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      Hoyt Owens was trying to slip his Valentine into Shanna’s purse without her seeing when the monster scream echoed down the main hall of the hospital floor. The sound sent a static chill over his skin, and he jumped, making him lose his grip on the red envelope, which fumbled away from his fingertips and slapped to the tiled office floor right at the foot of Shanna’s chair.

      She started as well, her hand going to her chest, planted flat between those healthy pair of mams Hoyt had imagined seeing in the flesh a thousand and one times, usually while he lay awake and alone in his apartment, the silence keeping him awake as much as any incessant sound would.

      Like that screaming.

      Shanna didn’t even notice the card or Hoyt’s awkward reach toward her purse hung on the arm of her swivel chair. She shot to her feet and, hand still over her heart as if ready to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, ran for the office door.

      Hoyt, on the other hand, sat frozen a moment, his own heart ramping down to normal speed. Screams, shouts, cries, and whatever other harsh sounds a voice could make weren’t uncommon on the inpatient mental health floor at Alliance Hospital in Detroit. Sometimes they caught you off guard enough to startle you—especially if you’re doing some dumb thing like trying to sneak a Valentine into the purse of a gal didn’t even know ya—but Hoyt had worked as an orderly here long enough to get over any kind of startle pretty quick.

      Before he followed after Shanna, though, he scooped up the envelope from the floor, gave her purse a longing look, then stood and jammed the envelope in his back pocket.

      The screaming continued, getting more ragged and pained, as Hoyt made his way out of the Glass Box, as they called it, because the office had more windows than walls to keep an eye on things. Several patients stood outside their rooms, lining the halls like sleepy-eyed zombies, some made that way by the hour—3 AM—others always looking that way because of whatever the docs put them on.

      The screams, no matter how common, never got old with the patients. Sometimes Hoyt thought they liked to see a fellow resident flip out simply because it made them feel better about their own conditions. Though probably it was no more than the same brand of human nature that made a man slow his car down to peer out at a wreck on the side of the road. Hoyt could get real philosophical about such things. He didn’t have much else to do when he returned to his empty apartment after dawn each morning, while the rest of the world got ready to go to work and he had to pull all the shades to make an imaginary night.

      By the time Hoyt made it to the room where the screaming came from, he found Shanna already trying to hush the boy. His stomach twisted at the sight of the kid. Should have figured it would be Ryan.

      Kid had been on the floor for what? Three years, off and on? No meds, except the kind that turned you into a drooling stump, could keep this kid level. Outbursts were common. And Hoyt had heard a lot of nonsense come out of patients in the six years he’d work on this floor, but the shit came out of that boy’s mouth? Seriously dark. Hoyt recalled one time, during lunch, the boy had pointed at the raspberry syrup on his cheesecake, said, That looks like the blood from a demon’s cunt, as deadpan as if he’d shared a baseball statistic.

      Hoyt had laughed, that nervous, bubbling kind of laugh that could make you sound as cracked as the patients. Then he had promptly found himself another place to be.

      Wasn’t just the things the kid said, though. You got near him, and this coldness came off him like the air from an open freezer. Hoyt wasn’t very religious, but he was damn sure if he ever got too close to that kid, the boy would suck his soul clean out of him. If not for Hoyt’s own sense of responsibility for the other kids in the hospital, he might have put in for a transfer from the adolescent to the adult floor, just because of this one patient.

      Ryan sat on the edge of his bed, rocked from side to side like a boatman out to sea. His mouth hung open in a wide O, lips curled over his teeth, a foamy saliva goatee on his chin. But his eyes stared ahead with a wicked clarity and locked onto Hoyt when he came into the room.

      Shanna had her hands on his shoulders, trying to hush him with no effect. He didn’t seem to notice she was there. Instead, all his attention had welded to Hoyt. The weight of the boy’s focus stopped Hoyt just inside the door, as if its intensity had turned it into a solid force.

      “You,” the boy said, his voice a bullfrog croak.

      Ryan’s roommate, a lean sack of bones, pulled his bedcovers over his head so that only his white knuckled fingers gripping the sheets remained visible.

      Hoyt absently touched his chest. “Me?”

      The boy shoved Shanna violently aside, the move so sudden, she never had a chance to brace for it. She tumbled off the bed with a surprised shriek. Her head knocked against the tile floor and made a hollow sound that echoed in Hoyt’s ears and made his vision tint red. He’d never felt rage against a patient before. Annoyance, discouragement, frustration, yes. Never rage. Yet now, he balled his hands into fists and seemed to glide across the room as if carried by a conveyor belt without any conscious effort.

      Ryan stood to meet him.

      “Hoyt, don’t,” Shanna shouted from the floor, though she sounded a hundred yards away. “I’m all right. Don’t.”

      The conveyor belt stopped with Hoyt an inch outside of arm’s reach. He couldn’t pry his fists open, though. He would keep those, just in case.

