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      White doors.  White halls.  White floors.  Rinse and repeat.

      Those were the thoughts that wandered through Nena’s mind as she herself wandered the blistering-white halls of the Agency.

      “This place is a maze. . .” Nena muttered as she turned a corner to another long white hall.  She stopped and brushed her hand over the pin she now wore at all times.  It was Matt’s lucky square pin with a pair of black glasses on the front.  “Maybe I should’ve dropped some bread crumbs behind me.”

      “The demons would have eaten them.”

      The voice came from directly behind her.  Nena spun around and found herself face-to-face with the smiling, and handsome, Jack O’Kent.

      She clutched her chest over her still heart and glared at him.  “Do you really have to float up on me like that?  Maybe you could rattle some chains or something.”

      He pulled out the pockets of his tan overcoat to reveal their emptiness.  “I left my chains in my other coat, but-” he tucked his pockets back into their places and swept his eyes over the area, “- it wouldn’t be a bad idea.  It might liven this dead place up.”

      She followed his gaze and wrinkled her nose.  “For this place being owned by the Devil, it sure is white.”

      Jack nodded.  “Yes.  His nickname of the Prince of Darkness is a little overstated.”

      “Maybe they should’ve called him the Prince of Blindness,” she suggested.

      He chuckled.  “I’ll have to tell him that when we meet.  That is, if he hasn’t seen it already.”

      Nena furrowed her brow as she looked up at him.  “What do you mean?”

      He pointed up at the ceiling tiles.  “See those dimples near the lights?”

      Nena squinted against the harsh light and noticed a small round bump about four inches in diameter and two inches out from the ceiling.  “Yeah, why?”

      “Cameras,” he told her.  He smiled and waved at the bump.  “They see everything we’re doing.”

      Nena paled and whipped her head to Jack.  “Even in our rooms?”

      He nodded.  “Even in our rooms.”

      She cringed.  “That’s sick.”

      “That’s the way Scratch plays,” he told her.

      Nena’s eyes flickered up to him and she arched an eyebrow.  “You really like to tempt fate, don’t you?  By bothering him, I mean.”

      He shook his head.  “Scratch isn’t my fate, at least that’s my plan, and speaking of plans, Scratch has one that he wants to talk to us about.  I’ve got a couple of things to do, so you think you could go get Pete for me?”

      She blinked at him.  “Me?  But I don’t even know where he is.”

      He glanced at his watch.  “It’s a little before sunset, so he should still be in his room.”

      Nena jabbed a finger at the white walls.  “And I don’t know my way around here.  Heck, I don’t even know where we are right now.”

      Jack smiled as he stepped backward beside a door and turned the knob.  The door swung open to reveal Nena’s own room.  “Right where you started.”

      She face fell and she dropped her hand to her side.  “See?  Totally useless.”

      “Then it’ll be good practice for finding your way around here.  Besides, he’s just two intersections beyond here and in the room with the scratch on the door,” he told her.

      Nena folded her arms over her chest and glared at him.  “You know, I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      A sly smile flashed across his lips.  “That depends on if we’re comparing birth dates.”

      Her eyebrows sank lower.  “I may not be a good liar, but I know when somebody’s hiding something, and you’re hiding something from me.”

      “Why would I hide something from such a lovely woman?” he countered.

      “Then why don’t you go wake him up?” she returned.

      He sheepishly grinned.  “To be honest, he’s a little sore at everyone.  Azazel took Matt’s data from him before he was finished with it, and he really hates to be interrupted.”

      She shook her head.  “Then I’m definitely not-” Jack grabbed her shoulders and spun her in a one-eighty to face the opposite direction.  She teetered and would have tottered into the wall if he didn’t have a good grip on her.

      “I knew you could do it!” he exclaimed as he gave her a good hard push down the hall.  She stumbled a few feet before she turned to frown at him.  He was already ten yards down the hall with his back turned to her and fast disappearing.  Jack gave a wave over his shoulder.  “When you find him tell him to take you both to the conference room.  He’ll know what that means.  Later.”

      Nena balled her hands into fists at her sides and stomped her foot on the floor.  “You. . .you. . .you dead idiot!”

      “Undead,” he called out before he disappeared around a corner.

      “You’re still an idiot!” she shouted.

      Her voice echoed down the hall, but didn’t receive a response.  Nena growled, spun on her heels, and nearly fell over.  She caught herself and marched down the hall.

