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      The werewolves must have been nervous, because the room smelled like wet dog. They were sweating. Each one of their gazes stared at the fourteen year-old vampire at Lockman’s side. In the past six months, word had traveled fast. Most of the paranormal underworld had heard of Jessie, heard what she was, what she was capable of.

      If the four werewolves hadn’t been in human form, Lockman guessed they would have all had their tails tucked between their legs. He allowed himself a tiny smile. His daughter had become such an intimidating force, even the wolves feared her.

      In those same six months, Jessie had grown comfortable in her new role. She stared down the wolves as if they were a litter of puppies. Her skin was pale, dark veins lining her face underneath. Her eyes shone like polished onyx in the room’s dim light, which came from a pair of floor lamps and an austere chandelier. Beneath the chandelier was the green felt-topped table the wolves sat around. Stacks of plastic chips littered the table top along with the playing cards arranged for a game of Texas hold ‘em.

      An incessant bass beat thumped the walls from the strip club outside the room. Research revealed that this particular wolf pack had cashed in big time on the Vegas skin trade. They owned over twenty clubs in and around Sin City. Surprisingly, however, they did not appear to have anything to do with the rampant prostitution in the area, and every inch of the “family” business looked legal.

      Lockman tried to pin back his prejudice against the werewolves. After all, they weren’t here to pick a fight. They were here looking to recruit.

      One of the wolves dropped his cards face down onto the table and stood, eyes still aimed at Jessie. He couldn’t have reached much higher than five-four, but the bulk of his muscles made him look almost as wide as he was tall. His hands looked as big as bear paws. “You got nerve coming in here with that.” He pointed at Jess.

      “No objections to the ogre, though, huh?” Lockman tilted his head back in Adam’s direction.

      Adam stood by the door they came in through with his arms folded across his chest and his fedora tipped low over his eyes, casting enough of a shadow over his face that you could miss his green skin if you didn’t take a closer look. The top of the door only came to his shoulder.

      The wolf took his eyes off Jessie to glance at Adam, but only for a second. “Ogre’s a righteous breed. That,” he lifted his chin and snorted at Jessie, “is an abomination.”

      “I can hear you, you know,” Jessie said and planted a hand on her cocked hip. “I’m standing right here.”

      The standing wolf turned his attention to Lockman. “And you? Coming back here after what you did to one of our pack?”

      Lockman was afraid that might come up. He had even tried to argue with Adam, who had chosen the Vegas wolf pack as their next in line to recruit, that they would never agree to side with someone who had smashed one of their pack members into a wall with a cargo van. Adam insisted the Vegas pack was the only one they had a chance of convincing to join their cause. They would only get others to join if they could get the Vegas pack first.

      Lockman held his hands out at his sides. “That was strictly self-defense. Besides, he contracted to play hired goon for a mortal. Isn’t solo work like that against pack rules? Especially taking orders from a mortal?”

      He growled from the back of his throat. The five o’ clock shadow on his cheeks thickened into a full beard right before their eyes.

      A faint click came from Lockman’s left and slightly behind him. He looked over his shoulder and found Teresa with a pistol held down alongside her leg, her thumb on the hammer. She gave him a small nod, letting him know she was ready for action if it came to that.

      He sure as hell hoped not. They just got there for Christ’s sake.

      “Easy,” Lockman said. He noticed the other wolves getting a little more hairy around the jaws and down their arms. “We did not come here to fight.”

      “That’s right,” the standing wolf said. “You came here because you want us to join your army against the vampires. Yet you brought one of them with you.”

      “She’s different.”

      “So I’ve heard.” He held out a hand to the wolf sitting next to him. He snapped and waved his fingers signaling for the other wolf to hand something over. “We’ll hear you out as long as you agree to our test.”

      The wolf still seated reached under the table and pulled out a pouch that could have passed for a woman’s purse.

      “What kind of test?” Lockman asked.

      The sitting wolf opened the purse and held it up to the standing wolf, who then reached in and pulled out a large silver crucifix. Before Lockman could react, the wolf swung the crucifix out in front of him and held it with his arm locked straight and aimed directly at Jessie.

      Jessie flinched, but it looked more from being startled at the wolf’s sudden movement toward her than from any effect of the crucifix. After she recovered from that initial start, she relaxed and stared at the cross without any other reaction. She shrugged. “No big.”

      The wolf’s eyes went wide. He marched forward and pressed the crucifix against Jessie’s forehead.

      She didn’t budge. No smoke. No searing skin. The silver had as much effect against her as it would have against Lockman, or any other mortal.

      “Okay, you can stop that any second now,” Jessie said.