      The last shift team, due to budget cuts, made a typical skeleton crew look fat in comparison. Shanna was the nurse on duty. Then there was Hoyt. They had a rotating doc who worked both adolescent and adult floors. Normally, another orderly, though Shultz had called in sick for the fifth day in a row and Hoyt didn’t figure he’d be coming back to work—the new guy couldn’t take the stress. Finally, they had a security man, Burlowski, who stood about six-two, had to weigh three hundred pounds, and was shaped like a bowling pin. Burlowski spent a lot of time on the can due to his IBS, though Hoyt knew for a fact the sasquatch of a man often spent his potty time flipping through back issues of Guns and Ammo as if it were porn.

      He must have pulled up his britches and set his magazine aside, though, when the screaming started. Hoyt could hear the rhythmic chink of Burlowski’s keys clipped to his belt as he marched down the hall. He couldn’t move too fast, but his size could overwhelm even the feistiest of patients in the middle of a fit.

      Ryan gave Shanna a disdainful glance. “You’re far from all right. The Return will not save you. You’re just as much fodder for the darkness as the rest of these swine.”

      None of those words, at least in that combination, made a speck of spit sense to Hoyt, but for some reason it ruffled his hackles. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

      “Hoyt, stop it. What are you doing?” Shanna got up on her knees and rubbed her head. Her hand came away smeared red. She seemed to wince more at the sight of the blood than any pain she felt.

      Seeing Shanna’s blood made Hoyt’s own blood simmer. His fists squeezed so hard, his fingernails cut into his palms. He tried to get a leash on his breathing and slow it down, but his temper proved too slick.

      What’s wrong with me? I’ve never lost it with a patient. He’s just a sick kid. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.

      But as Ryan’s eyes widened⁠—

      While Burlowski’s keys chink-chanked leisurely down the hall.

      —and the boy peeled his lips off his teeth like a grinning dog, Hoyt had a second thought.

      He’s making me feel this way. Somehow he’s driving me to it.

      “What’s the matter, Hoyt?” Ryan asked. “Too scared to protect your woman?”

      Hoyt’s fist lashed out all on its own. The vibration of the boy’s jawbone against Hoyt’s knuckles felt as satisfying as a kiss from Shanna might, like something he’d waited half his life to feel.

      The boy’s head snapped to the side, but he didn’t stagger. The expression on his face didn’t even change, though blood dribbled from his lip and some of it smeared his grinning teeth.

      “Hoyt,” Shanna cried. “Stop it.” She tried to get to her feet, but wobbled and dropped back to one knee.

      The kid had hurt her worse than it looked. Maybe gave her a concussion. Hoyt would kill him for that.

      Kill him?

      Yes. His hand had already gone to work with the task. They wrapped around the boy’s skinny neck and squeezed, his thumbs pressing into the boy’s Adam’s apple. He would crush his windpipe. He’d never been in a fight in his life, if you didn’t count restraining violent patients, which was about keeping them from hurting themselves as much as others. Hoyt had never in his life actively tried to do another harm, though Lord knew the way his father and brother had treated him before he moved out had given Hoyt a full docket of reasons.

      Never mind all that. Right now, his lack of brawling experience didn’t matter. He knew he could kill this boy. It would be so easy.

      That frigid feel Ryan gave off intensified. Even while Hoyt sweat at the effort of strangling the kid, his skin turned to gooseflesh. He thought he smelled the old beef Pop would keep too long in the meat locker at his butchery, that whiff of cold rot that always made Hoyt queasy whenever he went to work with his dad.

      The boy’s eyes bulged, lines of red all through the whites. His stupid grin remained.

      What am I doing? My God, what is this kid making me do to him?

      He was so caught up with the boy, Hoyt didn’t hear the jangle of keys behind him until a second before the fat arm wrapped around his neck and pinched closed at the elbow like a fleshy nutcracker.

      Burlowski’s weight advantage allowed him to lean back and lift Hoyt off his feet. The choke hold Burlowski had on him cut the blood flow to his brain, and a dark gauze quickly ran across Hoyt’s vision.

      Hoyt let go of Ryan.

      Burlowski dragged Hoyt back as far as the door before releasing the choke hold, but he kept a grip on Hoyt’s arm. Shanna still tottered on one knee while trying to get herself back on her feet.

      Ryan’s face changed all at once. His grin broke open to bellow another scream, the pitch so raw it didn’t sound human. He grabbed at his hair and ripped two fistfuls free. Dots of blood welled up on his scalp. “You could feel it.” His gaze speared through the center of Hoyt’s soul. “You could feel the darkness, couldn’t you?”

      Hoyt nodded. He knew the kid was talking crazy—though Hoyt hated using that word, for all the baggage it unfairly foisted on sick folks. In this case, it was apt. Crazy. But the boy was also talking sense. Hoyt had felt it. He had thought it was coming from the kid, but maybe that was just because the kid was standing in the middle of it.

      “It made me angry,” Hoyt said.

