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“Your dad will keep calling unless you answer, Sam,” Destiny Grimm said as she dumped half a dozen case folders on my desk.

She was right, of course. My fucking father, Donal James Hain, Esquire, esteemed barrister and Arch Magus for the Hermetic Order of the Astrum Argentum, was nothing if not stubborn. A growl escaped my victory red lips as I exhaled. Destiny plopped into the new brown leather-cushioned chair in front of my desk and glared at her blue-blocking glasses as they slid down her nose. A singular lavender ringlet bounced along with her blonde bob. Her pink and white Ghostbusters insignia pin sparkled against her gray blazer.

Yawning, I opened the first folder, Liz Jefferson’s mystery stalker case, and read through our notes. Without looking up, I shrugged and said, “Then he can fucking keep calling. We have nothing to talk about—not since what he pulled in Bannagh and especially not since he demanded I break up with ‘Milla.”

My voice had a nasal tone today. I stifled a sneeze and blinked rapidly. My eyes were heavy, and a fog filled my head. I coughed twice. March always did this to me. It was one of the main reasons I considered leaving Butcher’s Bend.

But I loved this city, my city, both despite and because of its flaws. Sure, the old plantation-owning families still governed the town and whitewashed their legacies with televised displays of colorful generosity while keeping their power through backdoor bribery and subtle slander. Several churches joined and boasted plans for a “Christian Pride Fest” for the second week of June to coincide with our own Pride celebration. Our new mayor ran on a platform of increasing police spending, removing the homeless from public view—I mean, “ending homelessness,” beautifying public spaces, and decreasing funding for schools and mental health services. All in the name of boosting the economy and gaining tourist dollars.

Despite all that, or maybe in spite of all that, Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina, was a nice place to live. Laura Kelsington and the rest of the Arts Council fostered a thriving, multicultural art scene. Our minor league baseball team, the Butcher’s Bend Bobcats, won their third consecutive Double A Championship. Blues and bluegrass musicians flocked here, finding inspiration in the mix of cultures and environments from the city to the forest at the foot of the Appalachians to the lonely dirt roads south of town, flanked by the ruins of old sharecropper shacks. Butcher’s Bend also boasted the largest per capita population of NHMs, or Non-Human Mythics, as our government labeled the supernatural and folkloric beings who have gained citizenship and merged their lives with the human world, south of New York City.

That’s where I, Samantha Hain, Private Investigator, entered the picture. After dropping out of college, I got my P. I. license and started helping both humans and supernatural creatures with their problems. I started accidentally while still in college, helping a leprechaun named Flann Mac Magnus, and then things took off. The first years, well, all the years were struggles. Destiny and I scraped by. Sure, we could have made more money, but I refused to not help those who needed our help if they couldn’t pay or if they couldn’t continue paying. I couldn’t fix the broken system, but I could keep its gears from crushing a few innocent souls.

But things are looking up. Since the new year started, we’ve had an upsurge in normal business. Even the Full Moon Specials, which is the name Destiny gave to our supernatural cases, have been easy and well-paying. I replaced my ancient Honda Civic with a Subaru Forester, and we got new computers and furniture for the office. I also moved into a small house in the Veiled Heights. As basic as it sounds, I almost posted photos of our new office decor on my Instagram with the hashtag “New Year, New Me.” But I resisted.

Destiny handed me a tissue. “Hay fever setting in again?”

I coughed again and nodded. “Yeah. All the work’s been great, but the long days and late nights have worn me down. Guess I should’ve expected this. I’ll see if Rayna has something on the way home.”

Destiny giggled. I glared, and she covered her mouth. “Sorry, but we both know that most of those late nights have nothing to do with work. All those Zoom dates with your nocturnal lover. It’s like you’ve just started dating all over again. Oh, don’t look at me like that, Sam. It’s cute. And we’re all happy for you—even if you didn’t help me win the betting pool. Christmas Eve? I didn’t think you had it in you.”

