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      A cold evening surrounded the high school campus.  The air was filled with the scent of absence as the teachers and students were long removed from their day within the confines of the classrooms.  Dark hallways were broken by the light of a graying janitor dutifully at work cleaning up the day’s messes.  He vacuumed up the dirt from countless feet and rolled his machine out into the hall.

      A noise caught his attention.  He looked up.  All the doors were shut, but from down the hall he glimpsed a light beneath one of them.  He exchanged his vacuum for a broom and crept down the hall.  A noise reached his ears.

      “Fail.  Fail.  Pass.  Fail.”

      He slipped up to the hall and grasped the handle.  A slow turn and the door opened a crack.  He peeked inside.

      The rows of empty chairs faced the white board.  Close to the door was a large wood desk.  Facing him was the hunched back of a small figure with long black hair.

      “Pass.  Fail,” came the mantra from the figure.

      He slipped inside and cleared his throat.  The figure shrieked.  Papers scattered and a red marker fell to the floor.

      The frightened person spun around and revealed herself to be a woman of twenty-five with passable features and sharp brown eyes.  Her eyes fell on the janitor and her shoulders slumped.  She clutched her heart and glared at him.  “Did you really have to do that, Mr. Usher?”

      He leaned on his broom and grinned at her.  “Sorry, Miss Rennelle.  I didn’t know it was you.”

      She nodded at the broom in his hand.  “So you were going to clean the clocks of the intruder, is that it?”

      He held up the broom in both hands in front of him.  The wood handle was scratched and scuffed, and duct tape in two spots didn’t improve its appearance.  “You can bet your buttons.  Me and Bessy here have been through a lot, and a little intruder isn’t going to get the best of us.”

      Rennelle stooped and picked up the graded papers and the marker.  “Then I should get out of your way and let you two go about protecting the school.”

      He shook his head.  “You’re no problem.  We’ll just clean up another spot.”

      She stood straight and smiled at him.  “Work with me here, Usher.  I’m trying to find a good excuse to leave this place before I finish the grading.”

      He chuckled.  “I see.  That’s the way.  Well, let’s just get you swept out of here.”  He slid around her with his broom in hand and waved it at her.  “Go on.  Shoo.  I need to get some cleaning done, and having you down here’s just going to tempt me to do more talking than working.”

      Rennelle laughed and gathered her large bag that doubled as her purse.  “I’m going!  I’m going!  Just watch those pieces of straw.”

      He lifted the broom and wrinkled his nose.  “They don’t make these things out of straw anymore.  Sometimes I wish they did.”

      She slipped over to the door and looked over her shoulder at him.  “The people of the world with hay fever are glad they don’t.  Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, and be careful walking home, Miss Rennelle.”

      “I will, and good luck on the rooms.”

      “Thanks.  I’ll need it.”

      Rennelle slipped into the hall and glanced down at the hefty bag at her side.  She sighed and trudged down the hall.  “Wish I could sweep these things under a rug. . .”

      She stepped outside into the cool night air.  The streetlights lit up an empty parking lot.  She jumped when the funeral march began to play.  Her eyes narrowed and she dug into her bag until she found her cellphone.  The screen was lit up with a familiar phone number.

      Rennelle pressed the answer button and held it up to her ear.  “Did you change your ringtone again?” she growled.

      “Maybe,” came the sweet female voice on the other end.

      Rennelle rolled her eyes.  “When did you even get a hold of my phone?”

      “When you weren’t looking.”

      The young woman shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “What do you want, Jenny?”

      “Can’t a roommate find out when her friend is coming home?  It’s almost six, ya know.”

      Rennelle sighed.  “I know, but I had a lot of papers to grade.”

      “You’re way too kind, Sarah.  You should just cover them all in red marker and hand them back saying a serial killer broke into your home and murdered all their papers.”

      Sarah strolled across the parking lot and onto the streets.  “Was there a purpose in calling me other than to show me I need a new hiding spot for my phone?”

      “Actually, I was going to offer to pick you up.  It’s kind of dark out there right now,” Jenny pointed out.

      Sarah crossed the street and into the residential area that surrounded the high school.  “I’ll be fine.  It’s not like I haven’t gone this way a million times.”

      “Fine, but if you don’t hurry I’m going to eat all the pizza.”  There was a pause and Sarah could just imagine her friend tapping her chin.  “Though come to think of it that might be a good thing.  The delivery boy did give me a strange look, so the pizza might be poisoned.”

      “Did you ask for something to be written on the box again?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What’s it say?”

      “Something about worshiping Santa.  I can’t quite read the guy’s handwriting.”

      “Yeah, that would be why the guy was giving you strange looks.  Anyway, I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

      “You sure you don’t want a ride?  There’s been some weird stories going around about gang fights.”

      “I’ll be fine.  I don’t have anything to steal except fifty cents and a bunch of papers.  They’ll probably run at the sight of school work, anyway.”

      Jenny sighed.  “I wish you weren’t such a night owl.  Why don’t you just give up your wanderings and get a car?”

      “You know why I don’t like cars.  Besides-” Sarah looked up at the sky filled with twinkling stars.  A small smile parted her lips.  “The view is great and I don’t have to deal with traffic.”

      “All right, but I’m timing you.  Thirty minutes.”

      “Thirty minutes, and save a poisoned slice for me, will you?”

      “Can’t make any promises.”  Click.

      Sarah sighed and shoved the phone back into her bag.  “How did I end up with the weirdest roommate in the city?”

      She strode down the streets to the center of the current block.  To her right lay the well-lit, paved street.  To her left was a graveled alleyway encased in darkness.  The shadows of garbage cans and spare tires loomed out from against the tall wooden fences.  The friendly lights from the houses didn’t penetrate even the edges of the alley.

      Sarah grasped her bag and took a deep breath before she stepped into the alley and toward her fate.
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      Sarah’s shoes crunched on the sparse gravel that littered the alley.  Potholes filled with water dotted the bleak landscape and forced her to twist and turn to dodge them.  Her eyes flickered over every shadow and she jumped at every sound until she scowled.

      “Come on, Sarah, there aren’t any gangs around here,” she scolded herself.

      She paused in front of a bare wood fence some eight feet tall.  Scrawled on the surface in black paint was a mark for one of the local gangs.  Her shoulders slumped and she glanced up at the sky.  “Really?”

      Sarah shook her head and continued down the alley.  The block was twice as long as most of the other residential areas because of the school bus garage that lay at the far end and on the left.  A tall chain-link fence with plastic slats and topped with barbed wire protected the valuable vehicles.

      The length of the block meant another alley ran perpendicular to the one through which she traveled.  The point of connection was cornered by the open lot of the bus garage and three fenced yards.  Old trees rose from the backyards and covered the area in a thick, quiet darkness.

      As she approached the intersection Sarah found herself holding her bag tighter against herself.  She dragged her feet as her eyes became captivated by the shadows that lay in the perpendicular alley.

