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			Dedication

			
		
     
Unfortunately, much of life is about loss; it is a part of our very existence. As such I would like to dedicate this book to a few special people that we have lost.
            To Adam, who was taken from us less than a year ago and taken much too young. We shared the stage once, and in fact he was also my scene partner in my very first professional theatre audition. He was a shining light in the Richmond community and an inspiration to any who dreamed of being on stage.
            To Linda, mother of one of my best friends. She made me, a young boy at the time, feel welcome when my family moved into a neighborhood where I knew no one. Kind and giving, I remember hers, was a home filled with warmth.
            Finally, to my father. Though he has been gone for many years, I still feel the loss. Any time I put pen to paper I remember the days in my youth when I would see him sitting at his desk pecking away at his manual typewriter, fleshing out his latest story.
            The world was a better place with all of you in it.


    



  	
        
            
            Good and bad prove to be extremely shaky categories. One changes into the other, they are subject to continuous change and reversal.
Hans-Georg Moeller
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Things like, forgive and forget, or turn the other cheek, don’t apply when someone you care about has been taken from you. I suppose that was why I found myself in the middle of a jungle in South America talking to some Antonio Banderas wannabe.

If circumstances were different, I might have enjoyed the visit. Were it not for the mosquitoes that were big enough to carry away your Chihuahua or the flying roaches that tended to crash land on your forehead, I might have considered the trip a nice vacation. The problem was, I hate the heat, and even if that weren’t true, I had business to handle.

My name is Wolfgang Aldous Regnum, a wonderful gift from my mom. The name being what it is I always try to introduce myself as Ray, a sort of shortened version of my last name. But it never failed, as soon as anyone got wind of my real name, they would just start calling me Wolf; ironic I know. Now, whereas I have to admit that being a werewolf sometimes comes in handy, the rest of the time, it is a big-time pain in the ass. 

For example, normal relationships are not really an option for me.  It’s tough to be intimate with someone when you have the annoying little habit of turning into a huge hair bag with big teeth and a serious need of a manicure anytime you get too... er... excited. Or, if you and a couple of buddies get into a bar fight and you accidentally rip someone’s arm off because it suddenly looks tasty.

All that being the case, maybe it’s not too hard to understand why my best friend is a narcissistic, hedonist who drinks blood and throws the occasional orgy whenever he is feeling a bit down. My girlfriend -sort of- is a semi-psychotic murderer who likes to turn me on just to have me change which usually leads to shredded clothes and busted furniture. To say the least, I’m never getting the deposit back on my apartment. Oh, and she’s a vampire too, just like my best friend.

The closest thing to any relationships I can even remotely classify as healthy, are with my adopted son, and the woman who helps me raise him. After all, she only tried to blow my head off with a Desert Eagle fifty caliber handgun when we first met. Oh, and by the way, she’s a witch. It’s all kind of complicated, and inconvenient to say the least.

I guess what really makes it challenging is my line of work. My -sort of- night job is tracking down any supernatural creatures that break the unwritten rules of our secret world; rules like killing humans. My day job, so to speak... well I’m a cop, but I wasn’t carrying my badge today. 

“You want the whole story?”

“This is no small thing you are asking.” Mr. fake Banderas paused, shrugged his shoulders slightly, while frowning in disapproval. “The ‘whole story’, as you call it is the very least I should have before allowing such a thing.”

I looked over at Markku. He was eying our dark-skinned Zoro for a moment, then looked at me and nodded.
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Different, and yet somehow the same, that was the house at the corner of 25th and Q. The night sky was overcast but I saw everything; gone was the trash, the dilapidated siding and broken furniture. The entire neighborhood had, over the last year and change, been renovated, but that did not change what went on in this particular house. 

“I’m in position,” I said into the radio. From where I was parked I could see the front entrance where, according to the plan, my first team was going to breach. Me and the patchwork team I had put together over the last year had been watching the place for just over a month or so. It was difficult for me to trust them, especially knowing where they came from, but I had no choice.

“Almost there,” came the response from my handset. I checked my watch; we had all agreed on a three a.m. go time and there was still ten minutes to go.