I rolled my eyes and then beamed, allowing my voice to drift. “Yeah, but no Zoom dates for a while.” My eyes shot open, and I jerked upright in my chair. “Shit! Destiny, ‘Milla should be here sometime today to finish setting up for her gallery exhibition. I’ve got to get ready.”

Destiny shook her head. “I honestly can’t believe you talked her into showing her watercolors. She’s as stubborn as her Irish mule of a girlfriend. But I don’t think we have any after-hours work that needs doing tonight, so you go through those case files, make a list of any actionable steps we need to take in the next week, and I’ll run to White Wolf to get coffee and sandwiches for the afternoon.”

“No use. White Wolf is closed for a few days. Derek broke his foot during baseball practice, and with a few other kids off on spring break, the Albinors decided to close shop while he heals instead of making him work through the pain. Imagine, caring for your employees’ health. If only Anna Jackson would do that for the ladies working at Jackson Java. Let’s do tacos, and Rogers Ranchero delivers.”

Destiny rose. “Gotcha, boss. I’ve been a citizen for five years, and I still don’t understand American healthcare. I’ll go put the order in and hold down the fort.”

I sighed in exasperation as I looked at the massive stacks of paper, photographs, and documents in the case files. How was I going to move through this in a few hours? “Thanks, Des. You’re the best. Do me a favor and keep everyone out of my office while I work. I need to focus.”

“Gotcha. No one gets in. Take all messages. I’ll only bug you when the tacos arrive.”

She closed the door as she left my office. Time sped since December. ‘Milla and I rekindled our relationship when I spent most of that month with her in Austria. I tried to convince myself—and her—that we worked better as friends than we did as lovers, but I realized what she and everyone around me already knew. We made each other happy. I needed her in my life despite the challenges our relationship posed. I smiled and bounced. ‘Milla was my girlfriend again. I was in a relationship—Facebook official even—with Countess Carmilla Karnstein, Matriarch of the Karnstein-Bertholt clan of vampires. Over twenty of our friends bet on what day we would get back together. The winner, Carmilla’s estate steward Martin, gained over four hundred bucks. They were right.

I worked through our late lunch. An hour passed before Destiny slipped in with our tacos. We always divided a six-pack containing two Big Top Carnitas, two Lamb Pastor-Al, and two Wurst Tacos on the Planet. Des usually claimed the two Wursts “in the name of the Fatherland,” which was fine. They were good, but I didn’t mind. I loved all tacos, and I was happy to have either an extra pork or, usually, an extra lamb taco.

A few more hours passed, and we both worked in relative silence. Destiny had a Spotify playlist of current Eurovision entries playing softly enough that I could hear the songs but not make out any of the lyrics when they were actually in English. I slid the eighth folder to the other side of my desk as I finished making notes from its contents. My phone revealed my father had called twice more and texted me three times. I sighed. The clock read twenty past three. No word from ‘Milla. With a stretch, I opened the next folder—the Devereaux creeper case.

The doorbell chimed. I continued working while overhearing bits of the conversation.

“Welcome to Hain Private Investigations. Give me one moment, and I’ll help you.” I could see Destiny kept her face focused on her computer through the crack in the door. There was a figure in black. I checked the calendar and saw it wasn’t a full moon, so I shrugged it off and went back to work.

“Is Miss Samantha Hain available?” The person asked. She had a German accent. The person’s voice sounded familiar. It couldn’t be. It was too early in the day. I mean, she could be here, but it wouldn’t be safe.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Destiny said. It appeared she still wasn’t looking up from her monitor. “Miss Hain has asked not to be disturbed this afternoon. She’s trying to get a lot of work done before an important visitor arrives this evening. Is there something I could help you with?”

Destiny giggled. Really, Des? This is a client. I sighed and walked around my desk. As I reached my door, the person said, “Oh, I suppose I can arrive later, but I thought Samantha would have time for one who has come all this way to see her.”

