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      I had my private life, and then I had my companion life to the rich and powerful vampires and witches.  They never mingled.

      Well, until that one fateful night.

      “How could I forget the milk?” I grumbled to myself as I traipsed through the biggest rainstorm of the year.

      A plastic bag hung from one arm and my hands were tucked tightly into the pockets of my slim coat.  The heavy rain beat mercilessly against my bare head, making my hair cling to my head like limp spaghetti.  I tried adjusting the collar of my coat and my reward was to have a small river run down the back of my neck.

      I yelped at the feel of the chilly wet kiss against my skin, and my voice echoed down the dark and lonely road.  Too dark.  I paused and looked around.  The lampposts still burned as brightly as I remembered, but there was something off about their glow.  It was like a shroud covered the bulbs, dampening their brilliance so that new shadows sprang up around me.

      The rain was forgotten as I clutched the collar of my coat and drew it tighter around my neck.  Being a companion to an undead didn’t provide complete safety from others in the supernatural world, but it did remind me that more than spooks lurked in the shadows.

      Yay.

      I continued onward but had only made it a few steps when footsteps darted out of the shadows of an alley to my left.  The only problem was there wasn’t anything to go with those footsteps.  There were only the tiny feet padding through the puddles without a body to go with the splashing.  As the feet disappeared, so, too, did the shroud over the lamps and light was soon fully restored.

      The disembodied footsteps were followed by a horrible cry from inside the alley.  I stepped forward and peeked inside.  At first my eyes couldn’t see anything but dark shapes, but then something moved.  A figure rose from behind a crate and stumbled toward me.

      They stepped into the light, and I saw it was a middle-aged man.  He wore a gray suit that was once crisp, but the rain and his sitting on the wet ground had caused it to hang limp about his trembling body.  The man sported a heavy beard shadow on his face and his short dark hair was full of knots.

      His wild eyes fell on me, and the man flung himself at me.  He grasped my shoulders with such a grip that would have made a mad man jealous.  “The rabbit!  Did you see it?  Please tell me you saw it!”

      I tried to free myself from his grip, but it was no use, so I just shook my head.  “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about-”

      The man loosed such a howl that the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.  He threw himself away from me and slumped onto his knees over a nearby broken crate.  His body shook with terrible sobs, and I could only catch a bit of his words.

      “Only a few minutes… can’t let it happen.”  He slammed his fist against the wood.  “Damn it!  Why’d I have to be the substitute?”  His head shot up and showed his wild eyes.  “A substitute!  That’s it!”  He turned his head around and his crazy gaze fell on me.  A smile curled onto his lips as he climbed to his feet.  “You can be my substitute!  Nobody would miss you!”

      My jaw dropped open.  “What the hell does that mean?  Of course, somebody would miss me!”

      The man rubbed his hands together as he eased himself closer to me.  “Really, miss?  Name one person.  Go on, name them!”

      I wracked my brain as I backed away from him.  “My, um, my employer!”  Maybe.

      The man threw back his head and laughed.  “Your employer?  Oh, the delicious irony!”  He stopped and stretched his arms out on either side of him as he lifted those wide eyes to the dark sky.  “Sweet karma!  You rear your ugly head again!”

      I tried to quicken my speed out of there, but the man jerked his head down and glared at me.  “Where are you going?”

      I pointed over my shoulder.  “I’m going back to Sanity-ville.”

      His face twisted in disgust and anger, and there was more than a touch of desperation.  “You’re not going anywhere!”

      He leapt at me and wrapped his arms around my body.  I yelped and dropped my bag of milk into a puddle.  The man lifted me off my feet and spun around to face the dark depths of the alley.

      “You’re going to take my place whether you want it or not!” he screeched as he carried my flailing body into the abyss.

      I felt the familiar tingle of Vanar magic over my face.  The mask hadn’t come out since my adventure with the skinwalkers some weeks past, and I couldn’t have been gladder to see it then.  Or rather, not see much as the mask obscured my vision.

      Its appearance also made the man stop dead in his tracks and gape at my new accessory.  “What the-”

      I slammed our heads together and he bore the full brunt of the hardened, um, whatever it was made out of.  He yelped and stumbled back, dropping me in the process.  I landed on my feet and slid around a bit on the damp surface before I caught my footing.

      The man wasn’t so lucky.  He clutched at his face and blood dribbled down his nose.  The back of one heel hit against the broken crate he had mourned over, and he was sent sprawling backward.  The wood shattered beneath his weight as he collapsed onto the ground.  A terrible gurgling noise escaped his lips before he slumped in the puddles.

