion. The blackness behind the man swirled and pulsed.

      Ethan put his hands on his hips. “Seriously? A half vampire? That’s your second in command? You’ve been planning this for millennia, and you allowed three humans to thin your ranks to the point that you can’t grow a fucking vamp with two fangs?” His voice dripped derision, and he chuckled, shaking his head in amazement.

      Karolina hissed again, an unfiltered hatred that carried all of her anger in one long, sibilant curse. Ethan made as if sizing Karolina up, letting a nonplussed glance graze her face. “I don’t mean to seem, well, confused, but I thought vampires were supposed to be pretty. Not just two fangs, but, you know, attractive? Your pet seems to have escaped from beauty school before her makeover. No offense,” he finished, patting the air with his hands even as his eyes stated that he most certainly hoped to offend her. Pausing in remembrance, he asked, “Do you even know why I’m here?” It was clearly rhetorical, as he plunged on, “My mistress has given you a skein of time nearly too long to measure in order to prove your worth. While you have pranced and postured before humanity, she has reveled in her true nature, tasting a torrent of blood that she herself has procured, by fang and claw . . .” He paused, the disgust on his face deepening. “And yet here you stand, clad in all the trappings of a modern princess, but with none of the titles. That is unacceptable. Further, my mistress is incensed that you seem to be too willing to delegate your activities to underlings, preferring to direct your pitiful theater from the wings. Your lovely, cultured hands are too clean, Elizabeth. Again, my mistress says this is unacceptable.” He concluded with a dismissive jerk of his hand, as if reprimanding a wayward child.

      It was too much. In a blurred rush, Karolina seemed to will herself through the air, claws outstretched in daggered cages as her jaw opened even wider. Her hair snapped audibly behind her as she reached for Ethan, and then the shadow behind him flowed. A wet ripping sound emerged from under Karolina in the same second that her hands closed where Ethan had stood unmoving a bare instant earlier. Two enormous lacerations carved her entire body open, spraying silky fluids across the ceiling and wall in the looping arcs of a modernist painting. Screaming with the desperation of a mortally wounded animal, Karolina miraculously remained standing, and then the previously unseen creature that had attacked with such blinding speed mounted her perforated body before she could collapse.

      A mouth opened in the aggressor’s pallid face, and a forest of long black fangs sunk into her neck, brutally crunching through vertebrae as Karolina’s head flew skyward before her body even ceased its forward motion. With a pair of moistened thumps, the vampire’s remains impacted the floor, and then inevitably began to sublime into light and ashes. The blue motes added a surreal merriment to the gore-covered room, and Ethan smiled broadly at Elizabeth, who remained frozen with the uniquely primordial fear brought on by meeting one’s literal maker. With the crackling of protesting joints of joints, the mercurial killer came to a rest and posed in thought, as if considering how to best deal with the problem before her. Her inhuman focus drew down on Elizabeth, who stammered once, and fell momentarily silent after uttering a single word. Esther.

      The ghoul smiled, a horrifying display of teeth as her long, floral tongue quested for tidbits of blood that dappled her mottled skin, pulled taut over a predatory face. Esther’s long, putrescent curtain of coal black hair was twisted into an ersatz braid, hanging limply across the knobby gulf of one collarbone and breast. She was fully nude, and it made her majestically terrifying, revealing a maze of skin marred with scars and unknowable protrusions. Willowy bones were very close to the surface, indifferently coiled with ropy muscles wrapped tightly on a lean body, and when she moved, every aspect of her screamed death. At some level, Elizabeth knew what was happening, but her centuries of arrogance slowed any response to the irresistible fate that began to move languidly toward her. Ethan laughed again, a long, victorious peal that was more funeral dirge than joyful proclamation.

      “My mistress has been uncomfortable during our trip to your home, but I think that we will find this place most accommodating.” He looked around the stately surroundings with a proprietary eye. “Much more comfortable than where we have been.” Elizabeth’s feet betrayed her flagging will as she took a small series of bird-like hops to one side and backward, and then coming to a stop when her outstretched hand reached a cream-colored wall.