‘Milla! My eyes brightened as I rushed through the door and hugged Carmilla, raising the black veil she wore so I could kiss her. Her arms held me by the waist, and I threw my arms around her neck. “I didn’t expect you until after sunset.”

She smiled. Her plum lips tasted of blood and wine, and green flecks danced in her red eyes. She kept her black hair in a bun, and she covered her skin, head to toe, in a black skirt and coat resembling Victorian mourning attire. “My final preparations for the gallery exhibition begin at sunset. I thought perhaps I could arrive early and spend the afternoon with you, my dear one.”

I blushed. “I’m so glad to see you. And this outfit is a bit more formal than your usual attire, ‘Milla.”

“Is it unflattering? Martin suggested I wear this to the gallery as part of my persona. I am an ancient vampire in mourning of my deceased former lover.”

Destiny snorted and guffawed. I snickered. “That’s what he came up with? The man who led the defense of your castle and who predicted the date we’d get back together came up with that cliched story?”

She ran her fingertip along my jawline. I sucked in air as every hair on my body leaped to attention. “And what, my dear one, would you have preferred for my fictitious narrative? Something more modern, perhaps?”

I wanted to suck her finger into my mouth. She knew that; her eyes told me so. As I opened my mouth to speak, Destiny blurted out, “She’d prefer you to dress in something classy but sexy and tell the story of chasing your lover through the candlelit halls of your castle and how you use art to stave off your hunger because you feed off sexual passion. Also, the reds in your art are blood, and you complete the last strokes of your work during orgasm.”

Carmilla and I turned toward Destiny. Carmilla searched Destiny’s eyes to gain an understanding of what made her tick. I shot a gaze that screamed how I did not want her blurting that out to Carmilla. Destiny beamed like a proud child who didn’t realize that the “rocket ship” she found in her parents’ bedroom was her mom’s vibrator. I lowered my gaze and brushed my hair behind my ear. “Anyway, ‘Milla, why not tell Martin that I’ll drive you to your hotel. I think I’ll clock out early.”

She nodded. “That sounds lovely, but do you not have work to complete?”

“It can wait until tomorrow,” I said. “Des, you know the drill.”

“Yep. Put away the folders on the right side of your desk and lock your door. You love bats go have some fun. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sam.” She winked and then turned to Carmilla. “Gräfin, ich sehe Sie am Eröffnungsabend Ihrer Kunstausstellung.”

Carmilla smiled and nodded. “Ich erwarte unser nächstes Treffen mit positiver Vorfreude, Fräulein Grimm.”

I grabbed my purse and slid my arm inside the crook of Carmilla’s elbow, and we left my office.

* * *
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A MINUTE SHY OF AN hour south of Butcher’s Bend, near the crossroads of Highway 178 and Old Highway 76, sat the small town of Fiddlers’ Ford. A blue, dual cab Ford F-150 drove north on 178 into what remained of the town. As the car traveled along the pothole ridden Main Street, it passed the empty storefronts with broken windows, chipped paint, and rotten wood panels. The owners resided in Holy Rest Cemetery, and their families had moved to either Butcher’s Bend or Greenville over a decade earlier. Turning left on Maple Street, the truck passed the skeletal remains of Fiddlers’ Ford High School, once home of the Fighting Wild Cats, which stood as a testament to the ravages of both fire and hurricane.

Two people rode inside the truck. Craig Wellington, a young man with a shaven head, kind green eyes, three-day stubble on his chin, and a scar on his left cheek, drove with his left arm on the wheel. His right arm cuddled his wife, Amy, a tall and slender brunette whose charcoal tank top highlighted her well-defined shoulders and arms. An empty car seat sat in the back seat. A plastic milk crate filled with toys and books sat on the floor beside the car seat. George Strait promised to be in “Amarillo by Morning” over the truck’s speakers. Otherwise, they traveled in thoughtful, heavy silence.