      A noise made her heart jump.  She stopped a yard away from the intersection and leaned forward to look down the right-hand alley which was the source of the sound.  Silent, still darkness met her gaze.

      She sighed and clutched her wildly beating heart.  “Easy there, girl. . .” she whispered.

      Sarah straightened and marched forward.  She’d already wasted enough time with bogey-men that Jenny was going to start worrying-

      The chain-link fence to her left exploded outward as two figures crashed through it.  They flew across the alley and slammed into the fence on the opposite side.  Slats and barbed wire flew everywhere.  Sarah covered her head with her bag as the shrapnel rained down on her.  Dust swept over the area and created a thick haze.

      A deep, guttural ground made her lower her bag and look up.  Her heart stopped.

      A man in a gray business suit had his back pinned to the wood fence.  A streak of blood ran down his face as his wide eyes looked up at the shadow that covered him.  The hulking figure that pinned the man was two feet taller than him and had two leathery wings that protruded from its back and lay folded against its body.  The upper and lower bodies were that of a man clothed in the remnants of jeans and a white shirt.  A long, thick, dragon-like tail protruded from its jeans and whipped back and forth and nearly hit the end of its black hair that was tied in a tail down its back.  Its slitted eyes glowed a terrible yellow as it curled its lips back and snarled at him.

      The man turned his face away and shut his eyes.  Sweat poured down both sides of his face.  “D-don’t hurt me!  Please don’t-” The creature lifted one of its thick arms.  There was a glint of claws before it brought its hand down on the man’s neck.

      The blow severed the man’s head from his body.  Blood splattered the fence and the man’s suit.  The head dropped to the ground and rolled a few feet away.  The creature leaned back and opened its clawed hand.  The headless body slid down the fence and slumped onto the ground.

      Sarah’s tremblings legs collapsed and she fell onto her knees.  Her mouth was agape and her hands that clutched her bag trembled.

      The creature stepped back as the dust settled.  A soft tread of shoes came from the bus garage, and a moment later a young woman of twenty strode through the damaged fence and into the alley.  Her long red hair cascaded down her back and swished from side-to-side as she walked.  She wore a thin black trench coat with high black boots, a short black shirt and short mid-drift shirt.

      The woman strode over to the hulking figure.  The creature stepped aside and lowered its head as she passed.  She stood over the headless body and folded her arms over her ample chest.  Blood poured out of the stump and the face held a permanent shocked expression.  The woman knelt down and pulled a vial from her coat.  She dipped the vial into the puddle of blood beneath the head and put a stopper on the container before she stood.

      A smirk accentuated the red lipstick on her lips as she looked down at the head.  “You weren’t much fun for my dragon.  I guess your bloodline wasn’t that great, after all.”

      She drew her foot back and gave the head a hard kick.  The head shot forward and ricocheted off the fence.  The head bounced onto the gravel and rolled to a stop in front of Sarah.  Its wide open eyes stared up at her in terror.  She screamed and scrambled backward until her back hit the chain-link fence.  The remains of the fence rattled hard.

      The woman swung around and glared at her.  “So we had an audience.  We can’t have that.”  Her eyes flickered to her right where stood the creature.

      It stomped toward Sarah and reached out its clawed hand to grab her.  She pressed her back against the fence as her heart pounded in her chest.  Sarah shut her eyes and silently prayed.

      Someone save me.  Please.

      “Behind you!”

      The voice came from the alley in front of Sarah.  A figure flew from the darkness.  Their leg was outstretched and their foot connected with the heavy jaw of the creature.  The creature’s head snapped to the right and it crashed head-first into the hole in the fence.

      The figure landed neatly on the ground and rushed over to Sarah.  She saw it was a handsome man of thirty with short black hair and dark eyes.  He was a head taller than her and looked down as he knelt in front of her.  “Can you stand?”   She nodded.  He gave her a dazzling smile.  “Good.  Now we’ll see if you can run.”

      He grabbed her hand and yanked her onto her feet.  She barely had time to get her balance before he pulled her down the alley in the direction she came.  His speed was incredible.  Adrenaline pumped through her body, but even she could barely keep up with him.

      “Get them!” the woman behind them screamed.

      Sarah looked over her shoulder.  The dragon creature pulled itself from the wire and stood.  It threw back its head and gave a great, echoing roar.

      The stranger turned back and grinned.  “Looks like we made him mad.”

      The dragon stretched out its leathery wings and leapt into the air.  The wings flapped and gave it flight as its shadow sailed over them.  The creature slammed down ten feet in front of them and turned to face the pair.  They skidded to a stop and the stranger moved to stand in front of Sarah as the dragon took a step toward them.

      He backed up and pursed his lips.  “Damn it. . .”

      “Nice try, little boy,” the woman cooed as she walked up behind them.

      He half-turned to her and grinned.  “It was, wasn’t it?  You wouldn’t mind rewarding good efforts by letting us go, would you?”

      She smiled and shook her head.  “I’m afraid I can’t let that happen.  I can’t have witnesses, and with that kind of speed I think you’re quite useful to my needs.  However-” she raised her hand and snapped her fingers.  The dragon grabbed one of its scales from its chest and drew it out.  The scale transformed into a long spear with an end as sharp as a knife.  The creature pointed it at them.  “I can promise you a quick, clean death.  Think of that as your reward.”

      Sarah took a step backward and her heel bumped into a trashcan.  The side knocked against the backs of her knees, throwing her off balance before it clattered to the ground.  She stretched out her hand to catch herself as she fell backward.  The man spun around and reached for her hand.

      Sarah’s eyes widen as the scale spear shoved itself out of the man’s chest.  His blood shot from the wound and splashed over her front.  She fell into a pile of trash as the man took a step forward.  He coughed and blood spurted onto the ground.

      Behind him stood the dragon creature with both its hands on the lower part of the spear.  It snarled and shoved the tip of the weapon into the ground, pinning the man.  The man grabbed the spear with both hands, but they fell back and his head dropped forward.  He didn’t move.

      The dragon wrenched its spear from the man and stepped back.  His limp body dropped face-first onto the ground and lay still.  A pool of blood expanded outward from beneath him.

      Sarah stumbled to her feet and backed up until she pressed against the fence.  She couldn’t take her eyes off the limp figure slain by the spear.  Warm tears coursed down her cheeks.

      The woman sauntered up to the man and grinned at the corpse at her feet.  “This is nothing personal.  It’s just business.”  She turned away from the man to Sarah and folded her arms across her chest.  “Now it’s your turn.”

      The dragon creature walked past the woman and over to Sarah.  Its hulking form towered over her as she tilted her head back.  Sarah looked with wide eyes as the dragon drew the spear back to stab her.  For a moment time stood still.  One thought played through her mind.

      It can’t end here.  Not like this.

