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It was amazing and disgusting. Young men and women, boys and girls really, humans and vampires walked the streets scantily clothed. Condom wrappers and syringes littered the lawns, sidewalks and street.  Sex, drugs, guns, and blood was for sale in the abandoned street corners of Fairlight, known as the Grove. 

She stood in the middle of Peach Lane, horrified and angry at the flagrant display of lawlessness and debauchery all around her.  It was the same on Apple and Cherry Streets, no one was hiding anything. Doing it all in the open as if daring someone to do something about it.  She gasped, and then gaped at a couple on the stoop of an apartment building just a few feet away from where she stood.  A young vampire woman straddled and grinded on a partially transformed wolf man while she bit into and sucked blood from his raggedy shoulder.

She’d seen enough, and felt more than obligated to do something.  Reaching inside her jacket, down the middle of her back, she pulled her sword from the scabbard.  With her aura she illuminated the filthy, dark street.  Blue light got the attention of every seller and buyer, especially the vampires.  They growled and hissed when she went from blue to white.  Some covered their eyes or looked away, backing off to a more comfortable distance. 

A snarling, young blond male got her attention from across the street. He stood alone, and she bee-lined towards him.

After a few quick steps, another male body blocked her path and view of the vampire.  He was a normal human though quite tall and wide as a refrigerator.  She didn’t have to look up to face him as she wore heels tonight that made her tall figure more imposing, but she wore them for style. 

“Back your big ass up,” he said, thumping her chest with a thick dark brown meaty finger.

“Don’t do that,” she warned.  “Don’t touch me again.”

“Bitch-”

“My name is Velvet Washington, not bitch. Got it?”

The refrigerator smiled.  He had big white crooked teeth. “Yeah,” he said.  “I got it- bitch. Don’t anybody care what your name is.  Around here people don’t tote swords and go lighting up the freakin’ night with no freakin’ self-generated energy.  It ain’t good for busineeeee-” His eyes went round and his mouth opened wide when he couldn’t breathe from the grip of Velvet’s fingers digging into his throat.  With just a little more effort, she could easily break his neck.

“You can keep trying to block my meeting with your all American boy over there, if you want to, but it will cost you at least one arm or one leg.  You understand me?” She waited for him to nod, then she led his big body to the side away from onlookers before releasing his throat.  “What’s his name?”

“Rex.”

“He’s in charge?  Is he the real boss of this mess?”

“Only one I’ve seen.”  The big guy massaged his throat and backed away as Rex stepped into the street. 

From somewhere, he had produced a sword as well.  “Velvet Washington,” he said.  “My, the stories don’t exaggerate after all.  You are as black and tall as they say.  Yet, somehow, I ain’t all that impressed.”

“Then I guess you’ll just have to get a load of my swordsmanship.”

“I can’t wait,” Rex grinned.  He raised his blade and ran the few steps between them.  Her sword strongly met his clashing and clanging. “Damn,” he gritted.  His vampire strength wasn’t enough to force her arm down.  Giving up, he sucker punched her dead in the jaw.  Pleased with himself, he attempted another, and left himself unbalanced for a second.  Taking the advantage, she stepped in, grabbed his armed hand by the wrist, and flipped him over.  He sailed into the big guy, and crashed them both into a parked truck. 

“Rex!” A petite girl with brown short hair ran to his side.  She wore black high heeled boots with a short red patent leather skirt that showed her matching panties when she moved, and a top that looked like a brassiere.  “Rex, don’t fight her.  Let the fellas handle her.  She’s that slayer-”

“Naw,” Rex contradicted.  “She’s just a witch.  Ain’t any reason to be calling anybody.”

“But she handled you so easily!  And she’s got her big foot on your sword!  Did she put a spell on you?”

“Keep talking crazy, Mary.”  He shoved her off his arm, tossed back his thick straight hair, then pulled his shirt down from up his back, and smoothed it out just over the top of his soft white leather pants.  “All right, then.”  Growling, he pushed his fingernails out on both hands.

“Rex,” Mary hissed, crouching and sliding down the length of a car.  “She’s the one that took Liza and the others out in the cemetery!” Annoyed with her interference, Rex turned to stare at her. “Damn it, Rex! Liza was way better than you in combat!”

“Maybe, I ain’t as stupid as Liza,” he boasted as he charged Velvet.  He speared her in the midsection to push her from the street.  On the sidewalk, she planted her feet firmly and brought down her weapon’s hilt, and clobbered him hard.  Everyone heard the crack of his skull.  He fell to his knees groaning, clutching his head.  “Oh,” he moaned, rolling over, unable to focus his eyes.

“Nope, you aren’t stupid,” Velvet agreed, heavy with the sarcasm.

“Rex!” Mary screamed, but didn’t run across the street to check on her partner. Velvet scooped him up roughly by the loose fabrics of his shirt and jacket. “Toby, help him!”

“Toby, you ain’t about to act stupid?” Velvet asked.