Thick black clouds covered the crimson sky as the sun descended below the western horizon. Craig took a right turn on Egret Drive and drove beyond the dusty gray antebellum homes, still inhabited after a century and a half. They passed the Fiddlers’ Ford Southern Baptist Church toward the edge of town. Houses, smaller and more rundown than those closer to downtown, gave way to fifty-year-old mobile homes. Trucks and tractors in various stages of disarray stood on blocks in front yards. Tattered, weather-beaten Confederate battle flags hung limp from poles beside ripped screen doors. Lightbulbs flickered from behind ripped blinds.

Craig turned onto an unlit, narrow dirt road with an illegible sign. Elm and myrtle trees lined the road. Their reaching branches slapped the windshield as the truck bounced over rocks and rough patches. Through her window, Amy noticed the shadowed outline of a small cemetery beyond an iron cattle gate. A handful of stars poked through the clouds as the waxing crescent moon hung in the black night sky.

They drove through the gate in a chain-link fence and pulled into the driveway of an old wooden cabin that once served as a sharecropper’s shack. Its peeling robin egg blue paint revealed a dirt-stained white layer. A small garden was all that remained of the once heavily cultivated farmland. A white 1997 Chevrolet Silverado, dented in three places and with the front bumper hanging lower on the passenger side, rested beside the house. An old man, tall and powerfully built, rocked in a wooden chair on the porch. As Craig stopped the truck, the old man rose to his feet and hobbled toward them.

Small patches of curly gray hair dotted his wrinkled head. He wore a brown polo shirt and tattered Levi’s 505 jeans over his dark, sun-leathered skin. A wrinkled and worn pack of Lucky Strikes poked from his breast pocket. After three heart attacks, this man refused to give up “the cigarettes that helped beat the Nazis.” The man, Johnny Wellington, shook Craig’s hand before pulling him in for a bear hug. He then greeted and hugged Amy, who smile radiated affection and concern, before inviting them inside.

John Wellington’s home had sparse decorations, allowing visitors to see the natural wood walls and floors. Family photographs, in both black and white and color, adorned the walls, testifying to the family that has lived and worked on this land for many generations. They walked into the kitchen where chipping yellow paint created open wounds revealing mismatched wallpapers. Craig and Amy sat at the wooden table John’s father made immediately after marrying. John put on a pot of coffee and poured everyone a glass of sweet tea while the percolator worked.

As John sat down after pouring everyone a cup of coffee and bringing sugar and milk to the table, Craig asked, “I’m glad to see you up and about, Grandpa, but mom says the cancer’s back. Guess you haven’t started chemo again?”

John stirred the milk into his coffee with a slender-handled silver spoon and sipped. “No, Craig. Not doing it. Too much of a hassle these days what with my knees, my arthritis in my hands, and the old truck’s engine not being what it used to be. Mine’s not either. Think I’ll just see if I can ride it out.”

Craig clenched his left fist and his jaw. “Grandpa, cancer ain’t like a storm or a tornado. And you’re still smoking. You’ve always said how important taking care of your health is, so what’s up?”

John looked into the darkness beyond the window behind the sink. Amy stared into her heavily milked and sugared coffee, contemplating anything she could say. John focused his gaze so his gold-flecked brown eyes stared through Craig’s brown-flecked green eyes. He sighed and sipped his coffee again.

“You know I’ve never drank a drop of alcohol a day in my life. Smoking’s my one vice. I ain’t giving that up—not for a doctor, not for anybody. Truth be told, I’ve been thinking it’s time to try and see your grandma again, God willing.”

Craig and Amy blinked. Amy swallowed hard. Craig gasped. He slammed his fist onto the table and winced. “Damnit! Ouch! Don’t say that. You’re barely seventy. And you’ve beaten cancer before. You’ve got decades left in you.”