      A shadow appeared behind the dragon creature and slammed a trashcan down on its head.  The shadow pushed off from the front of the can like a game of leap-frog and threw the dragon off balance.  The creature stumbled backward into the woman, and both toppled to the ground.

      The formerly impaled man dropped to the ground in front of Sarah and grinned at the pair over his shoulder.  “Nothing personal.  I just don’t like you.”  He turned to Sarah and grabbed her hand.  “Now let’s really get out of here.”

      He pulled her down the alley in the direction she had been traveling.  Sarah got a good look at his back.  There was a large hole in his shirt where the spear had entered.  Blood scabbed over his skin, but she could see hints of the large stab wound.

      “We have to get you to a hospital!” she shouted.

      A roar came behind them.  The man grit his teeth.  “Hold on!”

      Sarah yelped as he pulled her forward with so much strength that her feet left the ground.  He swept his arm beneath her legs and drew her against his firm chest.  Without her trailing behind him his speed doubled.  The world flew past them in a blur as her long hair whipped at her face.  She clutched onto him and shut her eyes.

      Sarah didn’t know how long they ran, but he eventually slowed to a halt.  He set her down feet-first and stumbled away from her.  She steadied herself on her shaky legs and watched him slump his back against a nearby brick wall.  He lay his palm on the front of his shirt where the spear had exited his chest.  A large splash of blood covered his front, and some of that blood dripped through his hand and onto the ground.

      Sarah inched toward him and pursed her lips as she glanced between his pale face and the red shirt.  “A-are you okay?”

      He raised his head and gave her a shaky grin.  “I’ve. . .been better.”

      “I think you need a doctor.”

      He shook his head.  “No police.”

      She glared at him as she fumbled through her bag and pulled out her phone in bag.  The time on the screen showed her it was only ten minutes since she’d left the school.  “We have to get you some help.”

      “No police.”

      She dialed the emergency number and pressed the phone to her ear.  “Police?  I’ve got an injured man at-” She looked around them and frowned.

      They were in an alley near its mouth, but not the same alley as before.  Gone were the homes around the school.  In their places were tall, brick apartment buildings crowded together like rows of dominoes.  The stoops and alleyways were filled with trash, and the streetlights flickered on and off like worn-down fireflies.  A few beat-up cars littered the street, and in the distance a police car blared its siren.

      Sarah’s mouth dropped open and she returned her gaze to the man.  “We’re in the Muzzle District!”

      “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Hello?” came the dispatcher’s voice.  “Is anyone there?  Ma’am?”

      Sarah shook her head.  “But that’s. . .that’s impossible!  That’s five miles away from the school!”

      He nodded at the phone in her hand.  “That’s why you need to put that away.  I can explain it to you, but not to them.”

      Sarah pursed her lips.  The dispatcher’s voice crackled over her phone again.  “Ma’am?  Are you okay?”

      Her gaze never left him as she raised the phone to her ear.  “I’m. . .I’m sorry.  The guy’s fine.  It was just a prank he pulled on me.  Sorry to bother you.”  She pressed the end-call button and lowered the phone.

      He leaned his head back against the brick wall and gave her a weak smile.  “Thanks.  I never liked hospitals much, anyway.”  A cough wracked his body.  More blood spilled from his mouth.

      Sarah knelt down in front of him and looked him over.  “If you don’t want a doctor, then what do you need?”

      He closed his eyes and his voice faded.  “Just. . .just get me somewhere safe.  I’ll be. . .good there. . .”

      Sarah sighed and shook her head as she climbed to her feet.  “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but-” she pressed the first number on her speed dial and turned away from the man.

      “You’re too late.  The pizza’s all gone,” came her friend’s voice.

      Sarah glanced over her shoulder at the man soaked in blood.  “I’ve lost my appetite, and I need a ride.”

      There was a short pause followed by her friend’s tense voice.  “What happened?”

      “You’re not going to believe me without seeing it for yourself.  Just get down here.  I’m near-” she strode forward out into the road and squinted at the nearest road sign, “-Mediterranean Avenue.”

      “How the heck did you get all the way down there?”

      “It’s a long story, just get here.”

      “I’m on my way!”

      The phone clicked in her ear.  Sarah half-turned to look at the strange man.  His head leaned to one side his face was still strained.  Even covered in blood, though, he was still handsome.

      “What have I gotten myself into?”
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      The dark study was extravagant, but not gaudy.  Tall oak bookshelves stretched to a foot short of the ceiling, and atop their majestic wood sat busts of famous orators and statesman, some of whom occupied both those distinctions.

      A wide window some ten feet tall encompassed half of the exterior wall.  The glass was separated into several panes, and some of them opened like doors onto a luscious lawn.  A cool night breeze swept through the windows and into the room, stirring a few loose papers on a large oak desk.

      Behind the desk sat a man of thirty-five.  His hair was as dark as the night behind him and his skin was pale.  He was dressed in dark semi-formal attire that allowed him to blend in with the black leather of the high-backed chair.

      The man was seated  in one corner of the large chair.  One of his cheeks leaned against the back of his hand and his eyes were closed.  He didn’t stir, not even his chest in the customary movement of necessary breathing.

      There was a knock on one of a pair of doors that led into the study.  The man’s eyes opened to reveal their blood-red color.  “Enter.”

      The door opened and in stepped the beautiful young woman who had proven so deadly toward Sarah and the stranger.  Behind her was a man a head taller than her and clothed in a simple overcoat.  The front of the coat was opened and revealed his torn pants and shirtless chest.

      She strode over to the desk and drew out the vial full of the murdered man’s blood which she placed in front of the dark man.  “There’s another one for you.”

      He looked past her at the open door.  “Your manners are as lacking as ever, Andrea.”

      The woman jumped when the door slammed shut and spun around to find no one near it.  She turned back to the man and glared at him.  “You could’ve just asked me to shut it.”

      The man leaned forward and plucked the vial from the desk.  He fell back against the chair and held the container up to his face where he swished around the blood in slow, even motions.  The color of the blood reflected those of his eyes as he watched the liquid swirl around.  “You had problems fetching the blood.”

      Andrea shrugged.  “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      His eyes flickered to her and he lowered the vial to his lap.  “And yet you didn’t.”

      She frowned.  “Says who?”

      He looked past her at her companion.  “You should learn to read your dragon’s emotions more clearly.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and sneered at him.  “It’s only business between us, that’s it.”

      “Your ‘business’ has made him quite angry,” the man commented as he tucked the vial into his shirt.  “He craves the blood of one who has wronged him.”

      The young woman turned back to the dark man.  “We might have let two people get away, but it’s no big deal.”

      The man arched an eyebrow.  “Two people?  That is quite a nuisance.  Were they humans?”

      Andrea bit her lower lip and shifted her weight from one foot to another.  “One of them was.”

      His eyebrows crashed down and his eyes flashed with a dark color.  “You allowed a vampire to escape.”