      “Damn him. . .” Nena grumbled as she made her way down the hall with its endless, unmarked doors on either side of her.

      “That would be a long list around here,” a voice quipped.

      Nena spun around to find Azazel behind her.  The woman was dressed to perfection in her business attire.  A cold smile lay on her lips as she walked up to stand before Nena.  She put a hand on her hip as her hard eyes looked Nena over.  “You look like a little lost lamb.  Can I be your shepherd?”

      Nena took a step back and shook her head.  “I think I’d rather find my own way back to the barn, if that’s okay with you.”

      Azazel dropped her arms to her sides and shrugged.  “If that is what you want.”  She strode past Nena, but paused when they stood shoulder-to-shoulder.  Azazel leaned toward her and her cool breath wafted over Nena’s skin, chilling her to her bones.   “You know, your streak of independence is admirable, but to follow a great leader into hell itself-” she winked at Nena, “-that is true courage.  Just think about it.”  She strolled away.

      Nena’s heart didn’t stop racing until the clack of Azazel’s heels faded into the distance.  She gathered herself and hurried forward past the two intersections.  Her eyes swept over the doors until she froze before one of them.  The white door looked like everyone else’s except for five long claw marks down the front.

      Nena furrowed her brow as she raised her hand to the marks.  She stretched out her fingers and pressed them against the deep cuts.  They fit perfectly into the jagged grooves.

      Nena leaned toward it, took a deep breath, and knocked.   “Peter?  Pete?  Mr.-um, Pete?”

      There was no answer.  She tried the door.  The knob proved to be unlocked.  She opened the door and peeked inside.  The room was as plain as her own with its bland asylum-esque style of white walls and floors.  A few areas on the ceiling were spotted with small, jagged holes.  They coincided with the locations of two cameras that, from their glossy surfaces, showed they were new.

      There was a small black end table on the right, and between that and the wall sat a long, low oblong box.  The color faded from Nena’s face when she recognized the box for what it was, a coffin.

      Nena swallowed the lump in her throat and stepped inside.  She reluctantly shut the door behind herself and eased herself over to the coffin.  The young woman was a foot away from the death box when she noticed a narrow table against the far left wall.  She furrowed her brow and walked over to it.

      The contents were sparse.  A black laptop sat to the left, its lid shut to her prying eyes.  There was a black wooden box with a lid on the right side of the table top.  She opened the lid and peeked inside.  The small white bag that typically hung around Peter’s neck lay on black felt.  She tipped the mouth open and viewed the bits of silver Peter used as a weapon.  They were stacked haphazardly one atop the other.  She shut the bag and box, and swept her eyes over the object in the center of the table.

      It was a large picture frame kept upright by a stiff back leg.  The wooden frame was aged by countless years, and only the copious amounts of varnish kept the wood from falling to dust.  In the frame was placed a hand-drawn sketch of a small cottage with a thatched roof.  In front of the cottage was a wooden bench, and upon that bench sat a beautiful woman of twenty.  She had a half-finished reed basket in her lap, but the woman looked straight at the viewer.  There was a soft smile on her face and a twinkle in her eyes that made Nena smile.

      “What are you doing?”

      Nena gasped and spun around.  A foot behind her stood Peter in all his black glory.  His eyes were narrowed and lit with a color as red as hellfire.

      She clutched the picture to her chest as shrank from his fury.  “I-I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to-”

      He held out his hand to her.  “Give it to me.”  Nena handed the picture to him.  Peter didn’t so much as glance at the image before he pushed her aside and set the frame back on the table.  He turned to her and his look had cooled some.  “What are you doing in my room?”

      She took a step back and nervously smiled at him.  “Jack told me to come get you.”  His expression darkened.  She swallowed the lump in her throat.  “I-it’s in the conference room.”

      Peter pursed his lips, but grabbed the small white bag from inside the black box and strode past her to the door.  He paused in the doorway and glanced up at the ceiling.  His bright eyes narrowed and two of his pieces of silver shot out of the bag and slammed into the cameras, shattering them into tiny bits of glass that fell to the floor.  The pieces flew back into the bag.

      Peter hung it around his neck and lifted his gaze to the startled woman.  “Are you coming?” he snapped from the open doorway.  She nodded and took a step toward him, but the picture caught her attention.  The woman’s smile seemed a little sadder than before.  “Miss Tacitas,” he called out.

      “Coming!” she yelped as she hurried after him.