It was almost surreal, whenever I had to watch the place; memories of what had happened, what I had seen, what it had done to me, always hummed in my brain like the beginnings of a migraine. The worst of it all was the thing I did not want to see, the person I hoped would not see going back into that house. Every time I had to sit in my car, parked in this very spot, I prayed I would not see her, be reminded of what she had done and how she relished it. Since we had begun seeing each other, Leigh and I never talked about the Kill Club, she never brought it up and I didn’t want to know if she had ever gone back. It was not the sort of thing a cop wanted to know about his girlfriend.

“We’re ready.” The voice from the radio yanked me back to the present, and I immediately spotted the dark gray minivan now parked about twenty yards from the Kill Club. 

“Copy that,” I said, feeling ridiculous as I tried to sound official. Then I looked at the minivan and was reminded that I was most certainly not the most ridiculous thing about this little venture. 

These guys weren’t trained for this; hell, I wasn’t really trained for it, but it had been over a year and the nightmares still came to me at night. So, I watched, I planned, and after weeks of watching I was able to get a rough count of how many workers were in the building, and at what times.  The idea was to have as few of them against as many of us as I could wrangle. 

“Us,” I said to myself and shook my head. I was not wearing a badge tonight, and the Richmond P.D. had nothing to do with this raid. There are monsters in our world most of them are human, but some of them are not. It was the latter I was hunting tonight, and I had brought some monsters of my own; I was one of them.

“It’s almost three!” The voice on the radio was different but I had not known this group long enough to tell who was who.

“We have to be as sure as we can be about the numbers guys,” I said going over the plan in my head.

“All we need to be sure about is that you keep our names out of this, like you promised.” 

That voice I did recognize, not because I knew him any better than I knew the rest of the group, but because it came through the radio more like a growl. It was one of two Dhampir; one spoke, and the other did not, but they both gave me the creeps. “I found you—“

“You mean arrested us,” said the first voice.

“Whatever,” I said getting irritated. “I contacted each of you on my own, and you agreed to help me get this done.”

“In exchange for your discretion as well as reduced punishment for what you call our crimes,” said the Dhampir, reminding me that I had made deals with every one of these things.

“He won’t find out, at least not from me,” I said. “Hell, my boss doesn’t even know who you guys are.”

“Keep it that way,” said voice number two who I now guessed was the troll, and not the social media kind.  

“You worry about the plan and let me worry about—”

“Someone’s coming out the front door.” It was a harsh whisper that was loud enough for me to hear from across the street, even without the radio.

There he was, the last one to leave the house for the night. The guy I affectionately called gimpy because of the ridiculous limp he would adopt just as he stepped out the door. Obviously the guy thought of himself as a thespian. “Alright, get ready and stick to the plan.” 

By my count there were only three creepies left in the house; I had four creepies on my team, so five of us in all. The numbers were on our side, so all that was left was to make it happen. 

It took Gimpy about three minutes to make it to his car and drive off. That’s when I picked up the radio and whispered, “go”.

The front doors of the minivan opened and out came the two Dhampir. Their broad shoulders and muscular builds made them look like a couple of heavy-weight Mixed Martial Arts fighters, but they were even more dangerous. All I really knew about them was that they were some kind of half vampire. The sliding door opened next, and what looked like an average man stepped out, but Nephilim were most certainly not average. They used to be giants- Goliath was said to have been one- or warriors of renown, like Gilgamesh. Over the centuries the blood lines thinned and most just faded away, but occasionally a genetic throwback -when two of the bloodlines happened to get together- a child was born with amazing strength, a natural ability to fight, as well as a hunger for it.  Then the minivan rocked back and forth just before what looked like a seven-foot sumo-wrestler with swollen facial features basically dislodged himself out of the side door. That would be the troll. 

Getting out of my car I began walking toward the Dhampir, the other two headed off to the other side of the house, the troll keeping to the shadows as best a walking bulldozer could. The plan was to have the troll and Nephilim enter through the back door while the two Dhampir and I entered through the front. Having fought a vampire and lost, I felt better going in with them since they were half vampire so I might have some idea how they moved. The main reason though, was that I didn’t trust myself going in with a troll whose primary job was to bust things up. The last thing I wanted was to change tonight. I still didn’t have enough control, so if I changed I would have to kill something... or someone.
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The distance to the back of the house gave my team plenty of time to position ourselves just a few feet away from the entryway but still on the sidewalk. Fast and fierce, that was the idea; we would surprise them and have them immobilized before they could react. As best I could tell those that were left in the house overnight usually hung out on the main floor just watching TV. My best guess was that they were there to make sure none of the hundreds of real homeless people in the area tried to move in. Not sure why it took three of them, but who was I to comment on Monster security.