“Why don’t you put him down?  He’s not capable of anything at the moment.”

“Now, you think I’m stupid.  I know a crack to the noggin will only incapacitate a vampire for a few seconds.”  Shaking Rex, she made his head flop from side to side.  He was out. “But then, I might be wro-”  She ducked to avoid a full frontal attack from a flying object, who happened to be another young male with long black cornrowed hair that hung down to the top of his low waist jeans.  In the thick of the night, he wore sunglasses.  Circling around, he left a good smelling men’s scent all in the air and street. Velvet watched him fly upward, then push with his boots off a house to change directions.  Surprising her, he did not charge, but hovered in the air, and grinned mischievously.  He was holding her attention, keeping her away from Rex. But why wasn’t Mary or someone else hustling to drag Rex off to safety?  

Because he was waiting for someone else to get in position. 

She eyed Rex, who was up, no longer faking it.  His eyes had just returned from looking to the left. Taking to the air, she soared higher than the new arrival, and looked down for a possible third attacker. Unless he was up higher than she was, he wasn’t there.

“Yo, baby!” Rex tossed daggers like missiles with expert precision. One whizzed by nipping her ear, the others she barely dodged with her super speed. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” Mary joined in throwing stars. Her aim was bad, but she seemed to be having fun. 

“Toby, shoot that witch,” Rex ordered once he was out of daggers.

“Shoot her?” Toby looked at Rex like he was talking crazy or something. “Shoot a woman that ain’t shooting back?”

“She’s armed,” Mary said. “And she’s got-”

“Toby, you just do what I command,” Rex said in a low sterner voice.

“Naw,” Toby decided. “Bringing guns into a sword fight ain’t kosher.  And besides, I don’t do commands. Later for y’all.” 

Mary watched Toby with her mouth open, as he hustled it down the street to a silver sports convertible. With a squeal of tires, he sped from the curb, leaving her to stare after him completely astounded.  After closing her mouth, she looked to Rex’s furious face.

“Mary,” he said, visibly trying to keep his cool. “Remind me to rip his throat out.”

“Look out!” Mary leaped to the right to avoid a blast of indigo light. “Damn.” She landed hard on her hip and got up massaging herself. “Damn witches don’t fight fair,” she grumbled.

“Come on, Haido!” Rex shouted to the other male still in the air. 

He took flight braving the light, protecting his head and chest with his arms. Haido buzzed her as if not noticing the sword in her hand. He even risked a slice into an arm to get closer. He was strong for a slightly built fella, strong enough to make her struggle to keep her own sword in her own hand. Only one vampire had ever taken a weapon from her, and some little guy half her size was not going to do it tonight. But he was not untrained like Rex and Mary. Up close, she saw he was not a kid either. He had to be close to thirty or older when he died. And he wasn’t pale. From his name, she assumed he was probably Japanese. 

His fist came at her face and she blocked it using her blade as a shield. 

“Ah.” He winced and pulled back to shake out his fist. “Silver always was a witch’s advantage.”

“Just like doing everything in three’s is a vampire’s. Funny, for a hot minute there, I thought you had a little something.”

“Put that sword down and I’ll take you on alone.”

“Don’t think so.” She raised her sword defensively, he hesitated. It was enough for Velvet to recognize, he wasn’t as sure of his combat skills as when he first started. Not when she was holding silver. He was not formidable like Jerome, whom she imagined most gleefully, would use her own sword to cut her liver out. 

“Tell your master, Velvet Washington and Associates is shutting down all illegal vampire activities in the Grove.”

“I work out here for money. I don’t call anybody my master.” He removed his sunglasses and challenged her to look him straight in the eye, which she did without hesitation.  Looking a witch in the eye proved he felt he was her equal, her looking back demonstrated she was not afraid of his powers of compulsion. “My job is to kick anyone’s ass that is kicking Rex’s. These corners aren’t my concern, and they shouldn’t be yours.”

“Is that supposed to be advice, Haido?”

“The boss isn’t the kind of vampire to play around, not when it comes to his business. These corners, the Grove is his lovechild. When he finds out you were down here tonight tossing people around, he’s going to chew you up and spit you out. Don’t come back down here is my advice.” He covered his eyes with his sunglasses again, and then flew down to join Rex and Mary among the small masses that stopped to watch the air show.

“Get back to work,” Rex shouted, pushing and hitting at the idlers. “One witch don’t stop no show. Damn it, get back to shaking your asses and make me some money. Mary, get these bitches to moving.” Picking up his sword, he swept the crowd, letting his mean blue eyes rest on each and every hustler. Two young girls grabbed each other and retreated behind other bodies.

He was a pimp! A bloody no good vampire pimp, making girls and boys sell themselves! “You creep,” she voiced softly, aiming her open palms at Rex’s head. 

“What- what you doing?”

An expanding burst of white light sought after the screaming and fleeing vampire. It struck him in the back with the impact of a bolt of lightning. His smoking body hurled into the front yard of a barred up home.