      The wolf stepped back and dropped the crucifix. It thumped to the floor. “Impossible.”

      A chill ran the length of Lockman’s spine. All this time, they had never thought to test Jessie’s reaction to silver or religious symbols. They had all made the unspoken assumption that these items would hurt her. In fact, they should have hurt her. At least according to all the intel Lockman had seen on vampires. But none of that intel had included vampires holding onto their souls after being turned either. Obviously, there was plenty they didn’t know.

      Lockman tried his best to hide his own surprise. “Like I said. She’s different.” He glanced down at the crucifix on the floor. “You must have suspected it might not hurt her. Otherwise, why the test?”

      The wolf shook his head as his beard faded back to stubble and revealed his ashen face. His lips moved, but no words came out.

      “Would you like to start over?” Lockman asked. “Maybe do some introductions?”

      The wet dog smell doubled in intensity. The bass beats from the club changed rhythm, but otherwise carried on in oblivious monotony.

      The standing wolf clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. He breathed deeply in through his nose and his nostrils flared when he exhaled. “I’m Marka,” he said. He pointed to the three other wolves in turn and rattled off names for each. “Kurtz. Alvarez. And Stokes.” Stokes was the one with the bag the crucifix came out of. He had since dropped the bag on the table and folded his arms across his chest. The others still held onto their cards as if they expected to pick the game back up any second.

      “Nice meeting you,” Lockman said. He patted his chest. “I’m Lockman, and this is Jessie.”

      The corner of Marka’s mouth curled. “Yeah, we know you two.”

      “Teresa’s on my left. The ogre is Adam.”

      Marka’s gaze moved from one face to the next as if trying to memorize their features. Then his attention returned to Lockman. “Lots of rumors going around about your gang here.”

      Lockman had no interest in the rumors. He’d heard them all. “How did you know the cross and silver wouldn’t hurt Jess?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You suspected.”

      Marka hitched a shoulder. “Some of us still believe in prophecies.”

      Jessie shook a lock of hair off her face. “What’s your prophecy say about me?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lockman said before the wolf could answer. “We don’t believe in prophecies.”

      Jessie turned to him and wrinkled her brow while curling her lip. “We don’t? ‘Cause I thought we’d decided Marty’s prophecy was legit.”

      “Quiet,” Lockman growled through his teeth.

      “Just sayin’.”

      Marka looked back and forth between them. “She acts mortal enough.”

      “She’s still just a teenager.”

      Jessie muttered something, but Lockman ignored it and carried on with the wolf.

      “Whatever predictions you have aren’t important to our goals. We need you to fight the vampires. Nothing more or less.”

      “Because they supposedly have an army now, right?”

      “There’s no ‘supposedly’ about it. They’ve swelled their numbers with mortal turns. They even anointed a king, who kept them organized and united. Until we killed him.”

      Marka shared skeptical glances with his companions. He smirked. “So if this king’s what was keeping them together and he’s gone now, what have we got to worry about?”

      Teresa spoke up. “All it takes is a new leader and we’re facing thousands of vamps, organized and ready to suck their way through anything that bleeds.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before a new king takes over,” Lockman added.

      “So what’s your strategy?” Marka asked. “Put together an army and wait for the vamps to attack?”

      “We already have strike teams hitting any concentrated groups. But for every nest we take down, three more pop up. King or no king, they are still building their numbers. Not just in the United States, either. This has gone global.”

      “You got any other wolves joined up?”

      “You’re the first we’ve approached.”

      “Because you thought we’d be easy to sell.”

      “Nothing easy about it. Word is your pack is more reasonable than most, that’s all.”

      Marka laughed. The others joined him. They stretched it longer than necessary. The light shined on their sweaty foreheads. Nerves. “Sorry to disappoint,” Marka said when he’d finished his chuckle. “But the only reason we agreed to meet was so we’d have the pleasure of your company.”

      Lockman tossed a scowl over his shoulder at Adam. “I told you this was a bad idea.”

      Adam tilted the brim of his hat back. His glassy ogre eyes stared Marka down from under his bushy red brows. “They wouldn’t dare try a thing.”

      Marka pointed at Adam. “We don’t have a problem with you, ogre.” He turned his eyes on Jessie. “Or you, for that matter. We want Lockman. The rest of you can walk out of here, no problem.”

      Teresa brought her pistol up and aimed at Marka. “No, that would be a problem.”

      The three other wolves all stood in unison. The two still holding cards tossed them on the table. The backs of their hands grew thick with fur.