      She straightened and waved her hand in front of her.  “He probably wasn’t worth it, anyway and besides, my dragon took care of him.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he turned into dust an hour ago.”

      The dark man swiveled his chair around and looked out on the clear night sky that lay beyond the windows.  “You may go, but understand that I haven’t forgotten your failure.  Another will dissolve our contract.”  He turned his head to one side and his one eye looked at her without wavering.  “You understand what that means, don’t you?”

      She pursed her lips, but nodded.  “Yeah, I know what it means.”

      The man faced forward toward the windows against.  “Good.  Until next time.”  Andrea flipped him off and spun around.  “Oh, and Andrea?”  She paused and glanced over her shoulder.  He raised the vial to the light of the windows and swished around the contents.  “Try to be swifter in their destruction.  A soul dying in terror is nearly as worthless as no soul at all.”

      Andrea narrowed her eyes and continued to the entrance.  She flung open the door and marched out into a carpeted hall with wood paneling.  Her companion followed her and shut the door behind them.

      She stomped down the hall with her hands balled into fists at her side.  “Damn him and his stupid contract,” she growled as she reached a large entrance hall.  “He should just mind his own business and I’ll mind mine.”

      “Your business will fail if you make your customer unhappy,” a voice chimed in.

      Andrea stopped and whipped her head to her right.  A young man of twenty leaned against the wall.  He was tall and thin, and wore an overcoat that was as white as snow.  His short hair was dyed with a dozen colors that merged together to create a rainbow.

      She glared at him.  “Mind your own business, Maurice.”

      He clucked his tongue and shook his head as he pushed off from the wall.  “The same old mantra, Andrea?  All you ever talk about is work.  Don’t you ever want to have fun?”

      Andrea sneered at him.  “I’d rather just get the job done and move on.”

      She strode forward, but Maurice slid in front of her, blocking her path to the front doors.  “Don’t be like this, Andrea.  We could have such fun together.”

      Maurice stretched out his hand toward her.  The man in the overcoat swept around Andrea and grabbed his wrist.  He raised his gaze to Maurice and glared at him with yellow eyes.  His eyes widened and he stiffened his body.

      Behind the overcoat-covered man stood a small girl of fifteen.  She wore a simple pair of jeans with a tie-dye shirt.  Her long brown hair was pulled behind her in a tail that ran down her back.

      One of her hands was pressed into the man’s back.  Her long fingers ended in sharpened talons like those of the dragon man she held behind her sharp talon-knives.

      Maurice looked past the dragon man and grinned at Andrea.  “You really need to watch your pet, Andrea.  He might get in my way enough times that my pet and I will start playing for keeps.”  He nodded his head at the young girl.  She withdrew her hand and stepped back.

      “Get back here,” Andrea snapped at her dragon.  The man slipped beside her, but his narrowed eyes were kept on the young girl who sidled up beside Maurice.

      Maurice swept his arm over his chest and bowed to her.  “It’s been fun, Andrea, but if you’ll excuse me, I have some business with our shared client myself.  See you later.”  He strode past her with the girl at his side and both disappeared down the hall.

      Andrea pursed her lips and continued forward with her dragon man behind her.  “This almost isn’t worth the trouble. . .”
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      Sarah stood at the mouth of the alley and looked up and down the street.  The familiar headlights of Jenny’s ancient sedan soon rounded a corner.  The car crept down the street with the windows open and Jenny looking left and right.

      Sarah stepped onto the sidewalk and waved her hand.  Jenny steered the off-white junker to the crumbling curb and leapt out.  She ran around the car and her short brown hair bobbed around her round face as she engulfed Sarah in a tight hug.

      “Air,” Sarah gasped.

      Jenny pulled them apart to arm’s length and looked her friend over.  “Did you lose the drug traffickers?  Did they try to make you their sex slave?”

      Sarah pursed her lips.  “If only it was that simple.”

      Jenny blinked at her.  “Seriously?”

      Sarah grabbed her friend’s hand and lead her into the alley.  She stopped them in front of the unconscious man and gestured to him.  “Seriously.”

      Her friend leaned forward and squinted at the man.  “Who’s he?”

      “A guy that just saved me from a dragon attack.”

      Jenny whipped her head up to look at her friend.  “Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously.  Look at his wound.”

      Jenny knelt down and tilted her head left and right to study what she could with his hand over the hole.  She poked at the wound.

      “Jenny!” Sarah scolded her.

      The man grimaced, but didn’t awaken.  Jenny looked over her shoulder at Sarah.  “This man doesn’t need a doctor, he needs the morgue.”

      Sarah pursed her lips as her gaze fell on the stranger.  “That’s what I thought until I realized he carried me five miles in two minutes.”

      Jenny stood and whistled.  “Seriously?”

      Sarah glared at her friend.  “If you say that one more time I’m going to kill you.”

      “Point taken.  So what do we do with him?  Take him to a hospital or get him outfitted for a coffin?”

      “Neither.  We’re taking him home.”

      Jenny started back.  “Serio-” Sarah glared at her.  “Really?  Why not a nice hospital bed?”

      Sarah strode past her friend and knelt beside the man.  She studied his strained features and pursed her lips.  “Because he asked me not to.”

      “I’d hate to be the voice of reason, but you’re just going to go with that?” Jenny asked her.  She gestured at him.  “I mean, the guy’s covered in blood, he carried you faster than ten Olympic long-distance runners, and-”

      “He saved me,” Sarah finished.  She brushed a loose strand of his short black hair out of his face.  “The least I can do is take him somewhere safe, at least for a little while.”  She looked over her shoulder at her friend.  “But I need your help to do it.”

      Jenny studied Sarah’s face for a moment before she sighed.  “All right, but let me throw down a blanket first.  That back seat’s already got enough stains to be considered Modern Art.”

      Together the pair of them carried the man to the car and hefted him into the back seat head-first.  Sarah went around the rear driver-side door and helped pull him onto the blanket.

      “Your. . .boyfriend’s really. . .heavy,” Jenny grunted as they slid him inside.

      Sarah glared at her friend across the length of the car.  “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Jenny grinned as she grabbed a hold of the car door.  “I saw the way you were looking at him.”

      “He’s not-” Jenny slammed the car door.

      “I can’t hear you,” Jenny called over the roof of the car.  “You’ll have to speak your denials louder.”

      Sarah joined her friend on the sidewalk and shook her head.  “I’m not saying anything because you’ll just twist my words.”

      Jenny smiled and nodded.  “Like a pretzel, now let’s get going.  The trash around here is starting to look at us funny.”

      On the way to their apartment Sarah told her harrowing tale of adventure.  She had just concluded when they parked in front of their apartment building.

      Jenny pulled the key from the ignition and looked over at her friend with a shake of her head.  “I’ve told some tall tales in my life, but that beats mine by a skyscraper.”