      “This is my place. You have no idea who stands before you, ghoul. Nor do you, human. Helper.” Elizabeth’s tone left no doubt of her opinions about Ethan and his position. “Karolina was a naïf. You will find me a bitter pill to swallow, but if you leave, you may not be forced to discover how caustic my hospitality can be.” Some semblance of her haughtiness was returning, as the act of speaking arrogantly seemed to buttress her sagging confidence. With a flick of one shapely brow, she pushed on, asking, “Just where have you brought this creature from, boy? And why?” Her attitude of primacy returned, and she directed the questions at Ethan with the imperious grace of a regent.

      The response was not what she had envisioned. “I think that will be enough of your posturing, Elizabeth.” Ethan’s delivery was confident, smooth, and utterly devoid of kindness despite the tone. The ghoul looked back at Ethan, who bowed his head and withdrew a long step. Elizabeth tensed, readying her body for attack, and for the first time in her memory, she was afraid. With a slow, deliberate swivel, the ghoul turned her unholy gaze to the woman who had only moments before thought that she was ascending toward the crown of Hell. The ghoul coughed hard and then spat on the floor, a lurid gobbet of blood and meat that sizzled gently in the light. She hacked twice more and then thrummed in her throat like a cat poised to leap. With a final short, violent growl, the disturbing noise ceased and she discharged a single, ancient word in a voice scarred by murder and time. “Khoweta.” The ghoul drew a shallow breath and repeated the alien word, “Khoweta.”

      Frenzy choked Elizabeth’s voice even as her feet began to move again. “Where did you learn that?” Her eyes rolled wildly as she sensed the darkness closing and began to plot her trajectory through a door, a window, anything to be away from her name, her original name, and the one thing that could only be known by an Undying directly within her bloodline.

      Ethan smiled blandly, enjoying her consternation. “You simply cannot believe how organized whores can be. Or rather, the woman you brand a whore, I deem to be rather pleasant. Quite useful, and a really nice girl when you get to know her. She keeps a diary, too, filled with all of your years of boasts. You simply couldn’t resist, even knowing that she might keep everything for later use. She’s practically drawn a map of your arrogance, you fool. Who knew she would be so organized?”

      Fury engulfed Elizabeth’s beautiful face as her teeth came together in a vicious snap. “Delphine. That worthless camp slut. That—I gave her life. I gave her training, the ability to feed, everything.” Anger at the betrayal swarmed her features, and she turned crimson with unbridled rage. The ghoul stood erect before her and turned slightly to allow Elizabeth to see the pale tattoo still lingering on a shoulder that was millennia old. An outline of antlers over a moon was lightly washed out from age, but still colored firmly in muted blues and ashen gray. It was primitive, and personal. Ancient feather marks in her skin fanned the image delicately, with edges that were graceful and soft. Elizabeth’s eyes rounded in open terror at this sight, and she accelerated to a blur, only to be caught in the ghoul’s merciless iron grip. Grasping both arms until they snapped under her hands, the ghoul drew nose to nose with her prey, opened her mouth, and with a single, savage bite, sank her fangs into Elizabeth’s neck and began to drink. Blood and saliva ran amok down the tattered bite wound as Elizabeth began to visibly shrink, while the ghoul pulsated with a deepening pink, and then a hot flush of red as she switched sides and bit again, this time nearly to the bone. Her strength was growing as she fed, glutting herself on the hot, black blood of the powerful prey in her grasp. With her feet off the floor, Elizabeth batted weakly at the claws holding her.

      In a dying moment of recognition, she said, “No, not you, not this. Esther, please.”

      Her feeding complete, Esther placed her crimson lips against a desiccated ear and growled, “Goodbye, Daughter.”
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      “Oh my God, will you quit bogarting the pistachio?” Risa griped at Wally, who shared her ice cream cone after a final, sloppy lick.