      I crept up to the still man and stretched my neck toward him.  “H-hello?  Sir?”  No reply.

      There was, however, a large stake sticking out of his chest.  Blood poured out of the wound and covered his shirt and the ground beneath him.  I swallowed the lump in my throat and willed the mask back into my body.

      Sirens in the distance initiated my flight protocol.  I dashed past the dead man and reached the alley just in time to meet the police car at the head.  An officer stepped out and surveyed my pale face.  “There were reports of someone screaming out here.  Are you-” He stopped as his eyes looked past me to where the dead man lay.

      My heart sank as his expression hardened.  He turned to his partner and jerked his head toward the man.  “See if he’s alright.  I’ll detain the woman.”

      “I-it was an accident!” I assured them as the other officer passed me and soon knelt over the man.

      The driver grasped my arm and guided me over to the back door.  “We’ll have to look into this, miss, but in the meantime, you’ll have to come with us to the station.”

      “Howard?” the other officer called back.  “This guy’s dead.”

      Officer Howard pursed his lips and his sharp eyes flickered over to me.  “How?”

      “Looks like he tripped and fell onto this wood box, but we’ll have to wait for homicide to come check it out.”

      Officer Howard turned his full attention back to me.  “I’m afraid we’ll have to detain you until they figure out what happened.”

      My heart sank, and the rest of me followed suit as the night’s adventure overcame me.  At least I fainted into the man’s arms.
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      The next thing I knew I was in the back of an ambulance with a white-clad paramedic seated over me.  He leaned forward with his arms over his bent legs and a teasing smile on his face.

      “Welcome back to the waking world.”

      The brief sound of a cop siren made my stomach flip over and I groaned.  “Can I go back to the other world yet?”

      The paramedic jerked his head toward the open back doors.  “Not yet.  The officers want to get a statement from you about what happened.”

      “If you’re ready,” a voice spoke up as a woman appeared in the doorway.

      She wore a plain officer suit with a badge on her long coat.  The woman sported long black hair that ran down her back and a darker complexion than mine.  Her slim form was well suited to the long coat, but her thick boots and the stiff chin warned everybody that this woman meant business.

      I eased myself onto my arms and nodded.  “Y-yeah, I think so.”

      The paramedic helped me out of the vehicle just in time for me to see the coroner helpers heave the body of the man onto a stretcher.  I jerked my face away as they covered him with a white cloth and rolled him past us.

      The female officer helped me over to a waiting police car where the back door was opened by another cop.  I hesitated at the threshold, but she smiled at me.  “I’m going in with you.”

      I eased myself into the car and scooted over to make room for her.  She dropped inside and left the door open as she pulled out a pad of paper and a pencil.  The rain pattered softly on the roof as she looked up at me.  “My name’s Lieutenant Alejo.  Can you tell me what happened?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and recounted my story as best as my frazzled mind could recall.  When I had finished the lieutenant leaned back and lifted an eyebrow at me.  “Then you didn’t know the deceased?”

      I shook my head.  “N-no.”

      “Ever see him before tonight?”

      “Not that I can remember.”

      “And you said he showed signs of a definite mental breakdown?”

      I nodded.  “Yeah.  At least, he didn’t seem right.  He mumbled a lot, and then he attacked me without reason.”

      She scribbled on her pad for a few moments before she furrowed her brow.  The lieutenant cast a quizzical look at me.  “Did he happen to mention anything about a rabbit?”

      My eyes widened.  I’d left out that part.  “Yeah, he did!  You’d you know?”

      Alejo folded her arms over her chest and tapped the eraser against her chin.  “Rabbits… what could it mean?”  I blinked at her, and she noticed my gaze and shook herself out of her reverie.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to wander off like that.  Can you remember anything else you might have missed?”

      I shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

      She leaned toward me and examined my face.  “You said you hit him to free yourself when he grabbed you?  What did you hit him with?”

      I pointed at my forehead.  “This.”

      Her eyes flickered up before they returned to me.  There was a hint of disbelief in her expression that I didn’t like.  “The medical examiner said he was hit by something very hard like a stone prior to his death, but not too long before.”

      I sheepishly smiled at her and shrugged.  “I-I guess I have a hard head.”

      The lieutenant stared hard at me for a moment longer before she drew a card from her pocket and handed it to me.  “If you do, feel free to give me a call.”

      My heart skipped a beat.  “Then I can go?”