      “That’s the way it happened,” Sarah insisted as she glanced over her shoulder.  The stranger lay very still on the blanket-covered back seat.  She nodded at him.  “He’s living proof.”

      “Not for long if he keeps bleeding,” Jenny pointed out.

      Sarah glared at her.  “Just help me get inside without anybody seeing him.”

      Her friend snorted and opened her door.  “Yeah.  I’d hate to have a replay of Weekend At Bernie’s.”

      The pair got out and pulled the stranger from the rear seat.  Both of them looped their arms under one of his and together they pulled him up the broken stoop and to the old double doors.  Jenny unlocked the door while Sarah held the stranger in her arms.

      She looked down into his scrunched up face.  His breathing was harsh and his body stiff.

      “How’s sleeping beauty doing?” Jenny asked as she swung open the door and returned to her place at the man’s side.

      Sarah pursed her lips and shook her head.  “I don’t know.  Let’s get him upstairs.”

      They hefted him through the doors and into the simple lobby.  The old building was without an elevator, so they dragged his feet up the steps to their second-floor apartment.  The pair turned right at the landing and pulled him down the hall carpeted hall to their room that lay second from the last.

      A door on their left opened and an elderly woman in a floral nightgown stuck her head out.  She was bespectacled, but the eyes that lay behind the glasses were still sharp as they observed the pair.  “What are you two doing making all that racket?”

      The women froze and glanced at each other.  Jenny slapped a smile on her face and whipped her head back to the elderly woman.  “We’re just taking Sarah’s boyfriend to our apartment, Mrs. Ardelio.”

      The old woman’s eyes narrowed.  “What’s wrong with him?  Looks like blood on his shirt.”

      “He had a lot of wine and it kind of spilled everywhere,” Jenny explained.

      Ardelio turned her pointed nose up at them and their load.  “When I was your age-”

      “We’d love to hear about your days in the Roman army, but we really have to get Sarah’s boyfriend sobered up for his tap-dancing lesson tomorrow,” Jenny insisted as she dragged the man and Sarah down the hall.

      Sarah glared across the man at her friend.  “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Jenny grinned.  “You’re starting to sound like your students.  Want me to get his phone number for you when he wakes up?”

      Sarah was glad when they slipped into their small two-bedroom apartment.  To their left was the combo kitchen-dining room, and straight ahead lay the living room.  On the left and at the back of the living room near the exterior wall was a narrow hall that led to the bathroom and bedrooms.

      Jenny nodded at a couple of potted plants that sat opposite them against a large window that served as access to the fire escape.  “So do we put him on the couch or make room in the dirt?”

      “He can stay in my room.”

      A sly smile slid onto Jenny’s lips as they hefted him toward the hall.  “Do mine ears deceive me or are you finally going to get a guy in your room?”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Touche.”

      They dragged him through the right-hand door in the hall that led into Sarah’s bedroom.  It was a spartan space with a bed, nightstand, and a long, built-in closet to their right.  A blanket was lain on the bed and then the man on his back.

      Jenny stumbled back and wiped her sweaty brow.  “He’s heavier than he looks, isn’t he?”

      Sarah sat down beside the stranger and slipped one of her pillows beneath his head.  He winced and clutched his stomach.  His eyes fluttered open and fell on Sarah.  A small, shaky smile slipped onto his lips.  “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she replied.

      He looked around at the room.  “This has got to be the nicest alley I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s my bedroom,” Sarah explained.

      Jenny grasped Sarah’s shoulders and leaned over her toward the man.  “And I’m Sarah’s apartment buddy!  Adopt me as your friend and collect the whole would-be-rescuers set!”

      Sarah shoved her friend’s face back.  “How about you go get some bandages and gauze?”

      “But we don’t have any of that stuff here.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jenny’s eyes widened.  “Ooh.”  She gave a wink.  “I get it, but don’t be too rough on him.  He’s had a near-death experience and-”

      “Just get it,” Sarah commanded her.

      Jenny stood erect and saluted her friend.  “Yes, ma’am.  Right away, ma’am!  Be back in a few minutes, ma’am!”  She flew from the room and shut the door behind herself.

      Sarah returned her attention to the injured man.  The blood on his chest had dried to a dark red color.  She pursed her lips and looked into his face.  “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”

      He nodded.  “Yeah, I’m sure.  Just give me a shower and some new clothes, and I’ll be fine in a day or two.”

      She looked him up and down and noted his shaking hand and limp legs.  “You’re going to have to wait on that shower.  I don’t think you can get into ours by yourself.”

      “That’s why you’re going to help me.”

      Her eyes widened.  “Say what?”

      “You can help me wash this mess off.”

      She held up her hands in front of her and shook her head.  “I-I couldn’t.”

      He grinned.  “Why not?  You swing that way, don’t you?”

      A heavy blush accented her cheeks as she sputtered her words.  “Y-yes, but that’s-well, that’s not what I meant!”

      He chuckled.  “It’s because you don’t know my name, right?  It’s Adam.”

      She balled her hands into fists at her sides and glared at him.  “That doesn’t help what you’re asking me to do!”

      Jenny peeked her head in the doorway.  Draped over one arm was her purse.  “Are you two having a lover’s quarrel already?”

      Sarah whipped her head around and shot her look of fury at her friend.  “Out!  Now!”

      Jenny waved.  “Bye!”  She ducked out of the room and shut the door behind her.  Sarah was relieved when she heard the front door open and close.

      She returned her attention to the man.  His unblinking gaze lay on her neck.  She looked down at herself, but other than the blood splatters she saw nothing the matter.  “What?  What is it?”

      The man shut his eyes and turned his face away from her.  He grit his teeth as his hands clenched the bed covers.  When he spoke his voice was thick and husky.  “Get out.”

      She frowned at him.  “Get out?  This is my bedroom and you’re in no condition-”

      “Just get out!” he snapped.

      She reached out to grab his shoulder.  “Listen, whatever’s wrong I’m not-”

      His movements were too fast for her to follow.  One moment she was seated beside his prone body, the next she herself lay on her back on the bed.  The man’s hands were on either side of her head and the rest of him hovered over her.  His teeth were clenched together, and she could see his canines were far longer than was normal.  His chest heaved up and down as he took deep, gasping breaths.  His blood-red eyes stared hard and unblinking at her throat.

      Her pulse quickened.  “What are you-ah!” He leaned down and pressed his warm lips to her throat.

      A thrill of hot pleasure ran down her body.  She gasped as one of his hands slid down her body and stopped at her breast.  His fingers teased the cloth that lay over her feminine mound, toying with her rising lust.  He pushed his leg between hers and parted them so his knee pressed against her inner thighs.  She was wet already, and the ache inside her made her squirm beneath him.

      He slid his rough tongue across her smooth neck.  She grasped the ruins of his shirt and closed her eyes.  His hot breath tingled her throat as his deep voice, drenched in carnal desire, spoke into her ear.  “So sweet.”  He buried his face into a thick batch of her hair and deeply inhaled.  “So deliciously sweet.”