      “Mmmm. Why didn’t I get pistachio?” She looked mournfully her strawberry malt. We were in the midst of what was the busiest ice cream parlor in the history of Florida apparently, as crowds of families jockeyed for position to get closer to the employees who were in the middle of a killer forearm workout. I was bolting huge spoonsful of a hot fudge peanut butter sundae with so much whipped cream on it that it teetered like a drunken sailor. With each step I took, our complicated dance of sharing went on as we negotiated the busy lines of customers, many who leered at our ice cream as openly as men usually stare at Wally. Or Risa, for that matter. We began to leave the shop, intending to stand around in the pleasant evening, eating ice cream while people watching, but that plan was interrupted when I bumped chest to chest, or chest to nose to be accurate, with an angry, sunburned, skinny little rat bastard in a huge hurry to go stand in line. Only sheer luck saved my sundae with not one bit of spillage, which meant that the incident wasn’t worth my time. I made to slide past him, but he had other ideas.

      “Fuck you lookin’ at, stretch?” he slurred, the cumulative effects of a day drinking beer in the sun making his tongue heavier than he imagined. I shrugged and spooned up another enormous portion of the sundae. He wasn’t going to break my focus, no matter how pissed he seemed. In a war for my attention, ice cream always won, unless it was a naked woman. Or two.

      He apparently wasn’t done, because he came back out through the door as onlookers inside began to sense that this might be a photo-worthy moment. I saw several phones at the ready in case some sort of violent hilarity ensued. Trust the general public to look out for their own interests as not a single one of them offered to hold my sundae in case things escalated.

      “Hey, boy! You and your skanks wanna answer me?” he asked us in a generalized sort of penis-waving challenge. I had to give the little guy credit; he was game.

      His sneer was brief because I simply pointed at Wally and said, “Me? No, although she might have an answer for you, dickhead, but I don’t think you’ll like what she has to say.” At my insult he snatched a look at Wally, who had ominously handed her lurid green ice cream scoop, cone and all, to Risa for safekeeping.

      In a stage whisper, Wally said, “One lick only, you piglet!” Then in a motion that the belligerent, sunburned soon-to-be-victim would probably have difficulty recalling for some time, if at all, she sidestepped like a dancer, closing the six feet between them, one hand cocked back, and drove her fist forward into his chin with a crack that sounded like a baseball bat hitting a ham. As he dropped to the asphalt, cheers erupted from within the store as Wally dipped in a demure bow and reclaimed her cone from Risa, casting a baleful eye first at the loudmouth punk on the ground, and then her ice cream, pronouncing the amount Risa had eaten as acceptable losses for the satisfaction of a public service well done.

      Before her first lick, Wally muttered, “He needed his manners,” and then proceeded as if nothing at all had happened.

      I froze in place, smacking my hand against my head in a cartoonish admission of my revelation. “Manners. Oh my God, Wally, you’re a genius.”

      “Manners? Yes, he needed them, but . . .” Risa trailed off, perplexed by my victorious expression.

      “Yes, manners,” I said, walking briskly now as I fumbled for my keys. “We have to get home and then pack a bag as fast as we can. This time, you’re both going with me, and we’re going to need a few things.”

      “Wait, what?” Wally barked in confusion. Risa didn’t say a word; she just climbed in as I fired up the Wagoneer and pulled out.

      “We’re taking a little trip. Tonight. Thanks to that little asshole lying on the ground, I know where Delphine is being hidden.”
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      “Tell me again what we’re looking for? And why the hell am I carrying makeup?” Risa was unhappy. She had a backpack that was full, and at her size, it made hiking up the stony promontory a challenge.

      “There it is.” I paused and stared at the ruins. Bathory Castle was famous, or infamous, for all of the wrong reasons. Elizabeth Bathory, a small regent from four centuries earlier had been branded a witch, a murderer, and a countess who bathed in the blood of young women. I didn’t know what to think, other than the fact that our Elizabeth had felt compelled to take the accused’s name as a badge of honor. It didn’t bode well for the original Elizabeth’s guilt of at least some of the accusations.

      “Do you think she did it? All of the killing, the blood?” Wally asked, barely out of breath as we began to surmount the path to the ruins.