      Alejo nodded.  “Yes, but please don’t leave town.”  She looked over her shoulder and through the door to where my carton was being examined.  A smile played across her lips.  “Not even to get milk.”

      I gave her a salute and a longing look at the exit.  “You can count on me.  I’ll definitely stay in the city limits.”

      Spoilers: I didn’t stay in the city limits.

      It’s not that I wanted to break the law, it’s just that the address led me to a life of crime.  That address was the one on the paper Eric had slipped to me.  I peered through the wet windshield as my wipers tried their best against the onslaught of rain.

      “Noah, eat your heart out…” I mumbled as my car drove through a puddle that had aspirations to becoming a small lake.

      The clock on the dashboard read nine o’clock, a half hour after the nightmare I had experienced in that alley.  A change of clothes and a quick trip to the parking garage where my long-neglected car awaited me, and here I was disobeying a direct order from a person of the law.  I wrinkled my nose as I my chin brushed over the top of the steering wheel.  A fine layer of dust tickled my skin.

      “Note to self, clean this thing more than once a month…” I muttered as I wound my way along the country road.

      The address, at least according to some online maps, had led me along a narrow highway west of town and out to the seaside cliffs.  The view would have been picturesque, but the rain obscured most everything, even the road at times.  City blocks had given way to houses, and some five miles back those had disappeared and been replaced by a whole forest of trees.  Their limbs waved in the wind and seemed to beckon me into the shadows.

      “Oh hell no...” I muttered as I kept my eyes on the road.  “I’ve seen that horror movie.”

      My directions told me to turn off the paved highway and onto a dirt road that wound its way into the thick trees.  I inched my car forward, feeling every bump and groove as my imagination tried not to conjure up images of hook-handed fiends and vampires out for a stroll and a snack.

      The headlights of my car soon illuminated a pair of wrought-iron gates that seemed to grow out of the darkness.  They stood some twelve feet tall and loomed over me.  A wrought-iron fence blocked the rest of the route, as did the mess of brush that surrounded the metal-lined perimeters.

      I leaned out my window to get a view ahead and got a couple of eyefuls of an impressive and imposing manor house.  The gables were sharp, the tall windows foreboding, and the roundabout driveway seemed to offer a final escape before a horrible demise overtook any visitor.  Gnarled trees were scattered about the spacious lawn, unkempt and with more than a hint of long abandonment.

      “Now all I need is thunder…” I murmured before I stepped out with umbrella and flashlight in hand.

      I walked up to the gate and couldn’t find any signs of a speaker box.  A lock hung from a thick metal chain and was positioned on the other side of the gate.  Even if I was an expert lockpick I couldn’t have reached it.

      Something limped out of the darkness, and I had to fight the urge not to scream and run.  The creature turned out to be a man of some advanced age with a hard limp on his left leg.  He came up to the gates with his ragged gray hair clinging to his bare head, and a wet coat thrown over his shoulders.

      The man eyed me with a sharp look but said nothing as he clasped the lock in one hand and drew out a strange key.  The teeth were slightly twisted, and the flat handle was worn to a smooth shine with age and use.  He opened the lock and there was a distinct clang that sounded louder than it should have been.

      The man unwrapped the chain and opened the gates.  They squealed with the appropriate amount of terrifying noise befitting a haunted house.  He stepped back and caught my eye before he jerked his head toward the house.

      I scuttled back into my car and slowly drove past the old gentleman.  He never blinked, and in a moment the gates clanged shut behind me.  I looked in my rearview mirror and watched him lock the chain about the gate before he slipped back into the bushes that surrounded the fence.

      I eased the car along the circular driveway and rolled the vehicle to a stop in front of the pair of doors.  A large, short stoop sat under the protection of a peaked roof.  I climbed out and scurried across the short stone path to the porch.  The rain pattered noisily against the sheet metal as I searched for a doorbell.

      I jumped when the door creaked open and revealed the elegant, and very crowded, interior.  The house was filled with a plethora of stuff.  There was everything from tapestries and stuffed animal heads to paintings and even a little Russian nesting doll.  China cabinets, buffets, desks, chairs, and end tables lined the walls and were crammed with books, yellowed parchments, ink wells, playing cards, and other assorted trinkets.  The floor was covered by a mess of oriental rugs that overlapped one another, each showing different signs of age and upkeep.

      A curved staircase led to the other floors, and on either side of me were large entrances to the wings of the house.  A hall ahead of me ran to the back where I glimpsed a pair of French doors that led out into the wilderness that was the backyard.