The sound of the back door shattering echoed in the dark and the three of us rushed the front door. We sped down the hall heading straight for the kitchen. The Nephilim had one creepy slammed onto a table with his arm twisted behind his back. One of the Dhampir darted off to the right all but tackling another creepy just as he was getting off the couch. It was over in less than three seconds, and we all scanned the area looking for any sign of a counterattack.

“There’s only two in here!” I said as I quickly checked the adjoining rooms.

The Troll spied the plain looking door in the kitchen next to the ancient looking refrigerator. In any other house it would have been the door to the pantry or some other mundane thing. Unfortunately, I knew better. That door led down to the arena.

Barreling through the door as if it were made of Styrofoam the Troll disappeared down the stairs. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the rest of my squad tying up the two creepies. Nodding to them I headed down the stairs to finish the sweep of the property.

The stairwell was dark, but that was not why I took them slowly; I could see everything, smell everything, hear everything. What kept me moving with legs of lead was the memory of the place. About halfway down the stairs was the door to the observation room where Markku tied me to a chair and forced me to witness the horror that went on in the city that I had been tasked to protect. It was the room where I first saw Leigh. Where I saw her tearing the throat out of a drugged victim she had just bought for that very purpose. 

A roar that sounded like a tiger exploded from the bottom of the stairs, ripping me from the horrible images of memory to the horror of the present. Racing down the remaining steps and turning into the arena I was almost crushed by the flying body of the troll as he slammed into the wall just to my right. The impact knocked the wind out of him, but he was already trying to stand. Another roar that came from the center of the arena and I saw a creature that looked like the incredible hulk, but with canines like a Sabertoothed tiger. 

The monster charged and I could feel my body starting to change until I was knocked aside. The Nephilim had clipped me as he charged head long at the monster in what looked like a suicide mission. The monster had just thrown our troll like a softball and was at least ten feet tall. I stared in shock not knowing what to do when I saw the Nephilim drop into a slide just as the monsters clawed hand swiped above him. The slide took out the monster’s left ankle, dropping him to one knee. He was already getting back up when the Nephilim jumped across, delivering a flying knee to the monster’s head, rocking him backward but not down. Suddenly the two Dhampir were on him, one holding each arm as the troll shoulder blocked the monster driving him into the opposite wall, pinning him there. Still dazed the Monster struggled nonetheless as the Nephilim walked casually toward him. The Monster’s eyes began to focus, finding the Nephilim just before a flying round house kick knocked him unconscious. 

Letting the monster’s body fall to the floor the four of them looked at one another, each nodding their respects to the others. However, my attention was drawn to the hole in the wall the troll’s body had made when he was thrown through it. In all the chaos I hadn’t noticed the door that stood just to the right of the hole as I faced it, nor did I notice the smell. I smelled humans. Tearing the door open, I burst into the space. It was a low-ceilinged hall, about twenty feet long. The walkway was about five foot wide and on either side of it were cages and about half of them held people. 

There were ten cages in all holding four people on my right and two on my left. The force of the Troll’s impact had bent the framing on the cages to my left, popping some of the doors open but not one of them was trying to leave. They just stared at the bars, their eyes glazed over, obviously having been drugged. 

“I’m guessing this is where they were keeping them.”

Looking over my shoulder, I saw the Nephilim standing just behind me on my right. “What?”

“The meat for the show. This is where they kept them.”

“That’s what it looks like,” I said looking back that the people in cages. “But what do we do with them?”

“Turn them loose.”

“Not sure we can do that... what was your name again?”

“Nicholas Marstein but you can call me Nick.”

“Nick the Nephilim huh?”

“You’re one to talk. Wolfgang the wolf?”

We exchanged smiles briefly before remembering where we were. “Anyway, I don’t think we can just let these people go. The main purpose of the Vigiles is to keep our little wonder world a secret from the humans.”