      Risa snorted. “A woman with status was always a target during that era. Look at what Europe was going through back then. Massive power struggles, a dirt-poor peasant population, and a few families holding the reins to the continent.”

      “So you think it was because of her gender, not her crimes?” I prodded. It kept us talking. And walking.

      “I’m not sure so sure, really . . .” Risa trailed off, shaking her head. “There really is a lot of unexplained death around here. And starting a charm school for local girls was—”

      “Creepy,” Wally interjected. “Very. Why do you want young girls around if you have ladies and staff? Very, very creepy.”

      I shrugged. There was blood here, all right, we could sense it. Something set Elizabeth Bathory on a course to ruin, and I was willing to bet it was our own personal Euro trash immortal that had been dispatched so easily a month earlier. Ethan’s call and description of Elizabeth’s death had been like lifting a yoke from our shoulders, and I had nearly shouted with joy at the news. It had been a different kind of life since being freed from her shadow, and I hoped we could do the same for Delphine. I only hoped that she still . . . existed, I guessed, and that she wouldn’t be too pissed that it took us this long to figure out what should have been a simple riddle. There were backpackers and tourists all over the structure, an oddly shaped wall that hugged the rocky point. In the center, roughly, stood the remains of what had been a tower.

      That’s where they kept the Countess, I thought, suppressing a shudder. Even across the centuries, I could feel the echo of something unholy. Maybe the stories were more than just true. Maybe they had been muted by time or filtered intentionally by someone or something that wanted the legend to die. Either way, the monster that had taken the name Elizabeth and carried it from this place was dead, and my relief was immense.

      “She won’t be near other people. She can’t be.” Risa was squinting into the sun, looking around at the well-worn paths and open spaces.

      “Where then? What about over there, those trees?” Wally pointed a long arm at the downward slope of the outcropping, which fell away to the next town. Reasonably heavy forest covered the hillside, and I had to admit, if anything, it was at least a little more private. We started picking our way over and down the rolling hummock, and in minutes we were surrounded by trees. The noise of the tourists tramping around fell away, and there were birdcalls. It felt right. We were closer.

      And then I saw it. A flat stone, like what would cover an old well or a cistern, rested fifty feet down the hillside, and there was a smudge of fresh earth next to it. It was partially obscured by underbrush, but I felt a jolt of recognition at the sight. She’s here.

      I pointed and began to lunge down the slope in a wild slide, prompting Risa to shout at me, “Don’t break your ankle! She’ll still be there, if that’s where she even is!”

      I came to a stop with a small avalanche of leaves and sticks, and more than a few chips of small stones that dotted the soil.

      “She’s here. I can feel her.” I began to heave with my shoulder, digging my feet into the earth for purchase and straining with everything I could muster. Wally joined me a second later, and then Risa, who squealed when the wide, gray stone slid with a rumble and crashed down the hillside.

      Delphine blinked up at us furiously as her eyes tried to adjust to the sunlight. Her hair was matted and rainwater filled the bottom foot of the well, but she was alive and only eight feet down, thanks to centuries of debris nearly topping the well from whatever its original depth had been. A wrist-thick chain wrapped around her small figure and was hooked to an enormous iron piton driven into the stone wall. Her mouth was bound with a leather strap, dark with saliva and her tears. Blood smeared the corners of her mouth. I felt rage surge within me as I jumped down in next to her, my legs absorbing the shock as my backpack bounced heavily against my shoulders.

      Tears welled up in her eyes and Risa called down, “We’re going to take you home.”

      Delphine nodded once in gratitude and dropped her head in exhaustion. It was frigid in the well and moss covered the rocks like a velvet blanket.

      “Hold still, I’m going to free you. I’m—I’m sorry we weren’t here sooner.” I removed a pair of bolt cutters from my backpack. They weighed nearly fifteen pounds. I had anticipated something like this; I knew Delphine would not sit mutely in a hole without being restrained. The metal jaws bit deeply into the thick chain and a musical clank echoed up the well as the links fell apart, bright metal glinting where I had broken the heavy iron. I cut the leather next, careful not to harm her any further, and for a second she sat, still as death, and then she collapsed against me as Risa and Wally shouted down encouragements from above. I lifted her unceremoniously and hoisted her up, in range of Wally’s long arm.