“Rex!” Mary flashed her bright eyes, furrowing her brow, turning her gaze upward to Velvet. “You killed him!” She ran to Haido. “You just stood and watched!” Spinning around, she grabbed and pulled at her short hair screaming, and cursing every witch that ever lived.

“Mary!” Haido spun her back around, holding her arms. “Shut the hell up.”

“Haido, you saw what she did!”

“Shut your goddamn mouth before she strike’s us all down.”

“You coward!” Mary hit him in the mouth and pushed him out of her sight to confront Velvet. “Bring your black ass down here!”

“Mary-” Haido started to warn her again, but Velvet had already accepted Mary’s invitation to join her on the ground. 

“He’s not dead, you idiot.” Velvet dismissed her to talk to the crowd. “My name is Velvet Washington. I intend to close the Grove. If any of you want my help or protection simply come down to my offices and ask for me personally.”

“What? How dare you?” Mary screeched.

“Because I can.” Velvet grabbed Mary by her thin shoulders, demonstrating her strength. “My magic is greater than you can imagine. With a thought I can destroy you all.”

“Liar! Nobody believes that stuff anymore. If witches could do such things to us, y’all would’ve done it centuries ago! We are vampires!” Mary screamed in her face. “We are stronger than we’ve ever been! We know your secrets!”

“Are you willing to bet your life on that theory about jinxing a witch? You really want me to prove who the higher power belongs to? Do you think you and Haido can manage it?” All at once, she got the creeps. The source was standing right behind her. Mary was merely stalling her, getting her to come back to the street, and she’d fallen for it. 

Turning, she faced the dark countenance of the vampire that swore to personally give her the most horrible death imaginable. She smiled, because as always it struck her that he was the most handsome man she ever met, living or undead. Dark skinned, wide shouldered, moderately muscled and tall, he stood perfectly still, glowering at her, letting his hatred fill the air between them. He definitely wasn’t thinking how attractive she looked tonight.

“Why is it always you?” he asked, adjusting the matching tie of his outrageously expensive gray suit. “Just once, why can’t you do like I tell you?” His eyes quickly surveyed the street. “This is not your neighborhood, so it does not concern you.”

“Fairlight is my concern. The Grove is a nice sized chunk of Fairlight. You know I can’t let this slide.”

“I insist that you do just that, Velvet, unless you want this beloved city of yours turned inside out.”

“It won’t come to that.”

“I’ll see that it does.” 

“You don’t care about anything, do you?” He gave her an indulgent smile. “You are scum,” she boldly stated, getting closer to his face. “You are trash, Jerome, a disgusting piece of slime! Wearing tailored suits don’t dress you up!”

“Careful, now.”

“Move out, Jerome. Let these neighborhoods go.”

“Not in a million years.”

She checked the street for aggressive vampires. None seemed eager to fight, not even Haido, but they would, if Jerome ordered it.

“Get out of here, Velvet, while you still can. I have more important matters to attend to tonight.”

“Maybe, you ought to cancel those plans.”

“Maybe, you should stop being so ridiculous. We both know you aren’t about to start something with so many humans around. Hell, you even care what happens to these so called victims.” 

He had her there. She had to come up with another way to save the Grove and free the unwilling participants of Jerome’s illegal doings, a way that closed them down without anybody getting hurt. 

“All right,” she said. “For now, I’ll leave.” Not like she didn’t have other things to be doing tonight and she wanted to get it done before it rained. Tonight was really about checking out the situation, the last thing she expected was Jerome actually showing himself. And she had to admit, she wasn’t prepared to take him on along with his employees and brood. She needed her team for this.

“Now, you are showing signs you are an intelligent creature.” 

“Thanks,” she said and burst into radiant blue light. The first wave went through Jerome, hitting him hard, so hard that he cried out, staggering back from the force of it. However, he was the kind of vampire that knew how to counter a sucker attack by rolling with it. He snatched her thigh, jerked her forward as he dropped to a knee. He was going to bite her. “Oh crap,” she uttered, realizing there was no time for anything else, except to get out of his clutches.

“Arrgh!” he cried from pain and disgust. Her body was phasing its way through his in order to escape his fangs.

Not so smart on her part she thought, the instant her body met his hostile resistance. He was actually pushing her, attempting to overcome her light force with his dark nature. With another hard burst of light, she propelled herself through and out, leaving Jerome groaning on his knees. A good effort on his part, she had to give him that much.

“Witch,” he moaned, collapsing onto his side. “I’ll have your heart for dessert, I promise you.”

“In the meantime, you just lay there like a punk.”

“Velvet, you better get your ass away from here,” Haido said. He stepped forward to guard Jerome’s spent body. “You can’t take all of us.”

All of them included humans and werewolves. Some might even have guns. It was time to go, she decided, noticing rain clouds rolling in covering the night’s sky. Fading out, she saw Jerome rising to his feet being aided by Haido.
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River water was the worst, foul was the word. And she couldn’t see a thing. Her own hand in front of her face was just a vague blur in the muddy water.