      “What’s come over you, Hoyt?” Shanna had finally made it to her feet. She held her hands out at her sides as if balanced on a small pedestal, nothing like the big one Hoyt had put her on. But damn if she didn’t look as beautiful as ever, even with the color drained from her face and that frightened, weary look she gave him.

      “I don’t know.” Hoyt pointed to Ryan. “Ask him.”

      “Bill,” she said, looking past Hoyt, her expression going all business. “Can you call the doctor? And help Hoyt to a seat.”

      “No.” Ryan’s voice wavered with panic. He opened his hands. The hair he tore from his scalp fluttered to the floor like small chaffed wheat. “He felt it. He knows. It’s strong. Getting stronger.”

      Shanna reached a hand out to Ryan, but she didn’t look steady enough to approach him. “Easy, hon. We’ll get the doc up here, get you something to make you feel better.”

      The boy began to tremble like an old car with a bad engine. The pupils in his eyes dilated so wide it made his irises look pure black. Hoyt wouldn’t swear to it, but he thought he saw a greenish glow in that blackness. Just a reflection from the fluorescent bars on the ceiling. Light playing tricks. Had to be.

      “You have to stop her,” he said, voice as thin as the last string on an old violin.

      “Stop who?” Hoyt asked, knowing that participating in a patent’s hallucinations did nobody any good. But he had felt the darkness the boy mentioned, had experienced it change him somehow. Now that Burlowski had dragged him out of its sphere, Hoyt felt like himself again. If he wanted, he could pretend he’d never touched the darkness. But denying it seemed wrong. Not just dishonest, but dangerous, like some folks who kept tigers as pets ignored the threat coiled in the beast’s very nature. Hoyt believed if he turned his back on this particular cat, he would definitely get eaten. “Stop who?” he repeated.

      “The beast woman. The one who’s going to ruin everything.”

      “All right,” Shanna snapped. “Enough. Bill, get Hoyt out of here. Get the ever-loving doctor for God’s sake.”

      Burlowski tried to tug Hoyt along with him, but Hoyt planted his feet and stiffened the arm the security man held.

      “I don’t understand,” Hoyt said. “What does it mean?”

      The flat stare Ryan gave turned Hoyt’s gut into a cold sandbag. “It means you really should give Shanna that Valentine and tell her how you feel, ‘cause the world’s gonna end soon.”

      How the hell did you know about⁠—

      Burlowski yanked hard, throwing his three hundred pounds out in the hall, his body the ball, his arm the chain clamped to Hoyt’s bicep. Gravity did the rest, pulling Hoyt off balance so that he had to scramble backward through the door in order to keep from falling over.

      He thought about struggling to pull free and get back in there, ask the kid how in the world he knew about the Valentine, let alone his feelings for Shanna. Going back in the room also meant facing Shanna with his secret exposed by a crazy-talking kid diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia even though Hoyt had overheard one doc admit he didn’t really know what was wrong, as his symptoms were so erratic and standard treatments didn’t work.

      Hoyt let Burlowski drag him down the hall a little further before he finally wrenched himself free. “I got it, Bill.”

      “Then quit acting like one of the patients and call the damn doc.”

      He did as he was told, then stayed planted in his seat in the Glass Box, thinking about putting in that transfer request after all. And if that didn’t work, maybe quitting altogether, though that would put a strain on Shanna what with them as understaffed as they already were.

      Ryan went back to screaming. He kept saying, “We have to stop her. We have to stop her.”

      Fucking nonsense, Hoyt thought while he stared at Shanna’s purse. Then he pulled the Valentine out of his back pocket and jammed it into her bag. What did he have to lose? According to Ryan, the world was about to end.

      Damn if it didn’t feel true.
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      The whole house smelled like blood and shit.

      While a few of the cops, and even one of the DEA agents had taken to stuffing handkerchiefs over their mouths and noses, Lockman forced himself to get used to the stench. He’d slopped through worse.

      He stood in what was furnished like a study with bookshelves lining the walls, a massive desk at one end, behind which a set of French doors opened to a balcony overlooking an Olympic-sized swimming pool lighted this evening both under the water and by a series of ornate lampposts that were supposed to resemble old-fashioned gas lights. As far as studies went, though, this one could have swallowed an average homeowner’s entire floor plan. If not for the plush carpet and even plusher furniture, the mutters from the uniformed officers would have echoed in the massive space. Despite all the room, the study clung to a claustrophobic taint, probably caused by the stink, and worsened by the amount of body parts scattered throughout.

      You had heads with eyes gaping into space, arteries dangling from the necks like streamers. Arms. Legs. Both with plenty of exposed and splintered bone. A veritable web work of guts strung the floor like wet extension cords backstage at a rock concert. All of it topped off with a congealing glaze of blood.

      Among the flesh remains, lay chips of plaster from the ceiling, paper shreds from the books on the shelves, puffs of stuffing from the cushions on the furniture, and lots of shell casings scattered everywhere. There’s been a hell of a firefight in this room. But most of the dead had not got that way by gunfire—they’d been ripped and chewed apart.