John shook his head and chuckled. “Nah, boy. This old body ain’t what it used to be. I’ve lived a good life, a hard life, but a good one. I’ve worked hard tending fields, bailing hay, and tilling the soil. I lost my best friend outside of Saigon to a shit-covered punji pit. Sure, I married later than most my age, but I got to meet and love the best woman in the world. And she loved me back. Not everybody is fortunate to say that part. Raised a family, got to see my grandkids and even some great-grandkids. Now I creak when I walk more than a screen door with rusty hinges. Ain’t trying to die, Craig, but it’s coming soon. Doctor said last week I might have a month. Chemo might give me two.”

Amy drained a third of her coffee and then took John’s calloused hand in hers. She smiled and nodded. “Is this why you asked us to leave Justin with my parents, Grandpa John? He’s only two, so I doubt he would understand.”

John nodded. “He probably wouldn’t, Amy, and I want to see the little fella before I die. But the real reason...” He paused and sighed as he drained his glass of sweet tea. “The real reason is something I need you to do for me, Craig.”

Craig tilted his head and raised his left eyebrow. He leaned forward, both hands gripping his coffee cup. “Uh, sure, Grandpa. What do you need?”

John Wellington’s face darkened as he nodded. He stared at his left palm where three dime-sized burn marks rested. His voice dropped half an octave and lost most of its inflection as he said, “I need you to convince your dad, your Uncle Roger, and your Aunts Gwennie and Jonnie not to hold a funeral. I don’t want him knowing I’m dead as long as can be.”

Craig took a long sip of his coffee. Him? Who is this ‘him’ that Grandpa doesn’t want to know about his death? He’s had some feuds with neighbors over property lines and with Edison Oil over mineral rights, but I can’t say he’d be that upset if they knew he was dead. He exhaled. “I can try, Grandpa, but you know Aunt Gwennie will be hellbent on you having a funeral in the church, right? So, what’s this about? Who don’t you want to know about your death?”

“The Devil himself.” John’s face remained devoid of emotion as he spoke those words with flat intonation.

Amy jumped back in her chair, and Craig rolled his eyes. He waved a dismissive hand and snorted. “I thought this was something serious, not that old story you always told when we were little. You never met the Devil at the crossroads. It was just some drifter who scared the  hell out of you.”

“You weren’t there, Craig Aaron.” John wagged his index finger a mere inch from his grandson’s nose. “I know who I fought, and I know what we said. Anyway, I ain’t asking you to believe me. I’m asking you to promise me you’ll do something for me. Can you do that?”

Amy opened her mouth and tilted her head. She reached a hand and held Craig’s thick, rough hand. “Grandpa John, what are you talking about? The devil? As in the Devil devil?”

The old man nodded. Craig waved his hand and said, “Don’t get him riled up, Amy. It’s just an old family story that is not true. Just his old age talking. You’ve heard us talking about it.”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve heard you mention Grandpa John’s tall tales and how he fought a devil of a man, but I don’t think—I know I wouldn’t forget this story.”

“I wish there was a beer here.” Craig waved his hand as he muttered. Amy was curious, and John Wellington was going to tell the story anyway. Craig knew he could do nothing to prevent that.

John Wellington recounted the story of how when he was a young man, just a few years older than Craig, he enjoyed getting into fights. “I didn’t drink then, and I don’t drink now. But I would go to the local bars and saloons, wait for some big asshole to get three sheets pissed, and then pick a fight with him. Why would I do it? I wanted to test myself. I didn’t kill anybody in the war—especially not any babies like that damned liberal media accused us of, but everyone thought that made a man out of you. I needed to prove it to myself. Your grandma, God bless her angelic soul, tried to talk me into the way of peace, but all the men in our family are stubborn mules.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Amy said. Craig rolled his eyes.

John snickered and sighed. “Anyway, one night when there was a full moon or something close to it, I was at the crossroads south of town. You know, the one where One Seventy-Eight and Old Seventy-Six meet up. I was walking back to town after losing my bus money in a game of poker. I was playing some slick city folk in Greenville, and I got in over my head. I was a bit sore at losing.