      In one heave, she was up and out of the prison, and I took the rope that Risa dangled and pulled myself quickly out into the creaking forest, thankful for the gulps of air that were blessedly free of water and rot. Wally and Risa surrounded Delphine, giving her water and wiping her face and arms with clean cloths. After a few minutes of effusive thanks and commotion, there was a lull as we all just sat in wonder at the fact that we were all alive.

      “She is dead, then?” Delphine asked hopefully. Her eyes were wary, and she looked spooked by her own shadow, but she would recover.

      “Very. Although that little magic floor nearly sent me to the looney bin.” I shook my head in remembrance at the effects of something as humble as wood and stone. “Risa found what you wanted us to see. Her name. Khoweta.”

      “Ugly, just like her soul,” Wally spat, flicking her fingers dismissively. Delphine leaned against Wally then, wavering, as if overcome with a spasm of weakness. “What is it?” Wally asked, alarmed.

      “I am—” she began, then stopped and dropped her head as tears began anew.

      “Hungry?” Risa was gentle with her question; there was no maliciousness, only concern.

      “Yesssss . . .” It came as a drawn-out sob, and Delphine’s small shoulders rocked with her tears. “I was alone, chained in that hole, and you came to me, you saved me, and I am not worth it. I am just as bad inside as she was. And now, all I can think of is feeding, and I just want to be back in that hole, as bad as it was, because I am so tired of bringing pain and death.” She dissolved into full, uncontrolled weeping, a woman who had millennia of guilt coming to roost all at once. It was excruciating to watch, and we all moved to her, compelled by her anguish.

      “I knew you would be. Hungry, that is.” Risa smiled at Delphine, who snapped her head up to look at us all, fear on her face.

      “What do you need?” I asked, but we all knew.

      Wally took Delphine’s hands and put them softly on my chest. “Ring is strong, and we trust you. But keep your clothes on. I do not think I could watch him have sex with you here in these woods. Some things I am not ready for yet. Or maybe never.” She leered at Delphine and then wagged a finger at me dramatically.

      Risa leaned back against a rock and Delphine asked hesitantly, “Maybe just some food? I will try anything first . . . what is in your pack, Risa?”

      Risa waved that off and said, “Later. For now, you have our blessings, but carefully. We want him whole.” A faint wolfish quality crept into her voice, and Delphine dipped her chin, and then turned to me.

      “You are certain?” Her voice was small but hopeful.

      “I am. It’s not like it won’t happen again, right?” Risa’s fist landed squarely in my shoulder, and I laughed, then the woods got very quiet at that second and I saw the sensual concentration spread across Delphine’s exquisite features. Here it comes. It was a strange sensation, rather like waiting for a train to hit you and knowing that you would survive, and then the shadowy tendril spread from her chest, not her hand, and ducked swiftly in the place right over my heart. It was electric, sexual, a total mind-melting second of the purest ecstasy, and pulsating lights began to flow from me toward her. And then they stopped.

      She frowned in frustration, and I realized that was strong enough to deny her the ability to feed, so I reached inside my own mind, deep in the recesses, and pushed. Dancing fragments of light began to wick away into her chest, and skin that had been pallid from captivity began to glow with a healthy radiance. I saw her lips part and knew that the sensations were going to run away with our judgment, so I simply reversed the command within my mind and the messenger tendril went inert, then dark, and then vanished silently. Delphine coughed and shook once, her eyes widened as she returned to us, flushed and hale once more.

      “You—you resisted me, and then you controlled me. You could have taken from me without my permission!” She was agape at this new trait I now possessed.

      “It’s news to me.” I was still shaken from the intensity of our sharing.

      Risa looked thoughtful. Wally was relieved, then flashed with anger, and then gained her control back, all in a matter of seconds.

      “Are you well, now?” Risa asked, looking at Delphine in a new light.