Nick nodded his head slightly. “Yeah, but from what I understand these people are snatched from the streets, usually lured with drugs, and kept pretty much in coma’s until they are chosen for the next show, cleaned up and, well you know.”

“So, you don’t think they know about us?”

“I don’t think they know where they are right now.” He motioned to one of the cages that had been popped open. “I mean look at him. He hasn’t made a move even though the door is wide open. Of course,” he looked at me shrugging his shoulders, “the only other option would be to kill them all. Your call, Wolf, member of the Vigiles.”

I don’t kill. It seems odd coming from a creature very well designed for the act but, it’s not what I do. At least, not since my first, and since that day I still had trouble rationalizing what I had done. It didn’t matter to me that I didn’t know what I was, or that I didn’t know what would trigger the change. The ironic thing of it all was that I was celebrating the fact that I was still alive. My friends and I were heading off to hike some trails and do some camping around Canandaigua Lake back in upstate New York. We stopped in town for some supplies, meaning beer, and decided to stop at a bar and grill for some food and, yes beer, before hitting the trails.

Maybe stopping to eat at a place located in what the locals called Blood Alley, wasn’t the brightest move but the name came from what went on almost a hundred years ago, and who doesn’t want to check out a place called Blood Alley? The only thing my friends would remember, was that I chatted up a very pretty girl, stepped outside and disappeared. They figured I had shacked up with a local girl and would meet them later. What they didn’t know was that was when I was attacked. That was when I was turned. 

To be sure, I didn’t know it at the time or at least didn’t want to believe it. When I finally showed back up in Rochester all my friends wanted to get together and celebrate my return from the dead. I was going to tell them the story over some drinks but before I could, a couple of my friends got into it with some other idiots. We all stepped outside, and that’s when I found out what I was. 

I haven’t killed since that day, and I was not about to start with a bunch of drugged out homeless people whose only crime was being easy prey. So, Nick, the Dhampir and I got them up and out of the house. We all agreed that we shouldn’t push our luck by having them see the Troll and he was happy to stay out of sight. 

“What do you think will become of them?” The question came from the Dhampir, his voice was deep and raspy, sounding like he gargled regularly with broken glass.

“To be honest I don’t think they’ll survive more than a couple of days,” I said as I watched the staggering forms of the humans find dark corners in which to lie down.

“Then why not kill them like the Nephilim suggested?” He had an accent, not quite Russian but definitely Slavic. “It would seem more humane would it not?”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m not human.”
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The crisp air outside was a welcome change to the inside of the Kill Club. After all, that place was basically a prison, and a slaughterhouse. After watching the last of the humans disappear into various  alleys and dark corners I looked around at the deserted neighborhood streets collecting myself. The sun would be coming up in about an hour or so, and I needed to get into the right headspace to face the day without any sleep. 

It hadn’t hit me until I stopped moving, but the raid had gone about as close to plan as could be expected, and that is saying something. The two creepies from the main floor, along with the green long-tooth from the arena had been restrained and handed over to some very shady looking guys who, according to what I had been told, took care of the especially bad elements in the world of Goblins and Ghouls. Once that was done we needed to make sure that other creepies didn’t just waltz in and pick up where they left off the night before. Both Nick and I had actual day jobs, so Bob, Luka and Stefan agreed to stay and keep an eye on the place. Bob posted himself at the back door under a blanket while Luka and Stefan sat on the front porch. Their job was to warn any visitors, employed or otherwise, that the club was now closed. The thinking was that most creatures would not feel too sure about tangling with a couple of vampires, even if they were only half, or a cranky troll for that matter. All in all, I figured I had a pretty solid security system. I took one last look at the place that had given me nightmares for the last year, and I couldn’t help but get the feeling that another nightmare wasn’t far away.

Pulling the phone out of my pocket I started heading for my car. Maybe it was the fact that it was going to be a long day; maybe it was because of what I had just seen and done, either way I just wanted to hear a friendly voice, but checking my watch I thought better of it. It was five-thirty in the morning, and no one was especially friendly at that hour, not even her. So instead, I settled into the driver’s seat, popped the phone onto the dashboard mount and that’s when I saw that I had missed a text. She’d sent it about five minutes before, and I couldn’t help but smile wondering if she’d read my mind, which she was more than capable of doing, then typed out my reply. No sooner had I hit send on the return text my phone rang. It was Milagro of course.