      Peter shut the door behind them and led the way down the hall.  Nena struggled to keep up with his fast pace, but she had enough energy to speak.  “Weren’t those cameras?”

      He answered without looking at her.  “Yes.”

      “They looked kind of new.”

      “They were installed while I slept.”

      “Ah.  So-um, that picture was nice.  Where’d you get it?”

      “Nowhere.”

      She arched an eyebrow.  “So it was a gift?”

      “No.”

      “Did you steal it?”

      Peter’s expression tensed.  “No.  I drew that picture.”

      Nena’s eyes widened.  “You can draw?”  His eyes flickered over his shoulder at her.  She held up her hands in front of her.  “I didn’t mean anything.  I mean, it’s cool that you can draw, I just didn’t-well, you didn’t tell me-”

      “You failed to ask,” he countered.

      She snorted.  “I don’t think that’s high on my list of things to ask you.”

      He arched an eyebrow and glanced over his shoulder at her.  “You have a list?”

      She shrugged.  “Well, yeah.  I mean, you’re a vampire.  Who wouldn’t have a list?”

      Peter returned his attention forward and pursed his lips.  “I would rather not answer them.”

      Nena’s face fell.  “Why not?”

      He stopped at a pair of white double doors and turned to her.  “Because we have arrived.”

      She blinked at him as he opened one of the doors.  “Oh.  Right.  I knew that.”
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      Nena stepped inside and Peter followed her.  The conference room had white walls, a floor and a ceiling, but in the center was a long blood-red table around which were positioned thirteen black, high-backed chairs.  On either side were six chairs, and at the head was the largest of the seats.  In that seat sat Scratch, and on his left was Azazel.  In front of her on the table was a black briefcase.

      Standing behind one of the lower chairs on the right was Jack.  One of his arms was draped across the back and half his gaze lay on the door while the other half watched the two other occupants.

      Scratch stood at Peter and Nena’s coming, and smiled at the pair as he gestured to the unoccupied seats.  “Welcome.  Please take a seat, we were just about to begin.”  Peter took a seat at the far end of the table opposite Scratch while Nena sat between him and where Jack stood.  Scratch looked up at his rogue agent and frowned.  “Do you care to sit?”

      Jack smiled and shook his head.  “I’m fine.”

      Scratch pursed his lips, but turned his attention to his assistant.  “If you would begin, Azazel.”

      “Of course,” she agreed as she clicked open the briefcase.  She drew out a disk about a third the size of a normal CD.  “I have finished my analysis of the data recovered at the Corrupted’s apartment-” Nena noticed Peter stiffened, “-and found this-” She slipped the disk into a nearly invisible slit in the table on her right.

      An image flickered into view in the center of the table and a half foot above the surface.  The picture was grainy, but the viewers could make out a large office building some eighty stories tall that was surrounded by other, shorter commercial enterprises.  Roads and elevated walk paths surrounded its foundations.  Some thirty wide stairs led up to the pair of double doors that adorned the front of the building.

      Nena’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open as she half-rose from her chair.  “Oh my god. . .”

      Scratch glanced in her direction and a sly smile slipped onto his lips.  “Do you have something you wish to share with us, Miss Tacita?”

      She sat back down and swallowed the lump in her throat.  “My dad works there.”

      Azazel drew a slip of paper from the briefcase and looked over the typed words.  “Rogue Rouge, Incorporated, is the name of the company.  It was established seventy years ago and sells feminine beauty products such as lipstick and mascara.”  She raised her eyes to Nena.  “In their employ is one Mortimer Tacita, father of Nena Tacita.  He’s been employed with the company for some thirty-one years and currently works in the accounting department.”

      Nena frowned at her.  “You dug into my life.”

      Scratch leaned back in his chair and chuckled.  “Think of it more like an employee background check.  In your case, the check was particularly important.  Without such a check it would have taken infinitely longer to find you at your friend’s-excuse me-your former friend’s apartment.”

      Nena leapt to her feet so quickly that her chair flew back and clattered to the floor.  She slammed her palms on the table and glared at the pair, master and demon.  The image of the office building flickered and was nearly drowned out by a soft glow that appeared around her hands.  “You leave my dad alone!”

      Azazel’s eyes widened and she shrank back from the light.  Scratch’s own eyes narrowed.  “Control yourself, Miss Tacita.”

      A pair of hands settled on her shoulders.  She whipped around and found herself staring into Jack’s eyes.  He smiled at her before he turned his attention to the demonic pair at the head of the table.  At them his expression hardened.  “What does this Rogue business have to do with the Corrupted?”