      Lockman clamped down on his nerves. Forced his body to stay calm, his heartbeat level, his breathing even. He reached behind him and pulled his gun out of his waist band. No one had bothered to pat them down when they were let into the club. Either these wolves were incredibly stupid, or incredibly self-confident. They had yet to strike Lockman as stupid.

      He trained his weapon on Marka as well. “You really want to do this?”

      “I really do.” And with that, all four of them shifted. Fur engulfed every inch of bare skin. Their clothing ripped apart as their bodies changed shape. Their eyes glimmered over the snouts that grew from their faces. The change couldn’t have taken more than a few seconds. One moment they were men. Now they were wolves.

      Lockman opened fire. He heard Teresa do the same. A second later Adam joined in with blasts from the sawed-off shotgun he had carried in under his trench coat. The sound thundered so loudly in the small room, Lockman’s eardrums rang and stung.

      A pair of .45 rounds tore chunks off of Marka’s back even as the wolf charged forward. Blood sprayed from the wounds, but Marka kept coming. Next to him, the wolf who had brought out the crucifix took a hit from Adam’s shotgun square in the face. The shot obliterated any recognizable features, turning most of the wolf’s visage into hamburger and shattered bone. He dropped, and momentum carried him the last couple of feet to his final rest.

      The two remaining wolves reached Lockman before any more shots were fired, with Marka close behind.

      Adrenaline rushed through Lockman and fed his senses. The wolves seemed to move in slow motion. Lockman could smell not only wet dog now, but burning fur and the metallic tang of blood. He could hear the wolves panting as clearly as he could the bass thunder against the walls. He felt the heat of their breath as they tackled him, knocking his gun loose, and forcing him back off his feet. The air whistled out of his lungs when he hit the floor and one of the wolves landed on top of him.

      Two more shots from Teresa went off, but Lockman couldn’t tell what, if anything, they hit with this wolf’s growling snout in his face. The wolf’s lips peeled away from especially white teeth that looked almost bleached. A string of drool dripped from the wolf’s mouth onto Lockman’s chin.

      Lockman tried to struggle loose.

      The wolf’s paws had him pinned by the shoulders. The beast opened his jaw and cocked his head. He meant to sink his teeth into Lockman’s throat. Like that, this whole thing would be over. All the work recruiting, forming alliances with creatures most mortals didn’t know existed, or didn’t believe in. An unprecedented gathering of diverse beasts with a common goal.

      Lockman had helped to build that.

      Now he wouldn’t have the chance to see it move forward.

      He no sooner had this last, depressing thought, when the wolf disappeared.

      At least, that’s what it looked like at first. Then Lockman felt the bloody mist fall over him like red rain. He saw the dark red stain on the ceiling. An electric crackling filled the room as if someone had stuck a fork in a socket. It smelled about the same as well—that electrocuted air scent that made the hairs in your nose stand on end and the back of your palate itch.

      Lockman sat up and saw three other red stains on the floor and walls to match the one on the ceiling, one blotch for each wolf.

      Standing right where she had during the whole meeting, Jessie held a pen knife in one hand while her other hand bled from a cut through the palm. Sparks of blue light flashed in the wound, the source of the static sound. The wound in her palm closed a second after Lockman noticed it, cutting off the crackling sparks with it.

      Jessie folded the pen knife and tucked it in the pocket of her black jeans. “I take it this means no werewolves in our army.”

      Lockman caught himself with his jaw hanging open. He clapped his mouth shut and looked around from where he sat to check on Teresa and Adam. They stared at Jessie as slack-jawed as he must have. Teresa even trembled slightly.

      He got to his feet and wiped some moisture off his cheek. His fingers came away covered with red. “What did you do?”

      “I blew them up.”

      Granted, Jess had shown more and more power and control over her magical abilities since the vampire king had turned her into a vampire. But this…

      “Fucking mojo,” he whispered.

      “We should probably leave,” Adam said and pumped his shotgun.

      Lockman looked down at himself. He had wolf blood splattered all down the front of him. “Going to be a trick getting through the club looking like this.”

      “We can flank you,” Teresa said. “Then we rush for the exit and ignore any questions.”

      “Any other wolves will smell it on me.”

      Jessie waved a hand. “Screw it. I’ll just use it.”

      Teresa’s eyebrows rose. “Use it?”

      “Trick I learned few days ago. I can store the power I get from blood to use later.” She closed her eyes and put out her hand, palm facing Lockman as if she were telling him to “halt.”

      The air took on that static feel to it again.

      Lockman’s face and one hand tingled. He watched as the blood on his fingers took on a faint glow then seemed to evaporate before his eyes. The blood on his clothes did the same. Not a single red speck remained.