“First,” I said knowing that if I didn’t speak first I wouldn’t get in a syllable until she’d said her peace, “what are you doing up? Second where am I supposed to get a coat for him at this hour?”

“Primero, I am an early riser. Y Segundo, you ever heard of Walmart? Hace un frio cabrón!”

“Milagro, I don’t speak Spanish,” I said shutting the car door.

“Yeah, well nobody’s perfect.”

“I’m assuming he’s up too?”

“Yeah, what of it?”

“Just because you’re doing it in Spanish, you’re still cussing in front of a ten-year-old.”

Milagro made a dismissive noise that was something like as if ‘Ah’ and a growl had a baby. “No te preocupes, he’s in the other room. And anyways, I thought you didn’t speak Spanish.”

“Everyone knows the swear words,” I said as I started the car and turned in the direction of the nearest Walmart.

“Fine cabrón! Pick the boy up a real coat or something. It’s freezing outside.”

“It’s only in the fifties. How is this cold?”

“Mira, this boy is born and raised in Richmond Virginia. Just because you grew up on the polar ice—”

“—-Rochester.”

“Whatever! Just because you got blood like maple syrup doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t have to wear a little more than the bathing suit you dressed your son in.”

“Alright, alright, I’m heading to the store now.”

“Finally. I guess you can teach an old dog new tricks,” she said in her charming dead pan way.

“‘HA’, or ‘LOL’ whatever they say now. Did you come up with that yourself?”

“You liked it,” she said in mock sheepishness. “Oh, and pick up some chicken nuggets or something.”

“Really?” The verbal banter was nice after what I had just been through. “You know that garbage is bad for you right?”

“Oh yeah? And when did you become a vegan? Oh wait...is that Bambi’s mom I smell on your breath?”

“Ouch!” It still amazed me how brutal she could be when we played this game. “Okay, chicken nuggets it is. I just have to stop by and check my mail.”

“At your apartment? It’s not even on the...” She paused and I could almost feel the change in tenor of the conversation. “Or do you have an appointment with that—”

“Leigh,” I interrupted before Milagro could begin her onslaught of choice names that came up whenever she asked about Leigh.

“Yeah, the girlfriend.”

“She is not my—”


“Oh, should I say fuck buddy?” There was another uncomfortable silence before she spoke again. “I know exactly what she is Wolf.”


So much for the friendly voice.

“I’m not seeing her okay?” more silence, “I keep a post office box and I’m just going to check my mail.” She still wasn’t speaking. “I’m pulling into the parking lot now.”

“Why do you need a post office box? You some big shot at the kennel club or something?”

“Nice,” I said absorbing the barb but not taking the bait. She obviously wanted to fight, and I didn’t. Ninety percent of the time Milagro’s jibes were good natured and even fun, but whenever the subject of Leigh came up she got mean. I suppose it was to be expected. Milagro was a kind of witch, and she could usually sense supernatural creatures. When we first met she sensed what I was and flipped out. Leigh was a vampire, and not the nice sparkle in the sunlight kind. She was more like Dracula, only not as polite. So, needless to say Milagro did not like the idea that I needed Leigh, or at least I thought I did.

“I got a box because doing what I do, it is probably best not to give people my home address.” I could still feel the hostility from the other end of the call as I stepped out of the car. The building was empty, and the main service area was locked off but there was still access to the Post Office Boxes. “I’ll only be a minute then I’ll head over to—”

Just as I reached for the door a scream shattered the night air; a scream like I’d never heard before.
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“What the hell was that?” Milagro’s voice seemed far away.

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not getting my chicken nuggets am I?” Milagro had a way of lightening or heightening the mood of any situation with just a few words.

“Not anytime soon,” I said with a smile and shake of my head despite the gooseflesh still covering my arms. “I’ll call you after.”

“Ok,,, hey?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful ok?”

“I will.”

There was noise coming from all directions, and the surrounding concrete buildings had sent the echo of the scream back to me from all sides. Slowing my breathing, I began filtering out everything unnecessary, focusing on only those details that were out of place. Ignoring the noxious fumes from the cars and trucks, the putrid stench from the nearby dumpsters, even the rancid oil bubbling in the deep fat fryers of the fast-food restaurants that dotted the sides of the street, I sought out anything out of place. That’s when I smelled it.

