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HE KNEW TIME WAS WASTING.  He couldn’t sit here all day, crying.  David had to act.

“I won’t let this happen,” he said, pulling Victoria from Jessi’s grip.  She fought him, tried to tighten her hold, but David yelled into her face, “Let go, you dumb bitch!” and managed, finally, to pull Victoria free.

He laid her down, looked at her face, at the pale skin, the lifeless form.  A lot of states required CPR training for teachers.  Kansas and Missouri didn’t yet, but Jessi had insisted they both be certified anyway.  Always the over achiever, his wife.  And for once in his marriage, he was thankful for it.

He told Alison, “Call 911,” then began compressions on Victoria.

While he fought to recall his training, trying to force his daughter back to life at a hundred compressions a minute, he prayed.  He prayed to God, he made deals and offered bribes.  He swore he’d never look at Ashley at the store again.  He offered to devote more time to helping his students who needed it.  He promised to work extra shifts at the store so he could give money to the church.

Which church?  It didn’t matter just, for the love of God, Victoria, WAKE UP.

Jessi was still crying on the floor, helpless.  He heard Alison on the phone.  He glanced around and counted the bodies.

He wondered were Eve had disappeared to.

He worked on Victoria, while in his mind he was trying to figure out what to tell the cops.  There were three dead bodies in his house.  Again.  And not just any dead bodies, but one of his students who had already died, and the brother of the man who had died in his house just ... God, was it last week?  Two weeks ago?  The days all melted together and he was having a hard time sorting it all out.

What was he going to say to the cops?

Donnie Bewlay was bad enough, but Caleb Straus and Stacie Williams were the icing on a really terrible cake.  And they’d been staked.  How do you explain that?

He tried to start Victoria’s heart with compressions, willing her to breathe, to gasp and choke and live and still, in his head, was bargaining with God.  Hell, he’d bargain with anyone who would listen and make his daughter wake up.  Beggars can’t be choosers as his mother used to say.

As he counted, he whispered, “Breathe, come on., wake up, you have to breathe.”

David was crying as he worked.

Alison stood at the end of the hall, phone in hand, watching silently.  He glanced over and noticed Jessi had seen what he was doing.  She’d stopped crying, her eyes fixed on David hunched over their daughter.  He could feel the hope radiating off them both.

After everything he’d rained down on his family the last few weeks, he refused to let them down now.

David had counted nearly three hundred compressions—was it only three minutes?—and was just about to hit three hundred and one when something shuddered under his hands and he froze, stared down, shocked, worried, and then suddenly felt all the strength leave his body when Victoria opened her eyes and took in the longest, most desperate breath he’d ever seen.

Jessi burst into tears and he even heard Alison sobbing from the other end of the hallway.  It might as well have been ten miles away; all of David’s attention was focused on Victoria, weak, but definitely alive.
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HE WOKE UP TO THE ALARM on his phone going off.  He opened one blurry eye and managed to focus just long enough to turn it off.  David wanted so desperately to go back to sleep, back into the dream where his girl was alive and he had saved the day.  Instead he lay there, eyes closed, and started crying all over again.  It never failed.  He’d dream Victoria was alive, then wake up, reality would hit again, and it would be uncontrollable tears for the next half hour.

Alison would be here today after school, and for the next two days.  He wished he could have more time with her, but it was what it was.  Sunday night, he would take her back to her mother.  Back to her mother’s house.  Which used to be his house too until their older daughter was killed by one of David’s oldest friends.

He’d lost count of the number of times he’d sat there and thought This is my life.

David Reed used to be somebody.  No one important maybe, but at least someone who could look at himself in the mirror every morning.  He had a home, a family, was holding down two jobs.  Well, he still had the two jobs.  And this apartment in the heart of downtown Green Lake was sort of a home, right?  And he still had one daughter, to whom he clung like a life preserver in a sea of chaos and uncertainty.

Jessi may blame David for what happened to Victoria, but at least Alison didn’t.  Or so she’d told him.

“In fact,” she said, “you probably saved me and mom’s lives.”