Shaking loose her attacker, she rose to the surface for a breath of air. “Son of a bitch,” she ground out, slugging the snarling demon in the throat with her fist. He sank down in the water grabbing at her belt, attempting to pull her back down. “Why you little twerp,” she exclaimed at his persistence. He was really trying to drown her! Sweeping a long leg, she kicked him in his transparent chest, knocking him backward, doing flips. Then he was swimming away, just giving it all up. “Get back here,” she commanded going after him, propelling herself with jets of water, rather than try to out swim a river creature. Locking onto his little body, she pulled him up high, bursting from the river like steam from a geyser. He screamed, his voice sounded almost feminine. “Stop that,” she said, holding his tiny wrists in one of her hands. “Or I’ll stick you inside a sand dune. You hear me?” He hissed in her face revealing rows of teeth, reminding her of a shark. “Are you going crazy? I just want to talk to you.” 

“Witches don’t talk!” he shrilled, struggling to get loose. His body transformed from the see through watery outline to a solid blue fish man with billowing gills. “You can’t kill me, I’ll come back.”

“I’m not here to kill you.” She released his hands, hoping that gave some credence. 

“Let me down before I get sick.” He was starting to look more green than bluish.

“No, I don’t trust you.” He called her a witch though she hadn’t revealed much of her power. “Do you know who I am?”

“You are the witch.”

The witch? “I’m Velvet Washington.” He blinked his round eyes at her. “From Velvet Washington and Associates.”

“You are the one!” he screamed, trying to swim in the air. “I- I cannot move!”

“Yes, you can, just not away from me.” His big wide eyes grew bigger and wider. He was really getting scared. Velvet looked around quickly surveying the area, making sure nothing else was spooking him. “Look, I just need to talk to you about what you’ve been doing to people.”

“People? You mean the humans.”

“Right. You’ve got them frightened, now cut it out. You can’t keep wrecking boats and tearing up nets.”

“I should obey mortals?”

“You should try to live peacefully.” He was calmer, just seemed pissed at her for overpowering him. “What did you do to those girls?”

“What girls?”

“The ones you took out of the water.” The ones he thought no one knew about.

“They did not perish. I gave them breath to live.”

“I know that, demon.” He wasn’t dumb, but thought she was, or simply not done her research. “I also know demons won’t help a human unless he is getting something out of it. Also, I know you can look different. Those girls did not recognize you as a demon.”

“Are the girls complaining?” His mouth appeared more human. He was smiling at her like he knew a secret she had to discover on her own. 

“If you did what I think you did, I’m complaining.”

“You cannot harm me,” he reminded her again.

“Wrong. I can’t kill you, but I can put a hurting on you that will never end.” She let her aura blaze around her and stirred up some wind for effect. “I’ll start by putting you in a waterless place.” The smile froze then disappeared. “I interviewed those girls. They don’t know each other or ever even met, yet they tell the same story. Their boats were knocked over by a huge fish creature during a storm, and they were rescued by an older boy in a boat. The storm blew them miles down the river, after that it gets sketchy. They say you kept them warm and let them sleep.”

“That is no crime.”

“They were away for hours.” He wasn’t going to offer anything. “Humans don’t lay eggs, you idiot. Carrying demon eggs could kill them.”

“I have not produced any eggs- yet.”

“Then why did you abduct the girls?”

“Have you any idea how boring it gets being the only one of your kind? The only human I can simulate is a young male.”

“And?”

“Females like him. I like the females.”

“Let me see this form.” He complied readily enough. The transformation was slow and colorful. A young, naked, dark bronze-skinned man of about twenty, slender build, short spiked hair with separated bangs that covered one eye, appeared before her. He was gorgeous. Any girl or young woman would find him attractive and sexy. Might want to meet him again rather than tell anyone they were actually abducted. Velvet reached out a hand to his cheek. He jerked from her touch as if she were hot. 

“Please.”

“I’m not going to hurt you.” Still he shied away, almost cowering. He was a real man to the eye. And he had an aura, most fake forms did not. Last night she chased him around the park for nearly three hours, which was quite a while for a water demon to exert himself away from water. After their little battle just a few minutes ago, he might not have much strength left to defend himself.  “What’s your name?”

“My name?”

“You told the girls a name, didn’t you?”

“Mukki.”

“Look me in the eye and tell me you did not interfere with those girls.”

“We- I only-”

“What, Mukki?” 

“We didn’t do anything against their wills.”

“You wrecked those boats to take them, pretending to rescue them.”

“I did rescue them. Anyway, what happens on the river is not your concern. Any humans that dare cross into my waters, crosses at their own risk.”

“Mukki, why were you trying to drown me?”

“She said you always kill your prey. If you can’t, you will banish them to another dimension.”

“Who is this person?”

“A land demon that would not come near the water.”

“When did she talk to you?”

“Last night. She warned me the only way to beat you is to drown you. Witches cannot overcome water. But you did.”