“Anyway, as I reached the crossroads, there was this strange man leaning on the streetlight post. He was scrawny, pale, and dressed all in black. As I approached, he asked if I knew the time. I told him, and he asked why I was walking from nowhere to nowhere. We talked. Conversation got heated. He said I must not love my wife if I was out so late losing my money. I told him I’d beat his ass if he didn’t take that back, and he said—and I’ll never forget this—he said, ‘I bet your soul you can’t.’”

“See, Amy,” Craig said. “Do you see how he tells this story? That’s how it always goes, and if it were real, the Devil wouldn’t be damned cheesy.”

Amy reached out and placed her hand on Craig’s arm. She glared at him, saying, “Hush, Craig.” She then turned to John and said, “Go on, Grandpa John. I’d like to hear the rest of the story.”

The old man smiled. “She’s a spitfire, Craig. That’s what the men in our family need. Anyway, that’s when he grabbed my hand and burned these three spots into it. Hurt like hell, so I punched him. We fought, and eventually I beat his ass hard into the ground. Promised him if I ever saw him in South Carolina again, I’d beat his ass again and send him back to Hell with a bloody nose. Promised if I couldn’t, my kin would take care of it. Well, now I’m at the end, and I don’t want him to know I’m dying. Don’t want the burden to fall on you.”

“Do you see,” Craig said, point a finger at his grandfather. “Do you see how stupid it sounds? How crazy? I can’t tell anyone this—not even family.”

Amy sat in silence, processing what John said. John sipped his coffee and said, “I’m not asking for much, Craig. Just promise me you’ll do what you can to keep the funeral out of the papers.”

Craig sat motionless for a few moments; his eyes bored through the bottom of his coffee cup. He scratched the back of his neck, and Amy shot him a pointed glance. He sighed. “I can try, Grandpa. I’ll promise you that.”

John David Wellington passed away from what doctors diagnosed as pancreatic cancer three days later. Save for Jonnie, his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren were at his side when his eyes dimmed, and the final, hollow rattle gurgled from his throat. In his last moments, he turned from his son Daniel to his son Roger and then to Craig. A trembling, knowing smile crept over his face as he closed his eyes and said, “Be strong. I’m sorry.”

On the following Saturday, the Wellington family and dozens of friends gathered at the Hunter Funeral Home to pay their final respects and to bid farewell to John David Wellington. Zeke Daniels, the pastor of Fiddlers’ Ford Southern Baptist Church, praised John Wellington as a man of faith and family who fought hard, loved hard, and prayed hard. As the assembled crowd of mourners sang “Onward Christian Soldiers,” John’s favorite hymn, Craig looked around the funeral home’s chapel. He recognized everyone apart from one bearded man in a long black coat—too long and heavy for the weather—sitting at the end of the last pew. He brushed it off, thinking the man to be a distant friend or acquaintance. As the eulogy ended, Craig turned back again, but the man in black was gone.

The smaller crowd seated before the grave sang “Just as I Am” as they lowered the casket into John Wellington’s final resting place. Friends hugged the family and promised prayers and casseroles as they left. The pastor shook hands with each man, reminding them of the importance of continuing in John’s legacy of faith and family. Craig remained behind, even as his wife and son returned to their truck. Resting his hand on the polished marble headstone that now bore the names and epithets of John David and Margaret Anne Kimble Wellington, he allowed the tears to drip from his eyes.

“I miss you, Grandpa. You tell Grandma I miss and love her too, okay? I know it ain’t always been easy, but you rest now. I’ll come visit soon, I promise.”

He turned to leave, but stopped. That strange man in black stood before him, dark eyes focused on Craig. They flickered with a pale green light. He was thin, some might say gaunt, and pale. A blond Van Dyke goatee adorned his face. He smelled earthy, with a hint of sulfur and ash. Craig excused himself and moved around him. He blocked Craig’s path. They repeated this interaction, with Craig growing progressively angrier, three more times. The man in black smiled a lean and hungry smile.