      Azazel gathered herself and tapped her fingers on the table in the same motion as one would a keyboard.  The image rotated to show all angles of the building.  “From the data collected we have surmised that the source of the Corrupted and the Project Endzeit has something to do with this business.  On its face it appears to be a general chemical firm, but we believe that is a front for human test subjects, but for what purpose we have yet to decipher.”

      Nena spun around to face her and shook her head.  “My dad would never be a part of this kind of business.”

      Azazel glanced at her and a sly smile slipped onto her lips.  “Perhaps he is oblivious to the true nature of the business.  After all, one can’t expect a bean counter to know the inner workings of the projects.”

      “Or a lackey,” Nena shot back.

      Jack squeezed her shoulder and his gaze settled on Scratch.  “Is that all your tech monkeys could find?”

      Azazel’s smile didn’t falter as she popped the disk out of the slot.  The image disappeared.  “Yes, besides what you already learned about the virus and Project Endzeit.”  She slipped the disk back into the briefcase and smiled up at him.  “Fortunately, we have your ‘talented’ group to find out more for us.”

      Jack held out his hand to her.  “Mind giving that to us?  For reference.”

      She clacked the briefcase shut and stood.  “As a matter of fact, I do.  The information on this disk is too important to hand to just anyone.  Besides-” her gaze fell on Peter, “-you should have made a copy.”  Peter narrowed his eyes, but didn’t reply.

      “The contents of the disk are unimportant compared to what may be hiding in that building,” Scratch spoke up as he swept his gaze over the companions.  “I want you three to investigate the matter tonight and report your findings to Azazel.  Leave nothing behind and-” his eyes flickered to Jack, “-leave nothing in your coat.  Do you understand?”

      Jack grinned and bowed his head.  “Perfectly.”  He glanced at Nena and Peter.  “All right, talented group, let’s get going.”

      Peter stood and walked toward the door, but Nena was slow to follow.  Her gaze was glued to where the image of the building had floated.  She could almost see where her dad’s corner office had stood.

      Jack grasped her arm and leaned toward her so he could lower his voice to a whisper.  “Cui bono?”

      She shook herself and glanced up at him with a blank expression.  “Say what?”

      He grinned and jerked his head toward the door.  “I’ll explain outside.”

      Nena followed him out into the hall where they regrouped with Peter.  She turned to Jack and frowned.  “What the hell does ‘quee bono’ mean?”

      “Cui bono, and it means ‘who benefits,’” he told her.  He nodded at the closed conference doors.  “You weren’t going to help your father by telling them off, but you could tell them a lot by showing how much you care about him.  That makes you vulnerable, and to them vulnerability is like blood to a shark.  They’ll know where to circle if they need to use you.”

      Nena pursed her lips.  “They didn’t have a right to look into my life like that.”

      “Your life is finished.”

      She glared at Jack.  “But not my dad’s, so they need to back off.  I know him well enough to know he’s not going to end up on Scratch’s list.”

      Jack sighed as he dug into his pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.  “That’s something that’s decided between Scratch and God,” he reminded her as he tapped a cigarette out of the pack.

      She arched an eyebrow as he lit up.  “Is there even a God?  I mean, I’ve seen a lot of the Devil and Death, but not a damn thing from him.”  She balled her hands into fists and looked at the floor as her body trembled.  “And He let that happen to Matt when all he did was try to help me.”

      Jack tucked his lighter back into his coat pocket and looked down at her with a soft gaze.  “I’m not going to tell you I don’t think God’s a bastard for the things he does or doesn’t do, but now’s not the time for theological discussions.”  He set his hand on Nena and turned her down the hall before he glanced at Peter whose unblinking eyes were fixed on the young woman.  “Let’s go for a walk and discuss a few things.”

      The silence was heavy between them as Jack led the group down the hall.  They were half the compound away before Jack glanced at Peter and spoke in a low voice.  “What do you think about that info they gave us back there?”

      “She is lying,” Peter replied.

      Jack looked ahead and smiled.  “I wouldn’t expect any better from her.”

      Nena lifted her eyes from the floor and glanced between the pair.  “Who’s lying?  About what?”

      “Azazel,” Jack told her.  He looked back to Peter.  “What’s she lying about with this info?”

      “There were several batch files that contained information on the Project Endzeit and its particulars.  From the information I gleamed prior to their removal of the equipment taken from the apartment I surmised that the project involved the Ley Lines.”