      The DEA agent whom Lockman had handed the fancy envelope with the White House seal moved his lips as he read the order he’d drawn from the envelope, which also included the White House seal and corresponding letterhead. Lockman was glad to have it out of his hands, though he could tell from the sour look on the agent’s face that he wanted to shove it right back at Lockman.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “Plain English, it means this crime scene is ours now.” Ours meant his and Mica’s, who stood a step behind Lockman, her hands folded behind her back, spine ramrod, but that white stripe down the middle of her black hair blowing any sense of seriousness she was trying to display. Pixie or not, the girl needed a new hairstyle if she wanted to play covert government agent.

      “And who the fuck are you?”

      “The answer’s above your pay grade.”

      “This is total bullshit. That guy…” He swung out an arm and pointed to the body slumped facedown on the desk in front of the French doors. “…is behind one of the Big Easy’s biggest meth operations. I’ve been after his ass for four years. And this?” He did a full turn, taking in the carnage around him. “This is not how I saw this case breaking.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” though Lockman didn’t sound at all sorry, because he wasn’t. As much as he thought he did, this guy did not want to fit the pieces of this throwdown together. He couldn’t handle the picture it would make. “Think of it this way. You got your man. He’s out of the meth business.”

      The agent waved the White House letter and envelope in Lockman’s face. “Oh, no. I didn’t get anything. This has the markings of a takeover. At least I had tabs on this guy. Whoever’s taking over, I don’t have anything.”

      “It’s not a takeover.”

      The agent’s eyes narrowed. “Then what? Vigilantes?”

      That’s when Lockman tossed a phrase he hadn’t said in a long-ass time.

      “It’s classified.”
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        * * *

      

      Once they had all the cops cleared out, they could get to the real work. Lockman hit a button on his smart phone and put it to his ear. After only half a ring, she answered with, “‘Sup?”

      “We’re free of pedestrians.”

      The line broke without a follow up. A second later, Jessie dropped onto the balcony and came in through the French doors. She was dressed all in black, her black hair pulled back in a bun. Aside from her gray pallor and the black veins prominently running under her skin, she looked almost the same as she had when Lockman first met her on his doorstep in California.

      Jessie’s jaw dropped, showing off her fangs, as she took in the sight of the room. “Ho-lee shnikies.” She sniffed. Made a face. “I bet that smell makes you guys sick.”

      “I’m over it,” Lockman said.

      Mica didn’t bother with an answer. She never said much to Lockman. He had the sense she blamed him for Kate’s death. Which was fine. He blamed himself. The only thing that kept it from overwhelming him was knowing that Kate had forgiven him.

      “Yeah, well, it makes my mouth water. All that blood?” She scowled with a bitterness a hundred years beyond the age of her face. “The poop, however, is making me gag.”

      Lockman wasn’t sure whether to marvel or worry at this return to her glib self. The last couple years had dried up that part of her personality. Getting turned into a vamp could do that. She had just lost her mother, too. If anything, she should have fallen into a deeper funk. It was hard to tell if she was faking.

      A conversation for another time. They had work to do.

      “Anybody here believe this was a scuffle between drug lords?”

      Jessie raised her eyebrows. “I’m seeing vamp parts. And this guy…” she grabbed the body slumped over the desk by the hair and pulled him up. Half of his face had sloughed off like warm putty. The other half matched Jessie’s pallor with those same black veins. He wore a button-up shirt with about half those buttons undone, exposing the bony, pallid chest underneath, the collection of gold chains around his neck, and the wooden stake jammed in his heart. “I guess you could call him Scarface.”

      She let go of his hair and the dead vamp flopped back onto the desk.

      “Do vamps deal drugs?” Jessie asked.

      “Vamps do whatever they want,” Mica said. “Least these days.”

      Lockman did a quick scan of the room, mostly the floor, to confirm his initial thoughts when he’d first entered. “You see some of the torsos with Kevlar?”

      Jessie and Mica both nodded.

      “Mortals,” Lockman said. “Not one of them with any shots in the Kevlar.”

      “Vamps like to use their hands,” Mica said.

      “Not all vamps,” Jessie said, eyeing Mica hard.

      Mica raised her hands in surrender. “I don’t count you in their company, love.”

      Lockman pushed on with his observations. “How many whole bodies you see?”

      “Two,” Mica and Jessie said in unison.

      “And they are…”

      “Vamps,” Jessie said first. “With lots of silver slugs in them.”

      “So these are our guys.” Mica picked a path through the room, carefully keeping entrails off her boots. “Looks like they didn’t fare so well this time.”

      “Happy Valentine’s Day,” Jessie said and crossed her arms. “Why do you think this scene’s so much worse than the others?”