      Jessie gasped, opened her eyes. Her breath came a little ragged as if she’d just come in from a jog. She curled closed the fingers of her outstretched hand and let the hand gently drop to her side. She grinned. “Neat, huh?”

      Teresa stepped forward and looked Lockman up and down, her eyes wide and clearly panicked. “How did you learn to do that?”

      Jessie shrugged. “I just figured it out.”

      “All by yourself? It just came to you?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Did you learn that the same way you learned to make these wolves explode?”

      Jessie looked to Lockman. “Dad, can you tell her to back off?”

      Lockman put a hand on Teresa’s shoulder. “We need to get out of here. We can talk about this later.”

      “Bullshit, Craig. For the last six months, this girl has grown stronger and stronger, and no one has bothered to wonder how or why.”

      She was right. The increase in Jessie abilities had to have some explanation. He even had, way in the back of his mind, a suspicion. But the back room of a werewolf den wasn’t exactly the ideal venue to discuss it. “I promise we’ll talk when we get back to HQ.”

      Teresa waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, right. You’ll go right back to coddling her.”

      “You know,” Jessie shouted, “I’m really getting sick of people talking about me like I’m not here.”

      In the space of a second, the air thickened like it does right before a thunderstorm. The lights in the room flickered and then the bulbs exploded, dropping the four of them into darkness. The bass beat from out in the club stopped like a shot heart. All the music quit, in fact, allowing the sound of more exploding light bulbs to carry through the wall. Shouts and screams from the club’s inhabitants soon followed.

      “Oh, shit,” Jessie said in the dark.
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      Teresa clicked on a small flashlight, shined the beam in Jessie’s face.

      Jessie didn’t squint or try to block the light. She stared directly into the beam as if it wasn’t there. Her eyes had gone a solid black. The dark veins under her pale skin darkened. When Jessie scowled, she showed off the fangs behind her lips.

      “Got a problem, bitch?” Jess asked.

      “Damn right I do,” Teresa answered from the darkness behind the beam.

      A hot bolt shot through Lockman’s veins. They didn’t have time for petty infighting. “Cool it, both of you. In case you forgot, we’re trapped in a werewolf den with the obliterated remains of high ranking members of their pack.”

      The black in Jessie’s eyes faded, revealing her natural irises.

      Teresa swung the flashlight beam off Jessie’s face. She trained it on the doorway leading out to the club proper. More screams and shouts filtered in through the closed door. “Probably not a good idea trying to make our way through a pitch black strip club filled with panicking civilians.”

      “And brother wolves to these guys,” Adam’s gravel voice said from the dark.

      The flashlight beam danced around the room, illuminating the walls, the ceiling, the corners, the blown lights, the bloody remains, the poker table and the chairs around the table. The light did not, however, highlight another exit.

      “You’d think they would have a back way out,” Teresa said.

      “You think there’s a secret passage or something?” Jessie asked with a light buttering of sarcasm.

      “We have to go through the club,” Lockman said. “It’s the only way.”

      “Maybe…” Jessie started then trailed off.

      Lockman turned to where her voice had come from. His eyes had adjusted to the dark as best they could. With the flashlight’s indirect glow, he could make out her general shape. “What?”

      “Nothing. I don’t think it will work.”

      Teresa spotlighted Jessie with the flashlight, only this time aiming at her torso instead of her face. “Spit it out. More mojo?”

      Jessie shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve never done anything like it before. But he says… I mean, with all that blood I absorbed, I should have enough power to do it.”

      “Who says?” Teresa’s words carried a sharp edge.

      Jessie turned away, putting the flashlight beam at her back. “What do you suppose is beyond the back wall?”

      Lockman pulled up mental images of the club’s layout he gathered from the surveillance they’d done before the scheduled meeting. “The parking lot.”

      “So we could get out that way.”

      Teresa aimed the light at the wall in question. “Maybe you can conjure up some mojo and walk through walls, but we’re not so lucky.”

      “No. I can make it so we can all walk through.” Jessie stepped up to the wall and back into the flashlight beam. “Just keep the light there and…” She rested her palms against the wall. “Probably should back up a little.”

      The light bounced slightly as Teresa took Jessie’s advice.

      The sound of Adam’s large feet shuffling along the floor came next.

      Whatever you say. Lockman scooted back about five feet. He noticed the tension in his abs as if prepping to take a punch in the gut.

      Jessie whispered something under her breath. Her voice creaked a little. Almost didn’t sound like her.

      The air in the room turned instantly warm. The barometric pressure seemed to drop thirty degrees. Lockman’s ears popped. His eyes felt swollen in their sockets. When he tried to take a breath, what little air he held in his lungs was sucked out and he was left gasping silently as if a couple of tons had been dropped on his chest.