“Probably,” he agreed, although he’d never thought of it like that.  But hearing it from his daughter, it made sense.  He had saved them.  He wished Jessi saw it that way.

With the divorce looming, he knew she would be only too happy to keep Alison from him on the weekends.  As far as Jessi was concerned, David was a cancer who ruined the lives of everyone he came into contact with.  And at times, those long lonely nights at home during the week when he didn’t have a shift at the store or papers to grade, David couldn’t disagree with her.  But he also knew there was no way Alison would let her mother keep her from spending the weekend with her father.  Her mother may want nothing to do with him, but Alison would always love and support her father.  And that love and faith in him was what kept David Reed getting out of bed every morning.

This morning, however ... this was one of the rougher ones.

Sometimes the dreams just brought it all back, all the wrong moves he’d made.

He would never get used to the idea of it, that his best friends from childhood had been responsible for so much destruction.  But at least no one else would fall to that fucking box; he’d made sure no one would ever find it again.  Unfortunately, hiding it was the best he could do.  He tried destroying it, but it wouldn’t break.  He tried burning it, but it wouldn’t burn.  He even went to the McAllister Bridge and dropped it from the top, onto the rocks below.  The thing bounced and rolled away into the brush.

Hiding it was his only option.

But he refused to even think about it, or where he’d stashed it.  God knew what creatures out there might be listening in on his thoughts.  He felt so paranoid now, but if someone had told him six months ago that werewolves and vampires were real, he wouldn’t have believed them.  Now he had only to look at his shitty apartment and why he was here instead of at home with his wife and two daughters to know the truth.  And as if someone actually had been listening in to his thoughts, that’s when the phone rang.

Christ, he wondered, what do you want, Eve?

Since that night, it had been a constant thing with her, this search into the legends of the world.  And the Devil’s Kiss.  From the moment he’d told her about it, she had been fascinated, insisting it needed to be studied.  She’d tried a few times to get him to give it to her so she could take it someplace and have it analyzed, but David had refused.

And then she went even further.  He received a call one day from a woman who said she worked out of a lab in Kansas City and had been told by his cousin Eve about the Devil’s Kiss, and she would love a chance to study it.  She could even pay David for the use of the box, and would give him credit in any papers she published as a result.

David had kindly told her he didn’t know what she was talking about but that she was free to go fuck herself.

He didn’t answer Eve’s calls for nearly a month after that.  He wanted to ignore it again today, but when she called first thing in the morning and he didn’t answer, she just kept trying all day.

“Hello?”

“David, it’s Eve.”

“Yeah,” he said, finally getting out of bed.  “That’s how caller ID works.”

“You’ll never guess what I found.”

“Especially since I’m not going to try,” David said.  He had to piss and brush his teeth.  He decided to do both with Eve on the phone, and he hoped she didn’t like hearing it.  Maybe then she’d stop calling so early.  Or at all.

He moved to the bathroom and as Eve talked, he wished the stream were loud enough to drown her out.

“The chorea, it’s a witch found among this hill tribe in Bengal, the Oraons.  It can turn its soul into a vampire cat that gets into peoples’ houses, eats their food and licks their lips.  When  it does that, it’s like sealing a person’s doom.  But if you can catch one of these vampire cats and hurt it, whatever you do to the cat, shows up on the witch, too.”

“Witches now?” David said.  He flushed, drowning out Eve’s voice for only a second, then she was back.

“But still connected,” she was saying.  “A witch that uses a vampire cat to kill.”

God, he had no time for this today.  He had to nip this in the bud before he found himself engaging in actual conversation about so stupid a topic.

“You’re obsessing over this stuff and I’m just plain over it.” he said.  “Call me back when you want to have an actual conversation, okay?  I’ve got to get to work and I’ve got Alison this weekend.”  The implication here was don’t bother him all weekend; he would be with people.

He hung up before she could say anything else, then he stuffed the phone into his pocket and got on with his morning.

Or was it mourning?  God, he was going to be in a mood all day.  That always happened when he dreamed of Victoria, and Eve first thing in the morning didn’t help.

If he could just get over the guilt of it all, maybe eventually he could begin
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