“You sure it wasn’t a man? Or vampire?”

“I can only be sure that it was female.”

“You mean she could’ve been a human?”

“Perhaps.” 

He wasn’t concerned about it one way or the other. Velvet raised a slight brow at a demon that couldn’t recognize another demon at a short distance. “On the water, how long can you look like this?” she wondered and asked.

“As long as I need to,” he answered. “I can look anyway I want.”

“On land?” He said nothing. “On land, you’re limited to certain conditions? Sometimes, you are more suited on land than water, but not for too long. Am I right, Mukki? On these days and nights you have to look human, don’t you?”  

“Why are you asking me these questions?” His look became guarded, which meant, she was probably right with the idea she was quickly forming about him and his demonic abilities. 

“Why not come into town and meet girls the right way?”

“Hardly seems worth it,” he mumbled looking down at the murky waters. “You know my secret,” he stated rather than asked.

“You are a lonely solitary creature. Because you are only a half demon, you can’t produce eggs, and you were cast away from your clan.”

“And I’m not human enough to live among humans.”

“Some humans like demons. And some demons like other kinds of demons.”

“What are you saying?”

“Being half and half isn’t a curse. I’m a witch. To some people that makes me less than a human, to others, I’m more than human. You have conditions and maybe restrictions, but you are human. And you are demon. You can live your life here on the river playing tricks, or you can go on land and live among people too. You belong wherever you want to be, Mukki.”

“I could not presume anything.”

“Well, you can’t go around committing vandalism and abducting people. I was hired to catch you and stop you. Is talking to you enough to get you to stop it?”

“You seriously think you have the right to interfere in the way another being choses to live?”

“You seriously think river demons have the right to get away with anything just because it’s on the river? You think the river belongs to you? You think you can continue to interfere with young women? For the record, I don’t believe for one moment, you just sail up and down the river sharing a meal and conversation.”

“How dare you suggest anything else?”

“Please, Mukki. You are enchanting people, not giving them the choice to date you or run away. You can’t produce eggs, but you still have a libido.”

“How- how do you know?”

“One of your victims, didn’t go to college, or move away. She’s fifty seven and she vaguely remembers you. She’s also one of the businessmen that hired me. She doesn’t want you hurt.”

“What is her name?” he asked.

“Can’t tell you.” 

“You-” The sharp blast of a car horn drew their attention to the docks. Mukki went transparent, and dropped himself into the river with a loud splash. He was out of there.

Now what was so scary, she wondered, about a horn blowing? She swooped low and flew toward the docks. “What the hell?” Were her eyes playing tricks, or were there really three werewolves all over a car, bullying whoever was huddled inside it, scaring him out of his or her mind? “Hey!” She yelled drawing their collective attention to her approach. Two came at her, while the third broke the wind shield out of the car with a furry elbow. A man was pressed back up against the seat holding a gun. He was terrified, and had to know the gun wasn’t going to save him from three werewolves, especially the one breaking into his car. The man wolf had a hump on his back which signified his strength. A glock full of silver bullets wasn’t enough to bring him down, unless you plugged his heart with every round. The man behind the wheel was shaking too much for that kind of accuracy. 

“Raawr!” One of the two stepped up swiping a claw at her face. She ducked, then jumped over their heads, meaning to get to the car before the humped back tore into the driver. 

“Velvet!” She recognized the voice. “Do something, boss!”

“Leroy!” Her driver.  But what was he doing out there so early in the morning? His wife must not know, or she’d have put a stop to it. Milly hated that her husband worked for Velvet Washington and Associates. Leroy had a lame arm and was partially blind in one eye. Where else was he going to earn enough money to keep up the mortgage and afford medical insurance in the shape he was in? However, at the moment, Velvet saw Milly’s point with complete clarity. She rushed forward, tackling the wolf man, tearing him off the hood of the car. As she rolled with him, she heard several shots go off, and then she was forcefully colliding into a wall, striking her head so hard, she bit down on her own tongue. Going for a weapon, she reached down her back, pulled out a skinny sword, one of a twin set. 

Before the werewolf got to his feet, she plunged the sword into his back. It bought her time to get up first. “Leroy, stay in the car!” He was reloading to unload again on the two staggering for him. “Close the door!” Like most men she knew, he ignored her, and jumped from the car as if that made a difference. 

“Boss!” Furry bands of steel caught her around the middle, pinning her arms to her sides. Leroy fired over her head, missing the wolf man. “Oh snap!” As the two smaller attackers were straightening up, he fired repeatedly into their chests and stomachs. 

“Get in the car and get out of here!” Back to belly, her feet left the ground and she went over hard into the pavement. “Damn it!” She got up immediately, grabbing at his fur, trying to hold him back, hoping Leroy saw fit to flee the scene. As expected, the humped back was going right for Leroy. He stepped on and over his buddies, swiping at Leroy’s back. His leather coat seemed to melt beneath the claws, and ribbons of blood soaked his white shirt, torn skin and muscle fell and dangled from his back. 