      A second later, a section of the wall around where Jessie touched it exploded outward. A flurry of drywall dust, fiberglass insulation, and shattered brick flew through the air and dusted the blacktop parking lot outside. A hole about the size of a standard doorway let in the moonlight.

      Only when he noticed the dry taste of desert air did Lockman realize he could breathe again. The pressure had normalized.

      Jessie turned around, the proud grin on her face marred by her vampiric features. Despite this, Lockman still caught a glimpse of teenage innocence in her expression, her smile similar to one she would wear just after winning the middle school spelling bee. But she would never get a chance at anything so mundane as a spelling bee.

      And it’s all my fault.

      “What in hell?” Teresa shouted.

      “A way out,” Jessie answered as if that were the dumbest question she’d heard all day.

      Lockman crossed the room to Jessie. He stared at her. “How?”

      Her smile faltered. She furled her brow. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I’m a freak.”

      “Because you are.” Teresa stepped into the circle of moonlight let in through the hole and clicked off her flashlight. “And you have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “Want to bet?”

      “Enough,” Lockman barked. “We can finish this⁠—”

      Something pounded against the door separating them from the club. Then again. The light through the hole in the wall made it possible to see the wood in the doorjamb splinter by the hinges. When the third bang hit the door, the door tore loose from the frame and spun inward off its hinges.

      Adam still stood close to the door and he had to throw an arm up to deflect the door when it came flying at him.

      A massive gray wolf, nearly twice the size as the four Jessie had turned to mush, stood in the doorway, teeth bared and a chainsaw growl in its throat. Lockman had assumed Marka was the pack leader, but this giant had to have outranked him.

      Before any of them had a chance to react, the beast bound into the room, headed straight for Lockman.
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      Lockman reached behind him for his gun and grasped air, forgetting that he’d dropped the gun when the last wolf had tackled him. If this wolf hit him, he’d lose more than his gun. He had no more time to react, though, when the wolf launched into the air and sailed toward him.

      A shadow shot at the wolf and hit it in mid air hard enough to knock the animal off course. Instead of slamming into Lockman, the wolf crashed onto the poker table and the table collapsed underneath. The shadow turned out to be Jessie, who straddled the downed beast as if she meant to ride it. The wolf bucked her off and sent her careening into the wall. She left a dent in the wall before dropping to the floor.

      The wolf spun on Lockman. This time Teresa interrupted its next attack by emptying her weapon into its flank.

      The wolf’s gray fur seemed to absorb the bullets. Only a small trickle of blood through its coat showed evidence that it had taken fire. It swung its head around and growled at Teresa.

      Teresa ejected her magazine and smoothly slammed another home in her pistol. She opened fire again, this time aiming for the wolf’s face.

      The wolf leapt to one side, dodging the incoming gunfire, and continued to run a wide circle around the room to stay ahead of Teresa’s continued assault. Her second magazine clicked empty. Lockman couldn’t tell if any of her shots had tagged the wolf.

      By this point Jessie had found her feet. She charged across the room, fangs bared, hands in fists, looking nothing like the young girl on his doorstep a year and a half ago, claiming to be his daughter.

      The wolf met her halfway and the two collided in the center of the room so hard it sounded like two sacks of rocks thrown together.

      They hit the floor in a tangle. Jessie had her legs wrapped around the wolf with her ankles locked together. She grasped the wolf by its thick coat and hung tight. The wolf’s thrashing and writhing couldn’t get her to let go.

      “Get out of here,” Jessie shouted.

      A second later, Teresa clutched Lockman’s arm and pulled him toward the hole in the wall.

      He shook free. “We can’t leave her.”

      “She blew up four others. She can handle herself against this one. But if anymore come and we’re still here, we’re all dead.”

      Adam skirted the wrestling pair on the floor and joined Lockman and Teresa. “She’s right.”

      Lockman had spent so much time trying to protect Jessie, it went against every instinct to leave her behind, even though she had shown herself as the most capable of the four of them to handle the wolves. But how many more could she handle? They would overrun her. She could not take on a whole pack no matter her vampiric strength or how much mojo she had gathered in the last few months.

      “Lockman,” Teresa shouted. She looked him hard in the eyes. “We’ll come back for her. Let’s get the van.”

      He took one last look at Jessie struggling on the floor—her bared fangs glistened in the moonlight coming through the hole—then he turned and ran out into the night. His heart pounded and his lungs burned by the time they reached the van they had rented for their time in Vegas.