      They had visited or studied the police casebooks of four crime scenes that featured vamp remains since arriving in New Orleans. A couple had mortal casualties, bystanders that had taken a stray bullet in both cases. As far as Lockman could tell, this was the first scene with claws-on vamp casualties. And the one with the highest amount of dead on either side. This little vigilante group they’d been tracking had slipped up, and good.

      “They’re amateurs,” Lockman said. “And they bit off more than they could chew this time.” He walked over to a fat arm that lay on the floor as if pulled off from a mannequin, except for the stump of bone at the shoulder, and all the blood, of course. The arm had a tattoo of an American flag clenched in the claws of a soaring bald eagle. A thick banner curled underneath the tat with printed lettering that stated, These colors don’t run.

      Lockman pointed at the tattoo. “No self-respecting soldier would get that shit put on his arm. These guys are wannabes.” He toed the AR-15 laying on the floor inches away from the severed arm’s fingertips. “Well armed wannabes. Worst kind.”

      Mica lifted a thin shoulder. The tank top she wore showed off a collection of her own tattoos up and down only one arm, all sorts of pictures and symbols fitted together like an abstract puzzle. “What’s the big deal? Recreational vamp slayers ain’t such a fuss.”

      “I said the same thing to your boss.”

      She didn’t like his tone. He could tell by the way her jaw set and she pinched her eyes. You couldn’t say much about Kress without Mica getting touchy, Lockman had noticed. He wondered if their relationship was more than professional. Not that it mattered to him.

      “This falls into our territory because of the mortal casualties. And because they don’t know how to clean up after their damn selves. Since Barrow, the prez has got a bug up his ass about keeping the supernatural on the down low.”

      “So we’re the clean-up crew?” Jessie’s lip curled as she surveyed the floor as if calculating how much scrubbing it would take to clean the carpet.

      “We’ll set a match to this place when we’re through. But we have to figure out who these jerk offs are before they do any worse. Shining on the local PD is one thing. Laying a gag order on the DEA…” Lockman let them fill in the rest.

      “So we’re looking for clues,” Jessie said, “in a big pile of guts.”

      “Suck it up.”

      Jessie cocked her hip and gave Lockman her disgusted teen face. “Really?”

      “What?”

      “Suck it up? You think that’s funny?”

      Mica actually snickered, yet somehow managed it without smiling.

      Lockman caught up. He rolled his eyes. “When have you ever known me to make a pun? Give me a break. I meant, deal with it.”

      Jessie cracked a smile. “Nice to see I can still get a rise out of you.”

      “Yeah, right.” He turned his head down to start searching the remains, and to keep her from seeing his own smirk.

      Twenty minutes later, Lockman found it.

      He had moved to studying the vamp at the desk, the DEA’s apparent drug lord whom they had no idea was a vampire. What a shock that agent would have received if Lockman had let him stick around to investigate the scene.

      The thing that caught Lockman’s attention was something grasped in the drug lord’s fist, a sprig of blonde held like a flower stem. Death had turned the vamp’s fist into stone. Lockman had to use a letter opener off the desk to pry the fingers open.

      The lock of blonde hair floated from the vamp’s hand to the desktop. Several ends of the hair had bits of skin still attached as if he’d ripped the hair off a scalp. The lock, itself, measured about seven or eight inches.

      The inside of Lockman’s belly prickled. His subconscious shot out a conclusion he couldn’t tuck away once it bounced around freely in his mind. He was certain a lab analysis—or the mojo equivalent, if that was Kress’s preference—would back up what his instincts told him.

      Teresa.

      He picked up the lock of hair in his latex-gloved hand and opened his mouth to call Mica and Jessie over, but his phone buzzed against his hip. He pulled it from the clip on his belt.

      “Yeah?”

      “I need you to bring your team in.”

      Kress, his gravel train voice, immortalized by his films, unmistakable.

      “We’re smack in the middle of a crime scene. And I’ve got⁠—”

      “Drop what you’re doing and bring the team in. Something’s come up.”

      Lockman lifted the lock of hair as if Kress stood there in person and could see it. “Would you listen a second. I have something⁠—”

      “That’s an order, Lockman. Commander in Chief put me in charge and you as my second. Don’t forget that.”

      “And this place? Do you have any idea of the mess here?”

      “I’ll send a clean-up crew.”

      Before Lockman could say any more, the line went dead.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “What is it?” Jessie asked.

      “The boss is calling us in. We’re done here.”

      Mica snapped off her latex gloves and tossed them to the floor, brushed her hands together, and already started for the door, dutiful as ever.

      Jessie came over to Lockman’s side and pointed at his raised hand that held onto the blonde lock. “You find something?”

      “Damn right I did.” Lockman pulled a plastic baggie from his pocket and bagged the hair. He’d have some techy look at it back at HQ whether Kress wanted to follow up or not. If Teresa Stevenson was running her own vampire kill club in New Orleans—which made perfect sense, considering what happened to her sister here—she never would have let a mission like this go so sideways. Not unless she had gotten sloppy. And sloppy meant unstable. Slaughtering New Orleans vamps on some revenge kick. A dangerous path.