      Nena hurried to Jack’s other side and glanced across him at Peter.  “And those are what exactly?”

      “They’re kind of the roads that lead across all the realms,” Jack explained to her.  “From hell to heaven, the Ley Lines connect them.  They’re how the souls are able to move from earth to where they need to go.”  He flashed a grin at her.  “I like to call it the Avenues of Anima.”

      She blinked at him.  “‘Anima?’”

      He sheepishly grinned at her and rubbed the back of his head.  “It’s another name for the soul.  I couldn’t really get ‘soul’ to sing-song with anything else.”

      “That is a foolish name,” Peter spoke up.

      Jack spun around to face both Nena and the vampire, and his attention lay on the former.  “Come on, Pete, you know it wasn’t my idea to let her get her claws on that info.”

      Peter frowned at him.  “You were careless in its storage.”

      Jack’s shoulders slumped, but he nodded.  “I know I shouldn’t have left it on the table like that, but come on.  It’s not like I knew they wanted a personal look at it.  That’s not how they usually work.”  Peter continued to glare at him.  Jack’s eyes lit up and he dug in his coat.  “Wait a sec.  I’ve got something-ah-ha!”  He drew out a small, clear plastic bag.  The contents were a bright red liquid.  Jack dangled the bag in front of Peter.  “Your favorite, o-negative.”

      Nena’s pale face grew paler as she stared at the bag.  “Is. . .is that blood?”

      Jack shook his head.  “No, it’s fresh blood.  The donor just came in yesterday.”

      Peter narrowed his eyes at Jack.  “You believe a bribe will subdue my anger?”

      Jack swung the bag from side-to-side an inch in front of Peter’s face.  “You know you want to be subdued.”

      Peter’s hand whipped out so fast that one moment Jack held the bag and the next Peter was tucking the blood package into his own black coat.  Peter’s eyes flickered up to Jack as the cigarette dangled from his lips.  “This will be an appropriate start to your apology.”

      Jack tightened his hold on the cigarette as he grinned.  He jerked his head over his shoulder.  “Good, now let’s get going.”

      “To the Rogue Rouge?” Nena asked him.

      He shook his head.  “Nope, to Archimedes.  I’ve got something to pick up.”
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      Jack led his companions through the white maze to the slightly detached building that housed the firing range and the lab of the mechanical genius, Archimedes.  The genius himself sat at on his stool at his workbench.  He was hunched over a small grenade-shaped metal object.  In one of his hands was a tiny metal pen with a pointed end, and in the other hand was a soldering iron.  The two delicate instruments hovered over a plate that covered a side of the grenade-like object.

      “Archimedes!” Jack yelled.

      The inventor started up.  The soldering iron swept over the plate and knocked the grenade onto the floor.  Archimedes tossed his tools onto the bench and leapt off his stool.  He grabbed the grenade, flung open a nearby door that led into a metal-plated room the size of a closet, and tossed the object inside.  He slammed the door shut and a half second later there was a terrific boom that made the whole building shake.

      A few dust bits of ceiling tile fluttered onto the group as Archimedes turned to Jack with a frown.  “That took me months to build.”

      “What was it?” Jack asked him as he strode up to the door and opened it.  A puff of smoke flew out and caught him in the face.  He winced and drew back before his eyes flickered to Archimedes.  “A garlic bomb?”

      The inventor nodded.  “Yes.  You’ve been known to tangle with them before, so I thought I might provide you with a weapon that would surprise them.”

      Peter stepped back as the cloud floated across the floor toward him.  Nena wrinkled her nose and clapped a hand over her nostrils.  “It smells terrible.”

      “Only to the undead.  To humans like myself the smell is hardly noticeable,” Archimedes told her as he propped open the few windows in the room.  He turned to Jack and folded his arms across his chest.  “Now to what do I owe this ‘honor?’”

      Jack patted his gun at his hip and sheepishly grinned.  “I need another thousand rounds of rune bullets.”

      Archimedes rolled his eyes and walked over to a large cupboard.  “You know where they are,” he scolded Jack as he opened the doors and revealed three six-foot shelves full of bullet boxes.  Archimedes took one down and turned to Jack.  “So you don’t need to ruin my hard work to get at them.”

      Jack walked up to him and took the box.  “You’re always good for a bit of fun,” he teased as he popped open the box.