It was subtle at first, barely noticeable until I turned my head slightly, zeroing in on where it was coming from. My brain told me I had to be wrong, but what I smelled was salt water, like from the ocean, but there was something else. Another scent hidden beneath the smell of the sea; someone was bleeding, and they had gone down the alley that ran behind the post office. Cautiously I moved toward the alley, careful not to lose the scent. As far as I could tell, the alley ran about thirty feet in either direction. Rounding the corner of the building I heard footsteps from my right and my pace quickened. The sound was strange, not of someone walking or even running. They were halting steps; two or three at a time then silence. Whatever it was, it was changing direction, moving back and forth as if they were looking for something, and they were growing more and more frantic. A way out, I thought, whatever it was, it was looking for a way out!

The closer I got to the smell and the sounds, the quieter my movements became, my senses sharp and aware of everything around me. I was hunting now, but not for the source of the scream; I was hunting for whatever had caused it.

Arriving at an intersection the smell was stronger; I was getting close. Turning left I moved quickly, my movements silent and my eyes wide. I could feel my body aching to change, but now was not the time. I had no idea what I was going to find and I wanted my conscious mind to be able to make the decisions. Nearing the end of the alley I could see that it opened into a sort of courtyard. The scent was strong now, and the sounds were definitely coming from the courtyard.

A flash of pale white crossed my field of vision, left to right. I crouched low, not knowing if it was the predator or the prey. More shuffling feet and shallow breathing came from the courtyard. I moved slowly, stalking what I could not see but knew was there. Another scream and I lunged forward, racing down the alley. Turning to face the direction of the scream, I planted my feet firmly, ready for anything; or so I thought. 

It was one of the most painful images I had ever seen. She was covered in dirt and grime, and wore nothing more than an oversized, raggedy tank top that exposed more flesh than it covered. Her hair was long and looked like it might be white or very blond, but it was hard to tell with clumps of earth and bits of garbage stuck to it. The girl could not have been more than in her early teens or maybe it only looked like that because she was curled up like a child who had been beaten. She had collapsed in a pile of garbage on the far side of the courtyard and was clutching what looked like a thick black raincoat but cut in a weird pattern, almost like a poncho. Small bloody footprints were everywhere, marking every start, stop and turn the girl had made as she searched for a way out. It was the scent that I had been tracking, and I could see that her feet were raw, leaving the crimson prints on the ground like a sick version of finger painting. She must have fallen at some point because her knees and the palms of her hands were also bloody. Her head, down on those bloody knees, trembled and shook as she sobbed, her warm breath marked by the small puffs of mist forming in the cold air. 

Blood, fear and anger, all bad things if you’re a werewolf, but there it was, blood from the poor girl’s wounds, the fear I could smell seeping out of her very pores, and the anger I felt toward whoever had done this to her. Any one of these things could have pushed me right to edge of changing, and the combination of them almost guaranteed it. Instead, it broke my heart and all I wanted to do at that very moment was hold the poor girl close and tell her it was going to be alright. 

She hadn’t heard me, she just lay there in the garbage, her body heaving with each sob. My heart broke as I stood there not knowing what to do. That’s when she looked up

Her eyes went wide and she threw herself backward. Unable to get to her feet as she slipped on the garbage covered ground, she kicked out with her hands and feet trying to get away.

“Whoa!” Instinctively I threw up my hands trying to look as non-threatening as possible. “It’s okay,” I continued attempting to sound reassuring.

She stopped moving backwards. Not because I was succeeding in my attempts so much as she hit the wall behind her.

She made to get up. “Hey, hey, really, it’s okay.” Slowly I reached into my jacket pocket. “Look, I’m a cop. Let me help you.”

Her eyes clicked to the shiny badge I now held in my right hand then back up to me but there was no change, and I knew she would bolt as soon as she saw her chance.

I took a step toward her, still trying to look like a friend but also to close the distance between us in case she ran. I had no doubt I could catch her, but I also didn’t want to scare her by moving inhumanly fast. She shrank away, clutching the raincoat closer; not to cover herself but more like she thought I was going to take it.

“Are you lost?” I said taking another step. 