      The heat inside her was like a flame that penetrated her body and soul.  She couldn’t get enough of it.  Enough of him.  She leaned her head to one side so he could deepen his kisses.  His teeth nibbled at the smooth flesh of her throat.  Their sharp points nearly broke the skin.  She shivered and her hands trembled as they gripped his shirt.  She rubbed her hot core against his leg and gasped as a thrill of pleasure ran up her body.

      “Adam,” she groaned.

      He froze.  She opened her eyes and looked up into his face him.  His eyes were squeezed shut and his teeth were clenched so hard his gums were white.  He wrenched himself from her grasp and moved over to sit at the far side of the bed.

      His back was to her and he clutched his head in his hands.  His voice was soft as a spring breeze, but cold like winter.  “Go.”

      She sat up and frowned.  Her clothes were disheveled and her cheeks were a bright red from her unsatiated desire.  “But-”

      “Just go.”

      Sarah pursed her lips, but slid off the bed and over to the door.  She opened it, but paused and looked back.  He sat as still as a statue.  Her shoulders slumped, and she turned away and shut the door behind herself.
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      Sarah stood in front of the bathroom mirror and stared at her reflection.  She looked like hell.  Her clothes were covered in blood and her hair was matted with it.  Alley mud and dried sweat finished off her derelict description.

      None of that caught her attention.  She raised her hand and pressed her palm against the smooth, unbroken skin of her neck.  She could still feel the heat of his breath on her flesh.

      Sarah ran her hand through her matted hair and shook her head.  “What the hell were you thinking?  You don’t even know his name.”

      Adam.

      She sighed.  “Okay, so you know his name, but that’s it.”

      He saved your life.

      Sarah glared at her reflection.  “Do you really have to be such a bitch to yourself?”

      Yes.

      Sarah spun around and leaned her rear against the counter.  She crossed her arms over her chest and frowned.  “What the hell is up with him, anyway?  First he’s dying, then he’s not, then he’s dying again and then he wants to make out.”  She pressed her hand against her throat again and bit her lower lip as she stared at the floor.  “And why’d he have to stop?”

      The front door opened and shut.  “I’m back!” Jenny called.

      Sarah shook her head and walked out of the bathroom to the living room.  Jenny was at the dining table where she tipped the mouth of a paper bag down and spilled a jumble of medical supplies onto the top.  She swept her hand over the articles and grinned as Sarah came up to her.  “I’ve got enough wrapping to mummify twenty pharaohs and enough peroxide bottles to make them feel it in the afterlife.”

      Sarah picked up a bottle of cheap vodka and held it out to her friend.  “And this?”

      Jenny shrugged.  “Cheap pain reliever.  I can’t afford to spend that much on your boyfriend.”  Sarah pursed her lips and rifled through the rest of the supplies.  Jenny leaned over and waved her hand in front of her face.  “You okay?  You seem kind of out of it.”

      Sarah closed her eyes and shook her head.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know anything anymore.”

      Her friend leaned over and sniffed her.  She jerked back and waved her hand in front of her face.  “What I know is my nose is telling me you need a shower.  You smell worse than an alley cat after a long day of dumpster diving.”

      Sarah sniffed herself and frowned.  “I guess you’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right,” Jenny agreed as she spun her friend around and pushed her toward the bedroom occupied by their guest.  “Now how about you get a chance of clothes and I’ll get that hot water running.”

      Sarah was released at her bedroom.  She grasped the knob, but paused.  Jenny took a few steps past her before she stopped and half-turned to her hesitant friend.  “What’s the matter?”

      Sarah dropped her hand from the knob and sighed.  “Could I borrow some of your clothes?  I think we need to leave him alone for a while.”

      Jenny raised an eyebrow.  “You sure that’s a good idea?  He’s got two feet and an arm in the grave, and we haven’t even mummified him yet.”

      Sarah turned to her friend and nodded.  “Yeah, I’m definitely sure.”

      Jenny leaned toward her friend and narrowed her eyes.  “Did you two break up already?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes.  “We’re not a couple, okay?”

      Her friend studied her for a moment longer before she leaned back and shrugged.  “All right, you can borrow some clothes.  I’ve got a great clown costume from last Halloween that might fit you.”

      Sarah frowned.  “Jenny.”

      Her friend held up her hands.  “Okay, okay, no clown costumes.”  Her eyes glided down to Sarah’s chest.  “So what about that vampire costume I wore two years ago?  You’d probably fill it out better than-” Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and glared at her.  Jenny sighed and took her friend’s hand.  “All right, we’ll find you a nice, normal outfit.  With elf shoes.”

      “Jenny.”

      “You’re so boring.”

      Sarah was attired in a long red nightshirt that reached to mid-hip.  She pulled at the shirt and glared at Jenny who lay stomach-down on her own bed.  She wore a two-piece gray pajama set.  “You’re sure you don’t have something else?”

      Jenny grinned and shook her head.  “Nope.”

      “What about what you’re wearing?”

      “You would deprive me of my own pj’s?”  She lifted her legs and wiggled her feet that were clad in slippers with bunny heads on the toes.  “Besides, they match my bunny slippers.”

      Sarah plopped herself on the floor beside the bed and rolled her eyes.  “How did I ever get stuck with you?”

      Jenny stretched over the side of the bed and looked at her upside down.  “Fate is a funny thing.”

      “Cruel, if you ask me.”

      Jenny wagged her eyebrows.  “You could show off your new look to your boyfriend.”

      Sarah frowned and pushed her friend’s face away from hers.  “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “One look at you in that shirt and I bet he’d change that.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “And adorable.”

      Sarah sighed and crawled over to her makeshift bed.  It was a bunch of blankets atop cushions swiped from the couch.  She lay down and stretched a blanket over herself.  Her body ached from the night’s adventures.

      Jenny stepped over her and stood beside the light switch near the door.  “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight. . .” Sarah mumbled as the light was switched off.

      Jenny stumbled over her and onto the bed.  There was a few moments of shifting as the girls made themselves comfortable, then all was quiet.  For a few seconds.

      “Sarah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You think he could be my boyfriend?”

      “I don’t think he’s your type.”

      “Jealous?”

      Sarah rolled over away from her friend and closed her eyes.  “He’s. . .not. . .my boyfriend. . .”

      Her voice drifted off with her mind, and soon she was fast asleep.  Jenny stared at the mound that was her friend for a long time before she sighed and shook her head.  “I can’t be here for you forever, Sar.  You’re going to have to find someone, and soon.”  She rolled over and all was quiet.
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      The door to Sarah’s room creaked open.  Sarah peeked her head inside.  The early morning sun streamed in through the opposite window and gave her a full view of her guest.  He lay on his back in the center of the bed with his head on one of the pillows.  His arms were clasped together on his chest and his eyes were closed.  Other than the indent of his body, none of the sheets beneath him were disturbed.