      Teresa got behind the wheel. Adam climbed into the back of the van. Lockman joined him. They kept the sliding side door open while Teresa started the engine, backed out of the parking space, and raced toward the hole in the back wall.

      The tires shrieked when Teresa braked by the wall with the open side door facing the hole.

      Lockman hopped out before the vehicle had come to a complete stop. He stopped just outside the hole and shouted in to Jessie. “Let's go, Jess.”

      The wolf bucked and twisted. Jessie kept her grip and managed to stay out of reach when the wolf would try nipping at her. They had reached an awkward stalemate. The wolf couldn’t get on its feet or gain enough leverage to bite Jessie. Jessie, on the other hand, couldn’t let go or the wolf would have an easy opening to attack before she could get on her feet and move.

      What Lockman didn’t know, what he could have never fathomed despite having had the last six months to get used to his daughter being a vampire, was that Jessie had one last attack ready for when she needed it.

      She opened her mouth wide. So wide it looked like she had displaced her jaw. Then she sank her teeth into the wolf’s neck.

      Lockman cringed. He could have handled some more mojo, another splash of exploding wolf guts. Seeing her suck the blood out of the wolf? It was the last step toward admitting that she really was a vampire. His daughter would never look the same to him again.

      Jessie tore a chunk of the wolf’s throat out. She spat the flesh and blood-matted fur out and shoved her mouth back into the wound. She fed like a real vamp, as if she had been doing it all her life. Until now she had only gotten her blood from volunteer donors, and drank from the plastic bags they stored the blood in.

      The wolf’s struggles quickly weakened. A handful of seconds passed and the wolf finally fell still.

      Jessie unhooked her legs from around the wolf and rolled away. The moonlight illuminated her blood-smeared face. Her black eyes gleamed. Her dark veins visibly pulsed.

      She’s a monster.

      It should have been no revelation. He knew what she had become. A vampire. And vampires were monsters. Yet he had lived with this one for six months and only now had come to realize that crooked truth.

      She’s a monster.

      But she was still his daughter. Still talked like her. Laughed like her. Complained like her. Boasted like her. She wasn’t like the typical vampire. She was special. Different. The exception.

      She doesn’t look all that different right now.

      This wouldn’t even be an issue if he hadn’t failed to protect her in the first place. So judging her? Calling her a monster? He had no right.

      Jessie got to her feet. She stared at Lockman. The black in her eyes faded again. Her jaw had reset itself and she had her mouth closed, hiding her fangs. Besides the blood on her face and her throbbing veins, she looked almost normal.

      She must have seen the judgment in his eyes, as if he had called her a monster aloud to her face. Tears ran streaks through the blood on her cheeks.

      “I had to,” she said, voice quivering. “I couldn’t get the magic to work. So I had to.”

      Screams and hurried footsteps echoed from around the building. Some of the club goers had found their way out of the dark and now rushed to their cars. Engines revved to life. Tires squealed. Among these noises came a chorus of wolf howls.

      More wolves on the way.

      Jessie took a few tentative steps forward. “Dad?”

      She must have seen the horror on his face. No way he could hide it. He clenched his teeth and held out his hand. “Come on.”

      She let out a long breath and nodded. Took his hand. Together, they climbed into the van.

      Adam stared at Jessie, at her blood-masked face. His square jaw hung open. “Are you all right?”

      “It’s not her blood,” Lockman said.

      Teresa adjusted the rearview mirror for her own look at Jessie. Lockman saw her eyes in the reflection, watched them widen when she spotted Jessie.

      Lockman patted the back of the driver’s seat. “Let's go.”

      After righting the rearview mirror, Teresa gunned the engine and they tore out of the parking lot. Six wolves greeted them, standing in the center of the road. She hit the brakes so hard, Lockman had to brace himself to keep from flying out of his seat.

      “Now would be a good time for some of your explosive mojo,” Teresa said. She shoved the gearshift to reverse and stood on the gas. They raced straight backward.

      The wolves kept up with what looked like a casual saunter. No way they could outrun the wolves in this van. Especially not in reverse.

      “I can’t,” Jessie said. More tears cut clear lines through the blood.

      “What are you talking about?” Teresa snapped. “You’re covered with blood. Use it.”

      “I can’t,” Jessie repeated and absently wiped at her tears, smearing blood around her eyes and getting it all over her hand.

      Teresa worked the gearshift, the brakes, and the steering wheel and got the van swung around and roaring away from the half-dozen wolves. The van whined as Teresa tortured it with RPMs it was never meant to handle. The wolves stayed on their tail. They split, three coming up on the right, three on the left. Teresa had to have reached a good sixty miles-per-hour, but the wolves kept pace.