      I stepped inside and gaped in awe at the only slightly organized mess.

      “Good evening.”
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      I yelped again and spun around to find Eric standing behind the door.  There was a twinkle in his eyes as he closed the door behind me.

      I clutched my hand over my pounding heart and glared at him.  “Do I need to put a bell on you?”

      He smiled as he strolled over to stand between me and his collection.  “A few have tried.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “And?”

      He gestured to his bare throat.  “The results.  But to what do I owe the honor of your visit?”  I reached into my pocket and drew out Alejo’s card which I handed to him.  Eric studied the card a moment before a frown creased his lips.  He looked up at me.  “What happened?”

      I sighed.  “It’s a bit of a long story.”

      He swept his arm toward the western wing doors.  “Then we can sit, and you can tell your story.”

      Eric led me into a large parlor made smaller by the crowded contents.  There was even a suit of armor tucked into one corner and a buffet near the doors held a wide assortment of alcohol.  Most of them were half empty.  The only source of light was a small fire in the fireplace opposite the door.  He guided me over to a chair by the large hearth and after I sat he took a place beside the soft fire that crackled at his feet.

      I took a deep breath and recounted the night’s events.  When I had finished a dark cloud had settled on his brow.  He stared at a small clock on the mantel that showed the hour to be nearing ten.  “I see.  You’ve had quite an adventure.”

      I snorted.  “If that’s an adventure then give me boredom any day.”

      “Do the police suspect you?”

      I shrugged.  “I’m not really sure, but if they suspect anyone, I’m number one on the list.”

      He draped one arm across the mantel and rubbed a finger across his lower lip.  His eyes examined the clock, but there was a faraway look in them.  “Rabbit…”  He paused and frowned.  “What is it, Jenkins?”

      “There’s something funny, sir.”

      I jumped at the reply and whipped my head around to find the strange old fellow from the gate standing in the doorway.  His coat dripped on the carpet, and he gripped the edges in a futile attempt to keep the water from pouring off of him.

      Eric turned his full attention to the man and lifted an eyebrow.  “What’s funny?”

      Jenkins jerked his head in the direction of the front door.  “Out there, sir.  The shadows ain’t moving right, and I’ll be damned if I’ve felt as cold a rain as what’s out there now.”

      Eric pursed his lips.  “I see.  In that case, you can take the rest of the night off.  Get yourself dry.”

      Jenkins nodded.  “Thank you, sir.”  He bowed his head and slipped out of sight.

      I returned my gaze to Eric who once more had a pensive expression on his face.  “Who’s that?”

      Eric leaned his back against the mantel to face me and folded his arms one over the other.  “An old friend.  I met him when he was a boy.  A banshee had injured his leg, and he was about to feel the wrath of her voice when I happened to come along to save him.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “And how old is he now?”

      “Some eighty years old, if I recall,” Eric mused as he lifted his eyes to the ceiling.  A sharp look slipped into those brilliant orbs as he studied every shadow.  “You’re not supposed to show yourself to others.”

      The shadows on the ceiling shifted and formed themselves into a huge outline of the wolf god’s upper body.  “The disturbance is none of my doing.”

      Eric frowned.  “Then who’s is-” He stiffened and whipped his head to face the doorway.

      I twisted around and followed his gaze.  I expected to find Jenkins again, so my heart skipped a beat when I beheld a tall, gaunt gentleman standing in the entrance.  He wore an elegant evening suit complete with a top hat and white scarf around his pale throat.  The man had the complexion of a vampire, but there was something strange about the texture of his skin.  It almost appeared to be plastic stretched over bone and sinew.

      The man removed his hat and bowed his head to us.  “My sincerest apologies for intruding, but the matter is most urgent.”

      Eric’s face was slightly tense as he returned the compliment of the bow.  “Good evening, Lord of Eternity.”

      The elegant stranger wrinkled his pale nose.  “There is nothing good with this night, Haldor, otherwise I would not be forced to take on your flesh to converse with you.”

      Eric gestured to the assortment of alcohol on the buffet.  “Then on this rare occasion let’s celebrate with a drink.”

      The man scoffed as he removed his black gloves and strode over to stand in front of the companion chair to mine.  “Neither is there anything to celebrate, for I come to you on a most urgent business.”

      He plopped himself in the seat and crossed one leg over the other, wherein he set his folded hands in his lap.  Those horribly dark eyes looked at Eric without blinking.  Hell, he looked at everything without blinking.