      Sarah crept into the room and tiptoed over to the closet.  She cringed when the door squeaked when it opened.

      “That’s a nice look for you.”

      Sarah spun around to find the man’s eyes open and a teasing smile on his lips.  She pulled on the lower hem of the short nightshirt and glared at him.  “I’m just borrowing it.”

      His eyes swept up and down her.  “Dang.  I think you look good in it.”

      A slight blush accented her cheeks.  She spun around and leapt into the closet, shutting the door most of the way behind her.  The quarters were cramped, but she made out one of her sets of work clothes.  In a thrice the pajamas lay on the floor at her feet and she was ready for work.

      She stepped out and found the man was in a seated position propped up by the pillows.  His dark eyes lay on the window with its bright sunshine.

      She walked over to the side of the bed and looked him up and down.  The blood flaked off his torn shirt and allowed her to see the round wound in his chest.  The edges were frayed and she could see a half inch into his body.  The rest of the hole was filled with dried blood and flesh.

      The man slid his hand over the wound and smiled up at her.  “It’s better than it looks.”

      She winced and looked up into his face.  His eyes now lay on her and studied her with the same intensity as she had him.  “Are you sure you don’t want a doctor?  That could get infected.”

      He shook his head.  “I’m fine.  What about you?”

      She shrugged and winced when her shoulders complained.  “A little sore, but that’s it.  Is there anything I can get for you?  Some food or something to drink?”

      His smiled faltered and his eyes flickered down to her neck before he turned his face away.  “I’m fine.”

      She sighed and pursed her lips as she stared at the blankets around him.  “I. . .I didn’t thank you for saving me last night.”

      He studied her with a soft gaze.  “Don’t blame yourself for me getting hurt.”

      “But it was my fault.  I should have run away when those. . .those things crashed through that fence,” she insisted.

      He shook his head.  “Not you.  You’ve got too much courage to run away from a problem.”

      She raised her head and frowned at him.  “You say that like you know me.”

      He chuckled.  “You handled yourself pretty well back there.  A lot of other women would have fainted and just been dead weight, but you were pretty nice to carry around.”  He shifted and winced.  “I don’t think I’ll be carrying much for a few more days.”

      “Is there anyone I can call for you?  Any friends or family?” she offered.

      He smiled and shook his head.  “It’s fine.  I told them I’d be away for a few days, so they won’t be worried about me yet.”

      She furrowed her brow.  “What were you doing around there, anyway?  I mean, in the alley?”

      He shrugged.  “Just going to the Village on an errand.”

      Sarah pursed her lips, but glanced at her watch.  Nearly time to leave.  She stood and stepped backward away from him toward the door.  “Well, I’ve got to get to work.”

      He lay his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.  “Good luck.”

      Sarah grasped the door knob and smiled at him.  “You have no idea how much I’ll need that, but I’ll see you later.”

      She stepped out and the door clicked shut.  His eyes opened and he turned his head toward the door.  He pursed his lips before he looked in the opposite direction where the window offered him a view of the bright day.

      He pursed his lips and sighed.  “Sorry about this. . .”

      Sarah sighed and turned around.  Jenny’s face sat two inches from her own.  She yelped and jerked back to stumble into the door behind her.

      Jenny grinned.  “Did you give him a kiss goodbye?”

      Sarah frowned and pushed past her friend.  “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Jenny followed behind her like a shadow.  Her evil words whispered into her ears.  “You know, you could give yourself a day off,” she suggested as they walked into the living room.  “I think the school would forgive you if you told them you had a rough night last night.”

      Sarah swung her bag over her shoulder and strode over to the front door.  “If I told them that they’d probably assume I had a hangover.  Besides-” she turned to her shadow and smiled, “-you can watch him.”

      Jenny cringed.  “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.  Don’t you have the day off today?”

      “Yeah, but-”

      “Then take care of him, and call me if anything goes wrong.  Got it?”

      Jenny sighed and gave her a lazy salute.  “Aye aye, cap’n ma’am.”  Sarah looked past her friend at the hall and pursed her lips.  A soft smile slipped onto Jenny’s lips and she lay a hand on her friend’s shoulder.  “He’ll be okay.  I’m sure of it.  Now get going.”

      Sarah nodded and left the apartment.  She hurried down her normal route, but her footsteps slowed as she approached the scene of last night’s adventure.  A crowd of people and a police barricade forced her to stop at the mouth of the alley.  To her right was the bus garage, and down the graveled way was parked a bunch of police cars.

      “Hey, Miss Rennelle.”  She turned to a young man of seventeen who stood near her, a previous year’s student by the name of Avery who was generally in the know.  He had a smile on his lips.  “Neat, huh?”

      “What happened?” she asked him.

      He scooted to her side and looked down the alley.  “They say there was a big ruckus last night and the neighbors found the whole place wrecked.  The cops figure a car tried to drive through the bus garage and didn’t make it.”

      Her face paled as she remembered the headless man.  “Did they find the driver?”

      “Nope.”

      Sarah whipped her head to the young man.  “What?”

      He shrugged.  “The driver drove off.  I don’t think they’ve found him yet.”  He paused and eyed her.  “You don’t look so well, Miss Rennelle.  You okay?”

      She shook herself and stepped back.  Her voice sounded far away.  “Y-yeah, I’m okay.  I. . .I just need to get around her and get to school.”

      He grinned.  “Just follow me, Miss Rennelle.  We’ll get there in plenty of time.”

      Sarah tightened her grip on the strap of her bag and nodded as her eyes flickered down the alley.  “Not a bad idea.”

      They walked together down the street.  Avery glanced at her .  “You go that way to leave school, don’t you, Miss Rennelle?”

      She nodded.  “Yeah.  I mean, sometimes.”

      “You didn’t see anything last night, did you?”

      Sarah grasped the strap so hard her hand turned white.  She stared straight ahead and pursed her trembling lips.  “I saw a lot of shadows, but that’s it.”

      He shrugged.  “Dang.  That must’ve been a crazy driver to do that much damage and drive off that fast.”

      “Yeah. . .” she murmured.

      The pair walked around the block and up the street to the high school.  Students walked like zombies along the sidewalks with their eyes on their cell phones.  They weaved in and out of the singles and groups until they reached the shaded campus of the high school.

      Avery paused at an intersection of the sidewalks and turned to Sarah.  “We could walk back together if you can leave that early.”

      She managed a firm smile.  “Don’t you think you’re a little young to be walking me home?”

      He grinned and took a step back.  “Nope, but I’ll see you later, Miss Rennelle.”  He turned and hurried away.

      Sarah shook her head and continued into the long, wide brick building that served as the main portion of the high school.  A long hall stretched from one end to the other.  Her room lay near the far end and she found her students as eager to learn their studies as wild wolves are to be captured.  She set her bag on her desk and sighed.  Another long day in the annals of education.