“Look, man, I’m trying to hold it in, but this isn’t the time.” Craig’s words contained the growling rage of a cornered dog.

The man in black smiled and nodded. He lowered his head. “Forgive me for angering you, but we needed to speak. I apologize for your loss, but your grandfather has a debt that must be settled.”

He had a German accent. Craig snorted. “Then get in line. My dad’s the executor. He’ll handle the bills.”

Craig pushed past the man, hitting him with his shoulder. The man in black spun and grabbed Craig’s left hand. He had a powerful grip, and his touch sent icy spikes through Craig’s nerves. Craig pulled his hand away and saw three burn marks on his palm. His jaw dropped, and he stared at the man in black.

“Who the hell are you?”

The man in black smiled. “Thirty years ago, your grandfather swore on his soul that should I return to South Carolina, his descendants would beat me back to Hell. I have given you the same gift I gave your grandfather, but your body isn’t as strong as his. Neither is your soul. I will always know where you are. Meet me in six days at the location of your grandfather’s fight with me. Midnight. Defeat me, and I will leave peacefully. Lose, and your soul is mine.”

The man in black bowed and disappeared, leaving only a ring of ash behind. Craig blinked and stared at his hand for a moment in disbelief. He walked to the grave and stared at the headstone. “Damn, Grandpa. You weren’t lying.”

* * *
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ON THAT SAME SATURDAY in early March, Sam and Destiny arrived at Steinway Women’s Goldstar Gym and Fitness Center. Sam dressed in a black tank top that matched her oversized cat’s eye sunglasses and leopard print leggings. She carried her water bottle that bore an “I violate the Hays Code” sticker. She had her hair in a ponytail. A pink headband held Destiny’s blonde curls in place, and she wore a gray and white tee shirt and purple and black leggings. She carried a Pikachu-shaped water bottle that doubled as a wine flask.

They entered the massive concrete building, populated by a handful of middle-aged women on elliptical machines, three women on the free weights, and two women in their twenties working the leg press machines. The televisions throughout the gym played one of the more insipid celebrity dating shows where an aging, no longer relevant rockstar tried to find true love with a woman easily half his age. Sam rolled her eyes as she stepped onto a treadmill, and Destiny chided her for not doing her stretches. Sam nodded. They stretched, and then they began their warm up walk.

After a few minutes of walking, Sam yawned. Destiny turned her head, smirked, and asked, “Hungover or up all night on a case?”

Sam sighed and shook her head as Destiny laughed. “I’m not hungover. You know exactly where I was.”

Destiny faced forward and placed an AirPod in her right ear. She shrugged and beamed. “I wanted to hear you say it.”

Sam smiled as her mind drifted to last night’s events. She increased her pace to a light jog. She sighed. “I like having her close. Long distance is hard as it is, but when you add in the worries we have, the stress eating and sleepless nights take their toll.”

Destiny quickened her pace to a brisk jog. Her breaths came quick and shallow. “Yeah. Austria is nice at Christmas, but they attacked you. And her.”

Sam nodded. A stabbing pain shot through her left knee. She winced. Pushing through, she matched Destiny’s pace. Her heart quickened. “Yeah, and given her history, they’ll try again—maybe even while she’s here. Especially if they resurrect him. If not the Order of the Dragon, the Astrum Argentum may try.”

Destiny nodded and fell silent, listening to The Magnus Archives podcast. Sam exhaled. Christmas in Austria was wonderful, and after the shit I went through in Ireland, I needed that vacation. The snow in the mountains, spending evenings with ‘Milla in her study and library—her amazing library with antique first editions—and sure, the cuddling, kissing and eventual sex were amazing. It wasn’t all relaxation and pleasure, though. The Order of the Dragon sent an operative to frame ‘Milla for murders and either incite a mob or get us to kill each other. All because of the role she played in the execution of her torturer, Vlad Dracula. Then I kind of almost fucked things up by breaking a promise to stay out of the castle’s dungeon, which, while it helped me prove her innocence in these murders and murders from almost two centuries ago, I knew how important oaths and promises were to vampires when I did what I did. I was a mess and led with my head instead of my heart. Fortunately for both of us, Destiny and Martin, Carmilla’s estate steward, were there to keep us in check and remind us of what mattered—and still matters—to us.