      One of the wolves sideswiped the van, slamming against the vehicle like a hockey player executing a body check. The van rocked on its shocks. The side of the van buckled a few inches from the impact.

      Another wolf on the opposite side made the same maneuver with equal results.

      Teresa shouted out as the wheel jerked in her hands and the van fishtailed.

      The wolves struck the van again, this time hard enough to shatter the window above the back door. A second later, a wolf jumped up, trying to get into the window. At the speed they traveled, the wolf didn’t have enough momentum to pull off the stunt. Luckily, the late hour and the seedy locale made for no traffic. But eventually they would run out of road. Teresa would be forced to slow to make a turn. The second they did, that wolf would be in there with them and likely followed by his friends. The wolves would treat themselves to a bloodbath.

      Lockman took Jessie by the elbow, lifted her chin, and made sure she looked him in the eyes. “What’s going on? Why won’t it work?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The van shook from another strike.

      Teresa hollered over her shoulder. “Lockman, I’ve got a hundred yards at most before I’m out of road.”

      He squeezed Jessie’s arm. “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      The van took another hit, this one from behind.

      In the far back seat, Adam twisted to look out the rear window. “Aw, hell. Four more just joined the race.”

      Ten wolves against a couple of mortals, a vampire, and an ogre armed with only a shotgun and a single handgun.

      They were as good as dead.
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      Heart racing, Jessie squeezed her eyes shut. The van swerved and Jessie felt it in her gut as if they drove on water and any minute they could sink.

      She dropped down to that dark part of her psyche that she had become quite familiar with in the last six months. Her secret that she had kept from everyone. The place she went to learn all she had about this power inside of her.

      You have to tell me what’s going on.

      For the longest moment, only silence answered. She sat alone in her mind. Everything going on outside of her was cut off. The van could crash into a brick wall and Jessie wouldn’t know about it until she rose out of mind and found herself in the twisted wreck, assuming she survived. She didn’t know what would happen if she died while in here. Would everything just suddenly stop?

      Maybe, a voice whispered in her ear. She could feel his breath on her ear lobe. She didn’t understand how that worked, how she could feel things in here even though she couldn’t see anything. She could smell things, too. She imagined this might be how a blind person would feel if they had somehow gotten caught in zero gravity.

      Maybe what? she asked the voice.

      Maybe everything would suddenly stop if your body died out there.

      Well, we might be about to find out, she said and spun the apparition of her body to face him so he couldn’t keep doing that creepy whispering in her ear. Again, it wasn’t that she’d be able to see him, but he did fill some sort of psychic space in her mind. So she couldn’t see him, but she could feel where he was. Sometimes she could catch a whiff of his body odor. He smelled like a warm corpse.

      Danger afoot?

      You know there is. Don’t play stupid, Gabriel. There’s no time for it.

      You have about twenty seconds before Ms. Bitch crashes the car or is forced to slow down. He sounded almost chipper. Especially when he got the chance to use his nickname for Teresa. He had silly little names for all the people in Jessie’s life. He thought he was a lot funnier than he really was.

      Then that’s how long you’ve got to tell me why my magic isn’t working.

      Simple, he said. You’re tired.

      Not for the first time, Jessie wished she could see him, that he was actually flesh instead of merely another consciousness occupying her body. She would have decked him in the nose. Of course, then he might stop telling her how to use her power.

      I don’t have time to be tired.

      He laughed softly. She could sense his presence in front of her. He had closed the distance between their minds. When he spoke again she could smell his breath. It reminded her of the freezer in the basement back when her life was normal, even before Mom had married Alec, the werewolf spy. Mom would buy fresh meat from the butcher in Hamtramck and freeze it. Gabriel’s breath smelled like that first whiff Jessie would get when she opened the freezer to fetch steaks for Mom.

      Magic isn’t infinite. You’re young. Even with the extra power from your vampiric state, you still have limits.

      So what? You’re telling me there’s nothing we can do? We’re going to die?

      He sighed long and hard. Do you really think I would let your father’s stupidity end my existence?

      So you have an idea?

      Yes, dear. I have an idea. But it means hurting one of your companions.

      Jessie’s invisible stomach clenched. The smell of frozen beef or pork loin wafted around her psychic self. What do you mean?

      He chuckled softly. You’ll need to draw blood.

      I have blood all over my face. I can use that.

      No, he said, his voice creaking like an old chair. This has to be blood you are emotionally tied to. Remember, in magic, blood is a symbol of power. It isn’t the actual power itself.

      So making someone I like bleed is a symbol? Not really a symbol I want to carry.