Like a small child hiding from a nightmare she curled up in a ball still protecting the raincoat and covered her head, no longer wanting to look at me. Not knowing what else to do I decided to appeal to the basic needs of any living being. 

“I’m sorry,” I said taking a step back. “I’m sorry.” 

Maybe it was the tone of my voice or the sound of my retreat, but she allowed herself a glance in my direction. Slowly I began slipping out of my jacket, one arm and then the other. Without moving my feet I extended my arm, offering the jacket to her. Her eyes found mine then looked back at the jacket. As if on cue the bitter wind swirled in the courtyard. She shivered, closing her eyes and bracing against the cold. As the wind died she looked up at me again, her eyes squinting, her brow knitted. 

I shuffled forward, no more than a foot, and offered her the jacket again. No sooner had my outstretched arm come within reach of her, she lunged forward snatching the jacket out of my hand. Immediately I took a step back, hoping she’d relax enough to actually put the thing on, but all she did was stare at me. Taking another step back I nodded to her, “it’s alright, go ahead.”

She cocked her head slightly a confused look on her face. Then slowly, never taking her eyes off of me, she slipped the jacket on. 

“Why don’t you come with me so we can get you out of the cold?” 

She turned her head slightly as if she were trying to hear me clearly. 

“Cold,” I said again, as I wrapped my arms across my chest and did my best version of a shivering display. Again, she made as if to hear me better, this time going as far as to lean in closer to the sound of my voice. I started to wonder if she was deaf. Either way my options were becoming more and more limited. Careful to not move too suddenly, I half turned away then motioned for her to come with me. It was fine until I pointed down the alley from where I came. Her eyes widened and she shrank back into the garbage pile all while making a whimpering sound that almost made me cry.

She must have thought that I was trying to take her back to wherever it was she had just come from, and she was obviously not a fan.

“Okay, okay,” I said turning to face her again, my hands held up in surrender. Frustration was starting to get to me. “Well, we gotta go somewhere. I can’t just leave you here.”

Her eyebrows knitted together again and it looked like she was trying to work things out. Her mouth opened and closed a few times and I could tell she was trying to say something. 

Nodding reassuringly, I motioned for her to continue, and there was more opening and closing “Come on. Come on,” I continued until finally...  

“Cha tied mi air ais dahn aite sin.”

“Aww shit,” was all I could think to say.
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Not the most eloquent of responses but given the circumstances it seemed appropriate. In any case, I eventually convinced her to let me take her out of the courtyard and put her in the car. I would have taken her to hospital but, now that the adrenaline had run its course and I was in close proximity, the smell of her blood told me that she was not human. Besides, if she was running from someone, or something, there was no way to know if it was human either.

Nope, to my mind the safest place for her right now was with me. Thankfully, I kept a topcoat in the car for the cooler temps. With a fair amount of cajoling, I was able to get the girl to put her arms through the jacket sleeves properly and put the topcoat on over it. She was a lot smaller than me, not that my five-foot eleven-inch frame was considered huge or anything, so the end result was her looking like a navy blue tent with a tiny head sticking out of it. Either way it was an improvement. Now I just had to figure out my next move.

My cell phone beeped, and the girl nearly jumped out of the passenger side window. This was pretty impressive since the glass was still up. 

“Easy,” I said picking up the phone, “It’s just a text message” I held up the phone to show her where the sound had come from.

Once she had settled down, I looked at my phone. It was from Milagro asking if I was alright. There was an idea; pulling over I tapped out my message and hit send. Then, as it was only about ten minutes to Milagro’s apartment I decided to try again. He had been out of touch for weeks but if anyone could help it was him. Okay, that was not entirely true. Ramirez would know what to do but I couldn’t call him just yet. My raid on the Kill Club was not what he would call a smart move so, I hadn’t told him about it.  

Punching in the number I waited for him to pick up. The car speakers continued ringing and the girl just stared in wonder. Eventually the voicemail kicked in and the girl jumped in her seat.

“You’ve reached Markku Van der Broek of Ceasar Holdings. Please leave...well whatever you like, I will not be listening to it either way.”

“Hey!” My frustration was definitely getting the better of me. “I haven’t heard from you in almost a month! Call me! I think I am involved in something weird.” I punched the end button much harder than I had to and slammed my hand into the steering wheel. ‘Weird’, that was usually the word I used when I was talking about anything not human. “Where the hell was he?” I said out loud. The girl was just staring at me, and I had to remind myself that I was trying to keep her calm. 