“Oh my God.” She couldn’t believe it. She pulled the sword from the snarling beast’s back and ran it through his neck. Wasn’t enough silver to kill him, but he went down howling.

“Raawr! Raawr!” The other two got up again and ran leaving him on his own. “Raawr!” He tore the sword out and flung it toward the river. 

“I’m going to kill you,” Velvet promised. Her eyes glowed white and her aura burst in brilliant silver. From the light, she fashioned a sword and then sliced at his head. But it wasn’t there as she followed through. He had leaped backward, avoiding her altogether. His powerful legs carried him to the river, where he dived and swam powerfully, making his frenzied escape.  

~*~
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Though they looked hardly alike, Leroy always reminded Velvet of the actor Ernie Hudson. Leroy was big shouldered and dark with thick lips, and a deep rich voice to go with them. He was a man that did what he had to do. He needed a job, so he answered the advertisement, and got interviewed by a vampire at midnight to become Velvet’s personal driver. Not that she needed a driver.  It was for professional appearances of the agency. Of course, Milton thought it might keep her out of the air, and out of the mayor’s crosshairs. Flying, by human or demon, was frowned upon within the city limits.

Again she wondered what Leroy was doing at the riverfront. How did he know she was out there? Surely, Milton would not send a normal to back her up when she’d made it clear she wanted to handle things on her own. If not, what was with the guns and silver bullets? 

Poor Leroy, she sighed. Just to help her, he’d made a good stand, knowing there was no way he was going to win. 

She glanced up at a small commotion brewing by a small man at the elevator. Though only five feet nine, and very lean, he gave off attitude like a boss. It was Milton getting off in a hurry, hustling toward her, all intense. He wore the standard battle gear he preferred for chasing vampires, long black duster over a black form fitting, two piece suit with utility belt and tall boots that stopped at the knees.  Except for the guns and knives, he obviously carried, he looked like a super hero.  And Velvet supposed in a perfect world they probably were, but they lived and fought in Fairlight. A couple of nurses followed behind him, insisting he not enter their hospital with weapons, or they would be forced to call security. He kept his eye on Velvet, who got to her feet in case action was called for.

One of the nurses gave off a strange vibe. Velvet watched her closely, and she turned meeting Velvet’s suspicious stare. She was shielding herself, suppressing her magic, trying to pass as a normal human.

“Sir, you can’t.” 

“Forget it,” Milton said mildly. He stopped to face the nurse. “You know who I’m here to see. Why you sweating me like this?”

“Do I have to call the police?”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Velvet said, going over to confront the nurse. “But it would be in everyone’s interest if you acted like you didn’t see his gun.”

“I did see it, and I won’t pretend otherwise.”

“My name is Velvet Washington, and he’s an associate. Do you really want to get in our way?”

“I’m just doing my job.”

“Do it somewhere else,” Milton strongly suggested. “As long as that man is in there on his back, one of us is going to be here. And we don’t disarm ourselves.”

“I’m going to the administrator,” the nurse declared, turning on heel and fast walked to the elevator. She got in staring and scowling, even as the doors swished closed.

“What the hell happened, Velvet?”

Right away he was all demanding. Sure he was tired, so was she, but he wasn’t the one covered in a friend’s blood. 

“You all right?” he asked, giving her a quick once over and took her hand. “Were you scratched?”

Now, she felt better. “No, I don’t think they were after me.” She led him down the hall to the uncomfortable bench provided for those who weren’t family of the patient. “The big one had a power hump. He’s the one that did the slicing. The other two seemed like they didn’t even know how to fight.”

“Thank God. You think you can identify them if you saw them again?”

“Yeah. The only thing is I can’t imagine why they’d do such a thing. I mean, Troy doesn’t go for mindless violence.”

“Could be he has no idea. It’s not uncommon for werewolves to go rogue.” Milton rubbed his palms on the fabric stretched across his lean thighs, frowning for a minute. “You said the water demon told you a woman told him he should kill you. You have no idea, who she might be?”

“Not really. Villains I know of would come right at me, especially a woman.”

“It’s probably unrelated anyway,” he said.

“You believe that?”

“No.” He looked her over again. “You look like hell, girl. Must’ve been rough out there. But look, you know that old cat is going to be fine, right?”

“I don’t know, Milton.” She couldn’t help it, all at once her emotions seemed to overload. Her shoulders heaved and soon she was crying, sobbing in Milton’s arms. “I had to use my life energy to keep him alive. Even then he was barely hanging on. When I flew him to the hospital, I could feel him slipping away.”

“But he didn’t slip away. Your juice worked.”

“Milton.” She pushed off the hard bench looking off down the critical care unit. “It wasn’t enough.”

“It's up to the doctors. You did all you could.”

“No!” He didn’t really believe that, she saw it in the way he wasn’t meeting her eyes anymore. He was just scared for her. Bossy or not he cared about her like family. He also guessed what she was planning to do. Milton, even before they were friends read her like a book. “His chakras are damaged, all seven points are weak.” He said nothing, but his mind was working. “Regular medicine can’t fix him. I can.” 