      The only way you’ll get more power is if you reach a darker part of yourself. Causing pain is the easiest way there. Causing pain of a loved one is even better.

      His voice had taken on a wet, slurpy sound. If she could see him, she imagined he would be foaming at the mouth about now.

      Why do I think you’re bullshitting me?

      Right now, it is not in my best interest to play games. We have only fifteen seconds before we’re likely to die.

      Fifteen? It was twenty seconds at least thirty seconds ago.

      Time goes slower in the depths of your mind. After all, this whole conversation is made of thoughts alone. Thoughts move much faster than the outside world.

      Made sense, she guessed. Small comfort, though. Once she pulled out of her mind, those fifteen seconds would tick by like seconds always did—too quickly by far.

      Fine, she said (or thought). I draw blood from my dad, say. Everything else works the same.

      Not the same. So…much…better…

      He said the last words as if he were in mid-orgasm. So gross. Good thing she didn’t need him anymore. She shot up through her mind, like a dolphin charging the surface of the water to launch in an arc through the air. Her eyes snapped open just as one of the wolves hammered against the van.

      This time the steering wheel slid through Teresa’s grip. The van lurched to one side. The tires keened as they scraped the pavement going sideways. Jessie felt the van begin to tip. At the speed they were going this van was going to roll and shake the four of them up inside like ice cubes in a blender.

      She reached out and grabbed Craig’s arm, dug her nails in as hard and deep as she could, which was pretty hard since she was a vampire.

      He cried out and gaped at her in surprise.

      Somehow the van righted itself and slammed back down onto all four wheels. Teresa wrangled with the steering wheel, gained control of the van, but they had lost all momentum. The wolves overtook them. One leapt up onto the hood and pawed at the glass in front of Teresa’s face. Another leapt at the shattered window above the side door. It managed to get its front paws hooked inside and its head through the opening, but the window was too small to fit the rest of the oversized wolf.

      The wolf in the window growled at Jessie, his jaws close enough that she could feel its hot, moist breath.

      Clutching her dad’s arm, she felt his blood well up around her fingers. She pushed out her free hand at the wolf and shouted, “Back.”

      As if yanked by an invisible cord, the wolf shot away from the van and through the plate glass window of a drycleaner.

      The feel of her dad’s hand over hers drew her attention back to him. He was trying to pry her hand off without success. In fact, the more he struggled, the more strength Jessie felt, and the harder her grip became.

      “What are you doing?” he asked with pleading in his eyes.

      She opened her mouth, but before she could speak the van came to a jerking halt and sent her sliding off the seat and onto the van floor. She had such a vicious grip on her dad’s arm she ripped loose a hunk of flesh.

      He shouted, nearly coming out of his seat as well, but he bounced off the back of the driver’s seat instead. He clapped his hand over the tear in his arm. His eyes watered.

      Seeing him in pain made Jessie feel awful. It also made her feel even more powerful.

      She got her feet under her and came to a crouched position behind the center console between the driver’s and front passenger’s seats. This gave her a view out the windshield of what had caused Teresa to stop the van. Four of the wolves had managed to circle the van after they lost speed and they now stood in a line across the street like a furry roadblock. The fifth wolf still stood on the van’s hood and had done a fair job of cracking up the windshield in front of Teresa. The safety glass had turned an ocean blue from the amount of cracks with a single, wolf paw-sized hole in the center of the damage.

      Teresa had her pistol out. She fired through the hole, but the wolf had anticipated the attack and jumped away right before she started shooting.

      Jessie lifted her left hand—the one she had hurt her dad with—and noticed the bloody patch of flesh still clutched in her fingers. The smell of electricity rose around her as if she had stepped into a storm cloud with lightning about to strike. Her father’s flesh began to sizzle and pop like bacon in a fry pan. Her stomach turned even while that sense of power swelled inside of her.

      I told you, Gabriel whispered in her consciousness. So…much…better…

      She squeezed her father’s flesh, an instinctive move she would have never made consciously. Her gorge rose, bile hot and sour in the back of her throat. The flesh melted in her hand. Then her hand seemed to absorb the viscous mess. A sound like a vibrating wire filled Jessie’s ears.

      Outside, the wolves formed a growling half-circle around the front of the van. Any second now they would rush the vehicle and claw their way in. From there it wouldn’t take much longer to make a meal out of the four passengers.

      “No,” Jessie said under her breath.

      Adam, Teresa, and her dad shouted back and forth among one another. Jessie barely heard them. Her dad tried to say something to her, too. Jessie ignored him. That buzzing in her ears made it difficult to hear much of anything.

      Once Jessie had absorbed her father’s flesh and blood, she flung
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