A few turns later I was knocking on Milagro’s door. The girl seemed genuinely relieved to see another female and it was a lot easier to get her through the door than it had been to get her out of my car. After about a half hour Milagro had all the cuts and scrapes cleaned and dressed.

“Yo,” said Milagro, “good chance that whoever she was running from was a guy or guys.” She then took the girl, now in one of Milagro’s bathrobes, from the bathroom to her bedroom, and I headed into the living room.

“Hey champ,” I said stepping into the room. 

Isaac’s head popped up immediately and he nimbly jumped up from the threadbare couch while still managing to gently place some kind of hand-held game thingy down. His little body crashed into mine and I felt his little arms wrap around me. It was more cub hug than bear hug, but it was still one of the best feelings in the world.

“Hi dad!”

“How was school?” I asked bending at the waist to return the hug.

He looked up at me, confusion squinching up his tiny features. “It’s Christmas break dad,” he said with a high pitched giggle. Releasing me he bounded back to the couch and picked up the game thingy.

“Oh, right,” I said embarrassed, “sorry. You know I am still getting used to this dad thing.”

“I know. It’s ok,” he said without looking up from the screen in his hands. “Tee Tee, says your heart is in the right place even if your head is up your culo sometimes.”

“Tee Tee?”

“Yeah, Tee Tee Milagro.”

The boy couldn’t roll his ‘R’s yet but I knew exactly who he was talking about. “So, it’s Tee Tee now?”

“Yup, she says Milagro is too long to keep saying all the time, and Tee Tee is like Auntie in Puerto Rican.”

“Spanish, Champ. She is from Puerto Rico, but she speaks Spanish.”

“It’s more like Spanglish but we don’t want to get too picky about that.” Milagro was leaning against the door frame as though she had been watching us for a while.

“Isaac?”

“Yeah, Dad?”

“I’m going to go talk to... Tee Tee for just a second. Okay?”

“Yup,” he said as his eyes darted about following something on the screen.

“I have my head up my culo?” I asked following Milagro into the hallway.

“Sometimes you do.”

“Remind me to pick you up some Dr. Spock books.”

“Whatever.”

“How’s our girl doing?”

“She’ll live. She pretty much passed out on my bed after about twenty band aids and a gallon of peroxide. You have any idea what happened to her?”

“Well, she was definitely running from something, now what that something was, I have no idea. I was hoping you might be able to get something from her.”

“Did she talk to you?”

“Yeah, in the alley. I mean she tried to anyway.”

“And did it sound like Spanish to you?”

“No, but I figured... you know girl speak or something.” As soon as the words fell out of my mouth I realized how ignorant they sounded, and judging by the look that only Milagro could give me, I guess I really did sometimes have my head up my culo.

“She’s not just a girl is she?”

“You felt that too huh?”

“Kind of hard to miss.”

“Right,” I said, my mind jumping from one possible scenario to another. “I think I may know what she was running from.” The expression on my face as I said the words I was hoping to avoid, must have been a dead giveaway, and it was a rare day when Milagro didn’t smell bullshit.

“What did you do?
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The coffee shop was moderately busy for a Tuesday morning. The early rush was over but there were still a number of college students milling about or tapping away on laptops. There were also a fair share of the work from home crowd, or in this case from a table on an open air patio sipping a Frappuccino crowd. Sometimes I would just watch them, humans I mean. It would be a nice day and I’d be sitting at a coffee shop, much like the one where I found myself, and I would just watch them. As I sat at one of the ubiquitous aluminum mesh tables with the blue umbrella sticking out of the middle, I would remember what it was like. I would remember what it was like, to not know what I know, and be able to just live out my days worrying about who the Mets were going to put on the mound against the Phillies, or if I was ever going to see the Jets win a Superbowl in my lifetime. 

Hours would pass with me just sitting there. Watching them never got old; I wouldn’t get bored, I wouldn’t get tired, and the only thing that would get me to move on days like that was when the sadness came. It was a sadness that would build up, It would overwhelm me after a while, knowing that I couldn’t go back. The weirdest thing was the feeling of loneliness I
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