      “Where are my manners?” Eric scolded himself as he looked to me and gestured at the stranger.  “Adi, I’d like to introduce you to Death.”

      My heart skipped a beat and my mouth dropped open.  “Death?  The Death?”

      The stranger rolled his eyes.  “Really, Haldor, must you always be this childish?”

      Eric folded his arms over his chest and grinned at his guest.  “It’s not everyone who can say they have a personal acquaintance with you without also having been one of your ‘clients.’”

      Death eyed him with a sharp, almost vengeful look before he turned his nose up.  “Keep your humor to yourself, Haldor.  As I said before, I have come on business.  A most precious and dangerous item has been stolen from me, and I require your unique ‘skills’ to retrieve it.”

      Eric lifted an eyebrow.  “What was taken?”

      “Someone has stolen my rabbit.”
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      A barking laugh escaped my lips before I remembered at whom I was laughing.  Death’s unamused face sobered me up pretty quick and I whipped my head back to Eric.  The corners of his lips twitched upward, but otherwise his expression was stoic.

      “I had no idea you took to such animals outside of your occupation,” Eric mused as he cupped his chin in his hand.  “Do you believe they are after the feet?”

      Death gave him a sharp look.  “This is no laughing matter, Haldor.  My rabbit is not a common rodent, but a unique creature gifted with the ability to predict a person’s death.”

      Eric leaned his back against the mantel and shrugged.  “And why does that worry you enough to come to me?”

      Death leaned forward and dropped his voice to a deep whisper.  “The rabbit is one of the harbingers of my coming.  If any mortal were to see it, they will die within the hour, or sooner.”

      Eric shook his head.  “I fail to see how that’s enough trouble to warrant my looking into it?”

      Death leaned forward and the firelight caught the dead look in his eyes.  Even their gentle light couldn’t penetrate that dark depth that both fascinated and terrified me.  “Anyone who sees my rabbit will die, even if their time is not yet at hand.”

      The color drained from my face.  “My God…”

      Death scoffed.  “The rabbit is a creature not of the divine, but of the mortal.  A nightmare created by peoples long ago to find some way to warn them of their coming demise and prepare their souls.  I merely adopted the creature as one of my own.”

      Eric’s attention fell on me.  “You said the man who attacked you said something about a rabbit?”

      I nodded.  “Yeah.  He asked me if I’d seen a rabbit, but all I saw were some invisible feet running through the puddles.”

      Death lifted a dark eyebrow as he looked between us.  “What is this?  Have you heard rumors of the rabbit?”

      “We might have a lead,” Eric answered as he pushed off from the mantel.  “But we’ll need to check it out.”

      Death stood and set his top hat back onto his head with a soft tap for good measure.  “I will accompany you.”

      Eric pointed at his person.  “You would stick out like a corpse at a wedding.  It’s best that we handle this alone.”

      Death frowned.  “I will not be put off the search merely for my appearance.  I will be accompanying you.”

      Eric nodded at the ‘man’s’ outfit.  “You draw too much attention to yourself with your getup.”

      Death looked down at himself and studied his attire.  “This is fashionable attire, if I recall.”

      I snorted.  “Maybe a century or two ago.”

      The pale man shot me a look of warning with his cold dark eyes, and it felt like a chilly hand wrapped itself around my heart.  The iciness spread to the rest of my body, but I couldn’t so much as cry out in panic as one corner of Death’s lips lifted up.  The light in the room receded and I felt myself being swallowed whole by a strange mixture of comfort and despair.  I struggled to my feet and clutched my chest as my breathing became erratic.

      Death’s words rang in my ears like far-away church bells.  “I will not be deterred-”

      A shadow swooped down from the ceiling and flew across the floor between Death and me.  I felt as though the cold line was severed and a sharp breath escaped me as heat flooded back into my body.  Eric was at my side in a moment as I swayed a little.  His strong hands caught hold of me, and I looked up to find his heated gaze lay on Death.

      The ‘man’ himself had stretched himself to his full height and curled his lip back in disgust at a particular spot between the door and me.  A pool of shadows formed from those Eric and I cast thanks to the fire, and Vanar rose from the floor to tower over all present.

      His yellow eyes glowed brilliantly in the gloom of the parlor.  You forget that these two are mine.

      Death scowled at the shadowy wolf.  “And you forget that both should be mine but for your meddling.”

      Vanar narrowed his eyes at his adversary.  I claim what is mine, and you
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