      The boys in this room had learned that the hard way.
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      Her dad was keyed up. Jessie could feel the buzz coming off of him the whole flight back to headquarters. Mica rode with her eyes closed, though Jessie could tell she wasn’t sleeping. Did pixies sleep? Who knew?

      Dad, though, couldn’t keep from fidgeting, and his hand kept going to his shirt pocket where he’d tucked that baggie with the hair in it. When she’d asked him about it, he gave her one of his I Ain’t Talking About it grunts. She knew him well enough by now to recognize any further questioning would win her nothing but more grunts.

      It bugged him, though. Which meant it bugged her, too.

      When the three of them filed into Kress’s office for a debrief, Dad started right in.

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re doing, but I’ve got something you need to see.” He put his hand to his pocket, but Kress raised his own hand.

      “I’ll look at it later. Right now, I need to speak with Jessie.”

      Her dad’s face grew all sorts of lines. He looked older than Jessie had ever noticed before. “About what?”

      “That’s between the two of us.” He nodded once each to Lockman and Mica. “If you don’t mind stepping out for a minute.”

      The lines in her father’s face deepened. The burning in his eyes made Jessie’s cold vampire skin a little colder. He looked about ready to throat punch Kress, and then maybe eat his face.

      “It’s okay, Dad.” She rested a hand on his arm. “He’s gotta know I’ll tell you whatever he says afterward. No secrets between us.”

      Kress lifted one eyebrow. “You’re a part of a government organization now. I could order you to keep our conversation private.”

      “Yeah, and the teen girl with the fangs is just gonna roll over and do whatever you say.” Jessie snorted. “Besides, what are you gonna do? Put the Chosen One in prison?”

      Kress’s mouth curled down. He smoldered much like his famous movie villain characters would after a glib rebuke from the starring hero. Then he sighed, steepled his fingers, and said, “I’d only like a moment alone to discuss a situation that directly relates to you. I’m not asking you to keep any secrets.”

      “Good enough for me.” She looked at her dad. “It’s totally cool.”

      His cool gray eyes studied Jessie for a moment, the deepest lines around them softening. “You are so much like your mother.”

      Something sharp pinched Jessie in the side, like a runner’s stitch, only deeper. She didn’t want to talk about Mom. Didn’t want to think about her. Not yet. Better to get caught up in the supernatural superhero stuff, go out and kick monster butt.

      “Whatev. Go do what you gotta do while I have my special meeting.” She tried to point with her gaze at his shirt pocket, but couldn’t tell if he got the hint. He just gave Kress one last glare, then grunted and stormed out of the office.

      Mica tilted her head to Kress. “Let me know you need anything, love.” Then she turned and followed Lockman out, leaving Jessie and Kress alone in the office.

      “Have a seat,” he said and gestured to a chair across from his desk.

      Jessie had flashbacks to those days in school getting sent to the principal’s office, or worse, the school counselor. She folded her arms. “Cool if I stand?”

      “Suit yourself.” He leaned back in his chair, mouth open to say something, but winced instead.

      “Something wrong?”

      He took a deep breath, let it out slowly through his nose, and shook his head. “Just some minor back pain. In Battle Cry 2, I had the brilliant idea of doing my own stunts. Never again.”

      “Battle Cry 2, huh? Not one of your best flicks.”

      His eyebrows went up and a light smile touched his face. “You’ve seen it?”

      “I’ve seen just about every movie ever made…” Her shoulders sagged. She noticed that iron smell that seemed to follow her everywhere. “Before I went vamp, anyway.”

      Kress cleared his throat. “I’m sorry for that. But you do realize how special you are? This turn in your fate, becoming a vampire who retained her soul, having access to the power of millions of souls⁠—”

      “Like the one responsible for wiping out over eight hundred people, and who made me kill my own mother?” She curled her lip. A muddy taste filled her mouth. “Yeah. Real special.”

      “You have to understand, the tragedies you’ve suffered have all served a greater purpose. Those events brought you here, to me, to this facility, to a point where you can fulfill the prophecy so many have heard about, but so few understand.”

      Jessie’s jaw hung open. She could feel the recycled air of this underground level of Kress’s precious facility drying out her tongue. “You know what you sound like?”

      He leaned forward, hands folded on his desk, all interested in what the little vamp girl had to say.

      “A psycho religious zealot. All these bad things that have happened to you. All part of God’s plan.” She pointed a finger toward the ceiling. “It’s bullshit from them.” She pointed at him. “And it’s bullshit from you. In case you haven’t noticed, all I’ve managed to do is make things worse in the world, not save it.”

      “You staunched the threat of a vampire army. The death of all those vamps gathered in Barrow has the rest of the population spreading thin for fear of something similar. These groups still holding together, our Agency is systematically obliterating with drone attacks and black-ops strikes.”