“Vee, look I didn’t want to say anything.”

“What?”

“It’s his wife. You know how she is.”

“Yeah, a real precious little bitch.” 

“She called me before you did. She wants me to get you out of here. Says you are the reason Leroy got hurt, and started screaming about you flying him here rather than calling the ambulance.”

“So?”

“Baby, she ain’t letting you near her husband. And you have to be near him to do what you gotta do, ain’t you?”

“I don’t see the problem. I can do what I need to before she can get in my way.”

“She’s his wife. She gets to speak for him when he can’t.”

“He is speaking, Milton. He wants to live.”

“Fine. As always, it’s your call.”

~*~
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Leroy looked like a dead man.

From the glower on her little face, Velvet knew Milly wasn’t going to willingly let her in the room to treat Leroy. For more than a minute, they stared at each other through the small window on the door. Velvet wanted to tell her there was no use blaming her or hating her guts because that was how she already felt herself. She needed to get inside that room regardless of how Milly felt or behaved. She gripped the bag on her shoulder and took a deep breath, no more time for waiting for a scared wife to do the right thing.

As if reading her mind, Milly dropped her husband’s hand to run around the bed to grab hold of the doorknob. Velvet barged her way in and backed the little woman up against the wall.

“Get out of here,” Milly hissed in a whisper. “I mean it,” she said, drawing a pouch from around her neck, a toby and an old one at that. Velvet raised a surprised   brow, then Milly pulled a wooden cross from her skirt pocket. “I’ll use them. I swear to God.”

“Oh, Milly.” The cross was nothing, except maybe a comfort to devote Christians. The toby was the problem. Once those things worked on you, you weren’t the same until the next blue moon, or longer, if you were unlucky. She dropped her bag on the floor, and untied the string that held it shut.

“I said get out, Velvet. Who do you think you are coming in here against my wishes? You think you can do anything, don’t you?”

“Where did you get that thing?” Velvet asked, finding herself quite vexed with the other woman. The toby had power, and Milly knew it. She also knew to clutch the pouch in her left hand for strength, as it was nearer the heart. “I’m your husband’s friend. Do you really mean to hurt me for trying to save his life?” 

“I don’t want to, but I will for my Leroy’s sake.” Tears rolled down her face to the front of her dress. “I might lose him, but he won’t lose his soul.”

“Did you get that from that nurse?” The magic on it was strong like the maker was near. Velvet looked over her shoulder, suddenly getting a creepy feeling. The nurse and Milly were in cahoots. “Why is my witchcraft worse than hers?”

“This works against witchcraft. I’m fighting you, Velvet.”

“You love your husband, but you don’t have the strength to fight me. Sorry.” Velvet grabbed her wrist, squeezed it, and forced the toby to drop to the floor. 

Milly struck her upside the head with the wooden cross. “Be gone, witch,” Milly screamed, striking her again. “Get out!”

“Ow! Stop it, Milly.” Rather than fight her, Velvet began to administer to Leroy.  Quickly, she tossed dried and fresh herbs and powdered roots across his chest and groin.

“You can’t do this! It’s illegal!”

“I can and I am.” Velvet pulled a wishbone from her coat pocket and snapped it to pieces, letting the fragments fall on his belly.

“I’m calling the police,” Milly announced, picking up the phone.

“Stop!” 

Milly froze wide eyed, then began to shake. 

“Put that phone down because you aren’t calling anyone, Milly. You hear me?” She nodded vigorously, dropping the phone. “Now, sit down and be quiet. Or I will put a fix on you.”

“I-” She sat down in the chair near the window. “Fix me?” She shivered like she was cold and pulled her knees up to her chest, holding herself in a little ball. “I’m going to pray!”

Holding out her arms horizontally, Velvet tilted back her head and chanted softly, her eyes rolled up in her head and they began to glow white. 

“I’m going to pray!” Milly threatened again.

“Well, do it already.”  

After lowering the blankets down his body to his ankles, Velvet, like a blind woman examined his body with her hands. As they moved up and down his torso, they began to glow red. The lights in the room flickered, and then the room filled with red light.

“Oh my God,” Milly cried. “Don’t bring the devil in here!”

“I thought you were going to pray,” Velvet said, opening her bag. Choosing two plain white candles, she eyed Milly sitting tightly on edge of the chair. “Could you hold these?” The least a man’s wife could do was aid in his recovery. “You went to a witch to work against me. Giving you that toby was not to help you, it was to harm me. I’m Leroy’s friend. You think he’d want you to help harm me?”

“All I care about is his soul. You witches can do what you want to each other.”