      Nena slipped up beside him and looked inside.  There were several rows of the bullets with the strange symbol made up of a straight line with a three-branch head that was engraved into the tip.  She looked up at Jack and pointed at the tip.  “What does this mean?”

      Archimedes glanced at where she pointed.  “That’s the Algiz rune.  It’s an ancient symbol of divinity and protection.  It was Scratch’s suggestion that I put them on all the bullets so the Corrupted could be destroyed by the agent weapons.”

      Jack closed the lid and tucked the box into his coat.  “Do you have any other toys for a mission into enemy territory?”

      Archimedes sighed before he jerked his head toward his work bench.  “Come over here.”  He led them to the bench where he picked up a dagger by the blade and turned to the group.  The inventor held the weapon out to Nena.  “This is for you.”

      She furrowed her brow, but took the blade.  “I-I don’t really know how to use this.”

      “That’s why it’s for you.”  He nodded at a wall on which was hung a target.  “Try to throw it at the head.”

      Nena shrugged and drew back the dagger.  “All right.  Here goes.”

      She threw the dagger at the target.  The weapon tumbled end-over-end for a few feet before it corrected itself and embedded its point into the forehead of the figure.  Archimedes strode over and removed the dagger before he turned to her with a smile.  “What do you think?”

      She pointed at herself.  “Did I do that, or did the dagger do that?”

      He shrugged as he walked back to her.  “A little of both,” he admitted as he handed her the dagger.  “The weapon relies on the strength that threw it, but it will do the guiding.”  He glanced past her and nodded at Jack.  “Now try to throw it at him.”

      Jack’s eyes widened as Nena turned to him.  He held up his hands in front of him and took a step back from her.  “Now hold on.  Peter would be a better target.  He’s a heck of a lot faster than me.”

      Nena bit her lower lip and glanced at Archimedes.  “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      Archimedes leaned to the side close to Nena’s ear.  “Remember who tried to shoot you?”

      Jack shot a glare at his inventor friend.  “Come on!  That was a test!”

      “Jack,” Nena called out.

      Jack whipped his head to her in time to watch her throw the knife at him.  The ghost jerked back and changed his body to its translucent state, causing his cigarette to fall to the floor.  The knife stopped a half inch from his face and hovered there with its point facing him.

      Jack looked past the knife and glared at the grinning Archimedes.  “You knew it was going to do that, didn’t you?”

      He nodded.  “Naturally.  I gave it a rune that recognizes friend from foe.”

      Jack snatched the dagger from the air and tried to tuck the blade into his coat, but the knife flew out of his hand and landed in Nena’s palm.  She glanced at Archimedes who chuckled.  “I designed the weapon to imprint itself on the first person to whom it was handed.”

      Jack picked up the ruins of his cigarette and tossed it into a nearby trash.  “Fine.  Do you have what we came here for?”

      Archimedes opened one of the workbench drawers and pulled out a leather holster.  He held the sling out to Nena.  “This is for your gun, and there’s a side pocket for the dagger.  Jack thought you might accidentally shoot yourself in the foot if you kept carrying it in your pocket.”

      Nena glared at Jack and her grip on the dagger tightened.  His hands whipped up again, but his gaze traveled down her body to the bulge in her pocket.  There was a twinkle in his eyes that hinted at mischief.  “I was just thinking about your safety.”

      “You mean my figure,” she snapped as she snatched the holster from Archimedes.

      The inventor chuckled.  “She’s got you figured out, Jack.”

      “I’m an easy book to read, now what have you got for me?” Jack asked him.

      Archimedes nodded at the pocket that held the rune bullets.  “You have your ‘toys,’ and I have my work to do.  If you will excuse me, I have a garlic grenade to reassemble.”  He slid onto his stool and hunched over the small bits of pieces of metal as he tinkered away.
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      Jack jerked his head toward the door, and the group followed him out.  He turned to her and held out his hand.  “Let’s see the holster.”

      She frowned at him and hugged the gift to her chest.  “Why?”

      He grinned.  “Because I’m going to help you put it on.”

      “Oh.  Right.”  She handed the holster to him.

      “Take off your coat and raise your arms.”  Nena did as he commanded and he slipped the straps over her arms.  He adjusted the holster a bit before he drew her gun from her pocket and tucked it into its new hiding hole.

      Nena put her coat back on and wiggled.  “It feels weird.”

      Jack smiled.  “You’ll get used to it, now let’s go get the car.”