      A feeling of having to burst filled Jessie’s chest. The only way to relieve it was a jagged, barky laugh that echoed back to her from the corners of the room and made her cringe. “You’re nuts. Barrow was a freaking bloodbath. Four-thousand people killed or turned into vamps.”

      “Yet it could have been so much worse.”

      “It would have been if my mom and dad weren’t such a fucking badasses. They stopped me from leading a bunch of sunwalking vampires on a cross-country feeding spree.”

      Kress sucked in a long breath and let it sigh out like a leaking tire, his eyes slightly rolled back in his head. He drummed his fingers on his desk. “There’s no point in arguing about it. What’s done is done. And fate has brought us to a place where we can finish the rest.”

      Even underground, Jessie could sense the sunrise outside, her vampiric circadian rhythm making her sleepy. She gave in and took Kress’s offered seat, rubbed her eyes, then stared him down. “You didn’t send my dad out so you could spend time telling me how special I am. What do you want?”

      “Did Gabriel ever tell you about The Return?”

      “All he ever said was that he didn’t believe in it.”

      “Didn’t believe in its purpose, or didn’t believe it possible?”

      She shrugged. “Just that he didn’t believe in it. He never elaborated. Wasn’t on his agenda, I guess.”

      Kress leaned back in his chair. A large American flag hung on the wall behind his desk like a stage backdrop. On either side of the flag hung framed copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. Another, small flag sat on his desk next to a cup full of pens. Trappings of a government office that seemed so out of place considering what Jessie knew about their operation. The bulk of the core staff at the Agency weren’t exactly from America. They weren’t even from this plane of existence. Heck, the Agency’s headquarters had been built into a facility that belonged to Kress, as if he owned the Agency himself.

      She didn’t know why it bothered her, but it did. There was something false about it all. Mere props to satisfy an ideal that no one here truly respected, or cared about.

      As if to prove this point, Kress said, “Despite our official role as decreed by the president, the only real mission I care about is facilitating The Return.”

      “Your hobby, funded by tax-payers’ dollars.”

      “Don’t get glib. Your mother understood the importance of The Return. But no one has had a chance to explain it to you.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I get it.”

      “The Return means ridding the mortal plane of all the things that don’t belong here. Vampires, werewolves…perhaps even ghosts.”

      She knew he was trying to bait her with that last one. Jessie’s friends and family hadn’t had the best of luck when it came to non-corporeal specters. But she didn’t bite. Kept quiet.

      He waited a couple seconds, then changed tacks. “The reason I wanted to talk to you⁠—”

      “Now we get there.”

      “—is because of an incident that occurred outside of Detroit. It involves a young man you once knew who’s been hospitalized⁠—”

      “Ryan?” The tempo of a vampire’s heart is naturally erratic. Jessie’s stopped beating for three seconds straight. She’d almost forgotten about Ryan and hated herself for it. He had stood up against a ghost to save Jessie’s life and become possessed by it. When the ghost left Ryan’s body, Ryan was left insane. It had happened to her mother, too, but Jessie had been able to cure her mother’s madness with magic. She’d never had the chance to do the same for Ryan.

      Kress was saying something else, but Jessie hadn’t heard any of it.

      “What’s happened? How did you find out about it?”

      “I’m trying to tell you.”

      “Then just tell me God damn it!”

      The snarling sound of her voice rang familiar in her ears. It sounded an awful lot like Gabriel when he spoke angrily through her. Jessie pressed her fist against her mouth, pressing her lips against her fangs.

      Kress sat very still, his eyes the only part of him moving as they traced a line from her face to the closest edge of his desk. His hands had slipped out of sight behind the desk, as well. Jessie wondered if he had a panic button—or a weapon—back there.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. She rested her elbows on her chair’s arms, took a steadying breath. “It’s a sensitive issue.” Then, adding enough snark so that he knew she hadn’t let him completely off the hook, “But you already knew that.”

      His hands came out from behind his desk. He laced his fingers together and propped his forearms against the desk’s edge. Jessie was struck again by the feeling of getting sent to the principal’s office.

      “We’ve had some people watching Ryan. He’s a part of your path, and since you are the key to The Return, we make sure to observe all stops on that path. Earlier this evening…” He looked at his watch. “Technically yesterday now. During an outburst, Ryan used the specific phrase, The Return. There is no reason for him to know that term. We believe fate has again nudged us toward the prophecy’s fulfillment.”

      You’d think she would get used to all that talk about fate and prophecy. It grated on her probably as much as the word magic drove her dad nuts. She would have to come up with a pet name for prophecy. Dad had mojo instead of magic. She could have something like forecast or Big Stupid Prediction About My Life Nobody Ever Bothered to Check With Me.

      “What did he say exactly?”

      Kress’s lips formed a line. His gaze skated away.

      “Come on, boss, fess up.”

      “I don’t want to upset you.”

      “That’s cute.”

      He glowered. “You’re as stubborn as your father, you know that?”

      “He thinks I’m more like Mom. Others think I’m more like the Virgin Fucking Mary or something. How come I can’t just be me?” She waved a hand. “Forget it. Just get to the point.”