      Sarah tried to focus on her teaching, but she found her mind wandering back to the handsome stranger who even then lay in her bed.  She reached up and brushed her hand against her neck.

      “Miss Rennelle?”

      Sarah started back and looked over her shoulder.  She stood at the white board with the students behind her.  Those not whispering to each other stared at her.

      One of the young women pointed at the paper on her desk.  “I need some help on this.”

      She smiled and nodded.  “Sure thing, and Eric?” A boy looked up from a stack of papers on his desk.  She walked up to him and held out her hand.  “Phone please.  You can have it back after class.”

      He frowned and reluctantly drew the phone from the papers and handed it to her.  She walked back to the white board and set the phone up next to a dozen others.

      The groups of students moved in and out of her classroom like a flow of young, captive humanity.  Lunch came and went, and the shadows of the day lengthened.  Her last class shuffled into the room and time, relative as it is, stopped.  Eyes flickered to the clock above the white board or to the shut door to their right.  The hands on the clock acted as though they were tied down to the face and could hardly move a minute for every ten that happened to the occupants.

      Sarah was helping one of her students when a phone rang.  It was the funeral march.  Her face fell and she hurried over to her bag where she drew out her ringing phone.  She glanced at her students who stared back at her.  Some of them jerked their thumbs at the white board and grinned.

      She pursed her lips.  Her heart skipped a beat as she thought about that injured man.  “I’ll be right back.  Keep doing your work.”

      Sarah hurried out into the hall and shut the door behind her before she answered the call.  “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s gone!”

      Sarah’s eyes widened.  Her breath caught in her throat before she shook herself and glared at the wall opposite her.  “What do you mean he’s gone?  When?  How?”

      “I don’t know!  I went to the bathroom and when I came out he was gone!  I can’t find any of the bandages, either!  And he stole my umbrella!”

      Sarah shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “How long were you in the bathroom?”

      “Um, an hour?”

      She sighed and shook her head.  “Just great. . .”

      “Maybe he went to see you?” she suggested.

      “He doesn’t even know what I do for a living, now shut up while I think,” Sarah growled.  She leaned her back against a wall and scrunched her eyes shut.  There had to be a clue.  Something he said last night.

      “Didn’t he say anything to you about where he lived or what he was doing in a dark alley?”

      Sarah snapped her fingers.  “That’s it!  He told me he was headed to the Village when we ran into each other!”

      “Great, but you’re forgetting that the Village is huge.  There’s blocks and blocks of just the old apartment buildings, not to mention the old business district,” Jenny reminded her.

      “But it’s a place to look.  I’ll go from the school to there and see if I can’t find him.”

      “Want me to chauffeur you?” Jenny offered.

      “No, this is my problem.  I’ll call you if I need anything.”  She grasped the phone in both hands and smiled.  “And Jenny?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for not shutting up.”

      Her friend laughed.  “Don’t mention it.  Just go look for that handsome guy so you two can have cute babies, and get my umbrella back.”

      Sarah shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “You can fix that with less talk and more walk!  Now get going!”  Click.

      Sarah sighed as she dropped her arm to her side and shook her head.  The smile slipped off her lips as she thought of their former lodger.  She reached up and brushed her fingers against her neck.  Her heart skipped a beat and a faint blush colored her cheeks.

      “Miss Rennelle?”

      She wrenched her arm to her side and whipped her head to her right.  One of her female students leaned out the door of the classroom.  She shook herself and smiled at her.  “What is it?”

      “I-well, I was just wondering-I mean, what are we doing next?”

      “Doing next?” she whispered as she looked ahead.  Sarah’s eyebrows crashed down and she glanced at her watch.  Ten minutes until quitting time.  She pushed off the wall and marched into the classroom with her student close behind her.  “Everybody!”  Everyone’s attention turned to her.  “You can go home early, but if I hear you guys yelling, running, or even chewing loudly down the hall you’ll have two tests next Friday.  Understood?”  Twenty eager heads nodded up and down.  She pointed at the open door.  “Good.  Now get out.”

      The students shoved their books into their bags and evacuated from the room before teacher changed her mind.  In ten seconds Sarah was alone.  She grabbed her purse and stepped into the hall.  Her students were already out of sight.  She pushed open the nearest exterior doors and slipped out.

      Her quick footsteps clacked against the pavement as she hurried away from her duties and to her destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      In thirty minutes she was in the Village, the oldest modernized part of the city.  Jenny wasn’t wrong when she said there were blocks and blocks of housing.  The oldest apartment buildings in the city, with their rickety fire escapes and chipped bricks, mixed with derelict Victorian mansions.  Those ancient houses were surrounded by weed-covered lawns and scraggly trees that were starved for water.

      “Why am I even doing this?” she mumbled as she tripped over another broken sidewalk.

      Sarah stopped at one of the intersections and looked left and right.  The blocks with their tall, dilapidated structures stretched for miles in both directions.  In the distance the sun warned of its impending disappearance beneath the horizon of commercial buildings.

      She pursed her lips and shook her head.  “Where the hell is that idiot?”

      Her thoughts wandered back to the hole in his chest.  That hadn’t healed, only been closed by the dried blood.  If it reopened and he staggered into one of the countless alleys then he’d-

      Sarah clenched her fists at her sides and fought off the tears that sprang to her eyes.  She marched down the road that led to her left.  Her eyes flitted up and down the street.  The dilapidated scenery of broken stoops and dark alleys drained her courage.  Step-by-step her heart sank lower.  Her sharp eyes caught every shadow and every flicker of movement.

      An hour passed and still there was no sign of him.  The base of the streetlights were rusted with urine and their bulbs flickered with light, if they cast any light at all.  She stopped in the middle of a block and checked her watch.  Nearly dinnertime.  She pursed her lips and looked up at the empty street ahead of her.

      “Where are you, you idiot?” she whispered

      “Hey, sweety.”

      She stiffened and glanced over her shoulder.  A group of three men strode up to her.  They were dressed in dark clothing with stains on them, and one of them wore a bandanna.  Another wore a pair of heavy black boots with spikes on the toes.

      The third one, the one who stood in the middle, leaned forward and studied her body.  His eyes had an almost yellow glint to them as he grinned at her.  “What’s a sweety like you doing in a place like this?”

      She turned to face them and frowned.  Her body tensed as they studied her like wolves.  “Looking for my-um, my boyfriend.  He should be around here somewhere.”

      The man straightened and chuckled.  “You hear that, guys?  Her boyfriend should be around here.  Whatta ya think of that?”

      “I think we should help her,” the one with the bandanna suggested.

      The other laughed and stepped forward.  His boots clacked hard against the sidewalk as he jerked his head to their right.  “Yeah.  Let’s ‘help’ her into this alley.”

      Sarah’s heart quickened as she stepped back and slipped her bag in front of her.  “I-I’m fine.  I
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