“You gonna hold those candles for me or not?” No point arguing with a closed mind. She backed off Milly when she finally took the candles and held them tightly in her hands. Milly closed her eyes, biting her lip when Velvet lit them with her fingertips. All at once, Velvet understood the other woman’s plight. She dearly loved her husband, and believed he was at death’s door. She was terrified of witchcraft, yet knew it might save his life, though foolishly thinking at the cost of losing his soul. She just didn’t get it wasn’t her choice, it was Leroy’s. Tears fell from her closed eye, and her lips trembled. She was going to hold the candles. It was good she kept her eyes closed, Velvet thought. Be here but not a part of it. “Milly, do you know the twenty third Psalms?” What Christian didn’t? “Say it for Leroy.”

“What?”

“It’s says the same thing I am going to chant.”

“No! I can’t- that is blasphemy!”

“Asking for strength and hope is blasphemy? Are you a child of God or not?”

“How dare you?”

“If God is here, what are you afraid of?”

“I am not afraid of you,” Milly declared. She opened her eyes to blaze them on Velvet. “The Lord is my shepherd,” she began in a loud voice. “I shall not want.” She jumped a little from the brief contact of Velvet’s hot fingers touching hers as she took one of the candles and recited the verses along with Milly. 
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Coming out of the trance, she noticed the disarray of the room first. It looked like a tiny tornado pulverized it. Sitting in a chair pushed up into a corner, Milly watched her with narrow eyes. The back of her hands were covered with candle wax, they’d burned past the wicks. Her own hands felt dry and itchy. And her throat was parched. She went to the pitcher of water on the nightstand, and drank it all before turning back to Milly.

“You disappeared.”

“I had things to do.”  Things that were best done without the presence of scared to death human eyes.

“And something else came in here!” Milly got to her feet livid. “You tricked me! Had me praying while you sent- that thing- on Leroy!”

“It came?” She rushed to Leroy’s side and tossed back the covers. He was naked and his body was whole and healing. She let out a sigh of relief. “Oh thank, God.”

“God?” Milly asked. “You want me to believe God had anything to do with this? That thing nearly blinded me. It- it consumed Leroy’s body.”

“Milly.”

“I saw what it did! You sent a demon in here!”

“It wasn’t a demon, Milly.” 

“What’s going to happen to my Leroy?”

“He’s healing, and hopefully he’ll live a long life.”

“I mean his soul! Does he still have a soul, Velvet!”

“Of course, he does. Now, shut your mouth, Milly.” Her head was throbbing and Milly’s screaming was making it worse. Wearily, she sat down on the cold floor, and then lay down on her back. “Leroy’s soul, heart and body are clean. I evoked the spirit. I’m the one that took the risk, and I’m the one that feels like crap.”

“You get off that floor and get all your hoodoo stuff out of here! The doctors have been trying to get in here since you returned and went in that trance. I bet the police are out there too.”

“You called them?”

“I didn’t have to. Get up.”

“I’m tired.”

“Then go home and go to bed. You say you feel like crap? Well, you look like it too.”
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It took three shampoos to clean the blood and slimy muck of the river from her thick tangled locks. Now, she was able to force her fingers through to the scalp. Felt good. Hot water stimulated the skin from the top of her head down to her toes. The muscles between her shoulder blades relaxed.

Lathering up with vanilla body wash on a sponge, she considered all that had happened lately. The river demon was an idiot, but he wasn’t likely to be part of an ambush of a human by werewolves. The way he beat it out of there though, got her to wondering what he actually knew. Hanging out at the riverfront, one might easily become privy to lots of things of the criminal nature, particularly, if you made yourself invisible or part of the natural surroundings. Either, he knew something awful was about to happen, or he simply wanted to get away from her prying into his demon world. Which was more likely, she couldn’t tell. The answer was with the werewolves. 

The big guy, she was almost sure she knew him. Not many wolves had the power hump. Only alphas, and usually, there was only one to a pack and he was the main wolf man. And alphas had to fight for status, the loser usually left rather than feel like a punk for losing. But the other two, did very little in the fight, like their hearts wasn’t into it. Their identities, Velvet could not swear to, but she thought she knew them. Either way, she knew she’d meet them again, since they had not completed the objective of slaughtering Leroy.  

Stepping from the shower, she remembered Leroy wasn’t even supposed to be there. He’d followed her on his own, for what purpose, she wondered? He was well aware she didn’t need backup if she didn’t ask for it. And he had those guns, two guns, when he was only able to handle one at a time. Did he know the wolves were out there? Were they after her, after all? If they were, it would make more sense. 

Taking a plush towel from the towel ring, she patted her face dry. Before opening her eyes, she sensed a presence outside the door to her bedroom. Quickly, she dried the rest of her tall muscular body, and pulled on a short pink terry robe. Almost all her robes and gowns were pink or partly pink. Not that the color really suited her ebony skin, she simply preferred it because she liked it. Someone once told her the color was too feminine for her personality, and that someone was in her bedroom, ignoring that it was her personal place and that he was no longer welcome.

He stood when she burst into her bedroom, catching him touching the things on her dresser. And having the nerve to be smiling at her long bare legs, he said, “I see
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