I still don’t know what’s going on. The Order of the Dragon has joined forces with the Hermetic Order of the Astrum Argentum—with my father being centrally involved—for something. I know they summoned a demon named Zozo for some purpose, but the High Bard of the Bardic College of the Duilearga and I interrupted the ritual and sent that goat fiend packing. Zozo isn’t dead. I don’t know if that’s something I can even do, but I banished it. Donal and I have never had a good relationship, and he hasn’t involved himself in my life since I was six. But I thought nothing could be worse than the way he treated Mom, but I think this comes close.

Sam sighed and drank water. She stretched her arms and tripped over her shoelaces. Sam backed off the treadmill, tied and double-knotted her shoes, and then returned her focus to the run. She sped up to a brisk jog. Sam’s heart thundered in her chest. She focused on regular, deep breaths. A stabbing stitch shot through her left side. Sam winced, stumbled, and returned to her jog, albeit at a slower, limping pace.

They finished their workout, showered, changed, and headed to Blended Pleasures Smoothie Cafe. Destiny, a regular customer, ordered the Berry Blast with a blueberry Greek yogurt granola cup. Sam searched the menu board for a few minutes before choosing the Pomegranate Passion and a Belgian waffle with strawberry rhubarb compote. Half a dozen other diners sat at their tables as Charlie Christian’s “Six Appeal” played in the background of the cool, well-lit dining room next to the open kitchen.

After finishing half of her granola bowl, Destiny pointed her white plastic spoon at Sam and asked, “So, you ready to play the socialite girlfriend on Monday night?”

Sam rubbed the back of her neck and blew a lazy raspberry. “I’m going to have to Spanx and corset to be safe. We may close on Monday so I can rest enough to be perky and social. I don’t want to blow this for her, since I kind of pushed her to do it.”

Destiny sipped her smoothie and nodded. “I know you’ve heard Aaron Saltz is going to be there.”

Sam stabbed into her waffle. She chewed and swallowed. And then she sighed, staring into her smoothie. “Yeah. And with everything else going on, at least Martin’s in charge of security. He bluffed that story about vampire hunters chasing ‘Milla because of a centuries-old grudge between her and their family over the death of her former lover.”

Destiny checked the notifications on her phone. She rolled her eyes. Turning her attention back to Sam, she leaned closer. “I mean, he’s not wrong. It’s just he altered some major details and then left out a few specific details to let imaginations run wild.”

Sam rested her chin on her palm and nodded. “So, are you and Jeremy coming?”

A sound similar to an annoyed cat escaped Destiny’s lips. She scratched her head and looked around the dining room. “Of course, I’m going to be there, Sam. You’re my best friend. Besides, as nervous as you are, it’ll be fun to watch.”

Sam glared as Destiny grinned. Sam laughed. “Fucking bitch!”

Destiny shrugged. “I’m German. We have the word Schadenfreude for a reason. And yeah, Jeremy will be there. We’re going suit shopping this afternoon.”

Sam tilted her head and softened her face. “You don’t seem excited. What’s up, Des?”

Destiny shook her head and removed her headband. A toddler screamed as her scrambled eggs splattered on the floor. Destiny snickered as the flustered mom scampered to the floor and cleaned the mess. She calmed herself. Destiny said, “And that’s why I can’t have kids. Ugh, but no. I don’t know, Sam. Jeremy’s a great guy. He’s fun to hang out with. My overprotective parents seem to love him. His overbearing parents love me. He knows I’m demi, and he’s patient and accepting. That deep connection isn’t there for me to be intimate with him. It’s almost there, like just hovering out of reach, so I don’t know.”
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