      He looked relieved not to have to answer her question. “Ryan insisted that someone be stopped.”

      “Who?”

      “He never made it clear. The closest he came was calling her, quote, The beast woman. The one who’s going to ruin everything.“

      Jessie squeezed her eyes shut. In the dark, she pictured Ryan way back, a zillion years ago, when they used to make out on his mom’s couch. The house had always smelled like her Virginia Slims and spearmint gum. If Ryan could see her now.

      It sounded like he had.

      “He’s talking about me.”

      “Nonsense.”

      She held her hands out at her sides. “I think I qualify as pretty beastly. And I have a reputation for ruining things. Why not everything?”

      “Self-pity will get you nowhere with me, my dear.” His voice turned to chocolate syrup warm enough to start the ice cream melting. He’d done voiceovers for commercials using that voice. “To me you are a savior in waiting.” He leaned in as if he meant to tell her a secret. “You know The Return isn’t only about ridding the earth of paranormal threats. For many of us, it’s our chance to return home, to be where we belong, where we fit in.”

      She’d never considered that. But, boy, could she understand it.

      “Okay, so let’s assume Ryan wasn’t talking about me. Then who?”

      “That’s what we’d like to find out. What we’d like you to find out.”
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      The sound of Kress’s office door hitting the wall sounded like a shot from a small caliber pistol, much like the 9mm Lockman had in his shoulder holster and was itching to draw on the man so smugly parked behind that government desk.

      He didn’t draw his weapon, but he did march across the office, circled the desk, and yank Kress up to his feet by his shirt collar.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      Kress used a standard martial arts maneuver to knock Lockman’s hands away, probably something he learned for one of his dumb movies. Lockman easily countered the move by grabbing both of Kress’s wrists, then shoved his fisted hands in so that Kress punched himself in the face. Not hard. Just enough to startle him, like a pair of brother’s horse playing in the backseat on a long trip. It caused Kress to stagger, trip against the casters on his office chair, and thump back down into his seat.

      That’s when Mica came charging in. She did have her weapon drawn, a Sig Sauer P250 with a healthy barrel that stared Lockman right in the eye. “Ease off, duke, or I’ll retire ya right here.”

      “Both of you stand down,” Kress shouted, cheeks flushed, eyes wide. “This is a damned federal agency for the love of God.”

      Lockman almost choked. “I worked for a real federal shop, Kress. And while it wasn’t perfect by far, it wasn’t anything like this joke you’re running.”

      “Joke or not, I’ve got the president and the Pentagon backing me up, and you just struck your commanding officer.”

      Kress used all the right words, but Lockman would be damned if he could ever consider him a true CO. Especially after learning what he had tasked Jess with. This was him running his supernatural country club with government funding, all in the name of his obsession over a prophecy.

      “I’ll let it pass,” Kress said, brushing absently at his crooked collar, “since I gather this is coming from a protective father. But I’d suggest you never lay hands on me again.”

      “Got that right,” Mica popped in.

      Lockman ignored her. He pulled the folded paper the lab guys had given him after looking at the hairs he’d found at the scene in New Orleans. He unfolded the paper and slapped it down on the desk.

      Kress gave it a disgusted once over, as if Lockman had dropped a dead animal in front of him. “What’s this?”

      “Lab report. You didn’t want to listen before, but this might get your attention. I found a lock of hair at that slaughter in New Orleans. They belong to Teresa Stevenson.”

      Kress’s brow wrinkled. “Your old partner? So what?”

      “I’ll give you the short version. Her sister was turned into a vamp. I had to kill her. It’s caused some friction. Now she’s out there, using amateurs to go on a slay-spree, and she’s gotten a fair amount of mortals killed in the process.”

      The tiny, thoughtful nods Kress made gave him the look of a bobble head. Lockman would have loved to have smacked that bobble head clean off its spring.

      “So she’s a liability,” Kress said. “But she isn’t a priority.”

      “Why did you send us out there in the first place, if you didn’t plan on following up?”

      “I’ll have some men look into it. Meantime, we have more pressing matters.”

      “My daughter’s insane ex-boyfriend, locked safely in a hospital, is more pressing?”

      Kress started to counter, but Lockman barreled on.

      “Forcing my daughter into an emotionally volatile situation after all the shit she’s already been through is more pressing?”

      The click of a pistol hammer going back came in answer. “You’ll want to dial it back, love,” Mica said, shoulders squared, her firing stance firm, her gun lined up with Lockman.

      “Mica,” Kress said slowly. “I don’t think the gun’s the right choice for this situation.”

      She glanced at him. He nodded. Some silent communication passed between them. A corner of her mouth quirked up just barely as she holstered her weapon. Lockman almost missed it, but he was trained to notice small things.

      He tossed Mica a bored smirk. “Get any closer to try and sprinkle your dust on me, and I’ll send you off to Never Never Land.”
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