      Nena lifted her new weapon and studied the blade as they walked down the hall.  She could just make out little runes etched into the shimmering metal.  “So can anyone make runes?” she asked her companions.

      Jack shook his head as he drew out his pack of cigarettes.  “Nope.  If they could the world would’ve been blown up a long time ago.”

      “So who can use them?” she persisted.

      Jack lit up a new cigarette and nodded at Peter.  “Pete can.  That’s how he makes his silver cross bits obey him.”

      Nena looked to him and curiously studied him.  “So can other vampires do it, too?”

      Peter stare straight ahead as he shook his head.  “Not all of us.  Like humans, there are few of us capable of using runes.”

      Nena tapped on the runes in her blade.  “So how can you tell you can make them work?”

      Jack grinned down at her.  “You want to know if you can use them, don’t you?”

      She sheepishly smiled and shrugged.  “Yes?”

      He looked across her at Peter.  “How about you hand her one of your pieces, Pete?”

      Peter frowned at him.  “They are not toys.”

      “And Nena won’t treat them like that, will you?” he asked the young woman.

      She shook her head.  “No.  I’ll be very-oops!” The blade slipped from her hand.  She juggled it in the air before the weapon clattered to the ground.  Nena looked up and sheepishly smiled at the men as she stooped to pick it up.  “These things are kind of slick, aren’t they?”

      Peter pursed his lips and his eyes flickered to Jack, who shrugged.  “She can’t break silver just by dropping it.”

      Peter narrowed his eyes at Jack.  “Their purpose is not to be used as training weapons.”

      “She needs something to use,” Jack persisted.

      Nena clutched the dagger to her chest and bit her lower lip.  “It’s fine, really.  I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      Peter’s eyes flickered to her.  She shrank from his intense study of her.  “Very well.”

      Jack smiled as he glanced between his friends.  “Great.  There’s no innocent bystanders in here, but let’s do this in the parking garage.”

      Jack led them to the parking garage where they stopped in the open area between parking spots.  Peter turned to face Nena as she handed the dagger to Jack.  The white bag around his neck floated out from beneath his coat.  The drawstring mouth opened of its own accord and out floated one of the thirteen pieces of silver.  The piece floated over to Nena and hovered in front of her.  She grabbed it and turned it over in her hand.  This was the closest she’d been to one, and now she could see the rune stamped the long side of the jagged piece.  The rune was shaped like a rough arrow that pointed upward.

      Her eyes flickered up to Peter as the bag slipped back inside his coat.  “So what does this rune mean?”

      “Sacrifice,” he told her.

      She furrowed her brow.  “Who’s sacrifice?”  He merely stared at her without blinking.

      Jack cleared his throat.  “Well, let’s see what you can do.  Hold the piece in your open palm.”  Nena did as he instructed.  “Now-um-” he glanced at Peter, “-what’s next?”

      Peter’s face drooped.  “Now she must concentrate on the rune and instill the shape into her mind’s eye.”

      Jack looked back to Nena, but jerked his head toward Peter.  “What he said.”

      Nena sighed and focused her gaze on the rune.  She traced the outline of the symbol with her eyes and tried to memorize every little squiggle of the rough handwriting.  A picture formed in her mind, built from her observations, and with the final piece she felt a spark hit her brain.

      The piece of silver shakily rose from her hand and swayed from side-to-side.  Nena’s mouth dropped open and she whipped her head up to Jack and Peter.  “I did it!”

      He was all smiles with his cigarette aglow.  “Now try to make it fly.”

      Nena swallowed and nodded before she returned her attention to the silver.  She squinted her eyes and imagined it flying like a speeding bullet.

      The silver piece trembled before it darted off into the depths of the garage.  “This is so cool!” she squealed.

      The object flew around one of the support columns and zoomed back at them.  Nena’s excitement froze as the silver flew an inch past her head without slowing down.  She spun around and watched the piece slam into another column.  The concrete didn’t slow it down and it shot out the other side.

      Nena felt the echo of her fast-beating heart in her chest as she looked over her shoulder at Jack and Peter.  “How do I get it to-” Peter jerked back as his bag flew out of his coat and hovered in front of him.

      The other twelve pieces of silver darted out and darted in different directions like children playing a game of tag.  Nena ducked as one of them sped over her head.  Peter grabbed his bag and stuffed it back

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/death2.jpg
S
o ]?)‘EATH TOUCHED

BOOK TWO

MAC FLYNN