      “I feel fine, much better. Thank you . . . thank you for trusting me.” She was on the verge of tears again.

      “Then let us give you the next thing you need,” Wally said, and unzipped Risa’s backpack. She began to spread out facial wipes, some makeup, a toothbrush, and a sundress, pulling a collapsible sun hat out last before Delphine’s whoop of laughter startled her.

      “Oh my God! How did you know?” Delphine cried out in utter joy.

      “Psshht. You’re a woman. You were in a well. It was dirty. End of story.” Risa seemed embarrassed but accepted the hug from a woman who had, up until recently, been considered someone to fear. “Let’s get you into your tourist outfit and get the hell out of here.”

      On that, we could all agree, and the walk back up the hill didn’t seem quite so bad that time. I looked back at the castle once, and then after a while, even the tower was gone.
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      I was still breathing heavily from my run when I sat down at the table overlooking the water and sand. Hollywood Beach was my home turf, and I people watched while I ran up and down the boardwalk. The stretch of beach was covered with tourist traps, bars, and cafés. Like any other run, I simply went until I was tired, picked a spot, and sat down to have a drink and savor the scenery. The waitress hadn’t made her way over when I sensed someone nearby.

      And then my guest joined me.

      She was young, maybe eighteen, of medium height, thin, and very beautiful with an exotic quality that fit her well. With long, coal black hair and pale skin, she seemed out of her element at the beach. There was a hint of something Asiatic in her eyes, but the color was green, and when she smiled it was a sunny but awkward expression, like she was trying it on her face for the first time.

      “Hello, Ring.” Her voice was musical but disjointed, and an accent lingered underneath it. From where, I couldn’t tell.

      “Hello? And you are . . .?” I smiled back, noticing how stiffly she sat in the chair, looking down at her shoes and then back at me and in general drinking everything in at once. Esther. It hit me like a wave. She was nothing more than a child, but she must have been older than anything on the continent save the mountains themselves. “Esther,” I said, smiling, “You clean up nicely.”

      She laughed brightly, unpracticed but genuine. It was incredibly disarming until I reminded myself of what she really was. Or had been.

      Her gaze settled on me as the waitress approached, and Esther said distinctly, “I would like . . . a Coca-Cola, in a glass with some ice.” I ordered iced tea, and we sat for a long moment sizing each other up. “I like the bubbles. And so sweet! I never really knew what sweet tasted like.” She really did seem rather girlish, but with a mechanical quality to her movements. It was like watching an accident victim relearning the basics of life.

      “What brings you here? Is Ethan still alive?” My eyes were hard.

      “Yes, he is good. We are good. I am learning so many things about this place. This time, I mean.” The waitress sat her drink down, and she took a small sip and squealed at the carbonation. It was bizarre, given her age and lethality, but I felt myself relax at the humanizing gesture, if only slightly.

      “I came to warn you.” She drank again.

      “Warn me? Of what? Please tell me it isn’t you.”

      She ignored my open threat. “No. When I killed that daughter, I took her memory. Not all of her Arc-cane-gels”—she tripped over the word—“were killed. One of them is hunting now.” She sipped her Coke again and looked around in curiosity at the throngs on the beach. It must have seemed like another planet to her after ten thousand years on the prairie. “He thinks he is a knight, or a Pala . . . Pala—” She trailed off, frustrated by the word.

      “Paladin?” I asked.

      “Yes! That word! Like a knight, Ethan said, but a red one.” She was inordinately pleased with herself at remembering that fact. “I think red is bad.”

      I nodded, deep in thought. Before I could speak, she stood in a blinding flash and kissed my cheek. Her lips were warm and she smelled of soap and youth. I looked up into her green eyes, and she grinned, then her gaze went stony and she said, “I will not hunt here. But someday, maybe we will see each other again.”

      “I’d like that.” I saluted her with my glass, and she walked stiffly away, swinging her arms occasionally to explore her newfound motion and body. The tattoo of antlers and moon stood proudly on the creamy skin of her shoulder, and I said to no one in particular, “I’d like that very much indeed.”
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      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Demon Master series.
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