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      The truck I drove stuttered and coughed as I shifted gears. I’d been gentle with it, speaking kind words and gentle spells to the mechanical beast, but my magical strength worked better on fire than on a machine. Still, it didn’t hurt to try, especially since the last fueling station I had passed was miles away.

      You can do it, girl. I know this trek is rough, but we can get there. The sooner we arrive, the sooner we leave.

      I didn’t know who needed the pep talk more: the truck or me.

      The road curved, and as I crested a hill, Obsidian City loomed ahead of me. It was forever shrouded in a bespelled night; a haven for the vampires. Spikes of skyscrapers rambled along the horizon like shards of dark crystal. A beacon of civilization from the ruins of what was once been Chicago.

      The darkling splendor was a testament that humans had magic all their own, once upon a time, though they had called it ingenuity and willpower. But then a century ago, the Fae ripped a hole between worlds, and soon, monsters that were bigger, stronger, and unkillable used Earth—and the mortal plane—as their battleground. When the dust settled and the Otherworldly allies beat the Fae enemies back to their side of the rift, humans became the bottom of the food chain. We were fast becoming an endangered species.

      At least some good came out of the conflict. Many humans could absorb the extra magic that spilled over from the rift in the veil. Most could live longer lives and had become impervious to most illnesses.

      Then there were the few who inherited a little bit... extra. People like me, who lived near a rift-spot, gained gifts that were best left secret to the general population. We lived in a commune in what was once a suburban city. Whatever the name once was, we called our home The Springs now.

      It was fitting since it was a pocket of perpetual greenery, a remnant of what the Fae had left behind. The edge of the magic petered out somewhere along the old highway. Any hint of sunshine was obliterated into a void, ensuring that Obsidian City was left in eternal darkness.

      A familiar warmth filled my belly. An answer to the thunderous drumming of my heart. It was magic answering my fear, becoming like a coiled snake inside of me, ready to strike.

      If I weren’t careful, it would consume me.

      The one thing I fought for control. The vampires made it so hard for me to remember my training, but if I wanted to prove to the coven that I was ready for more, then I needed to show that I could control myself. All of myself.

      “Geez Eden, breathe.” Helen’s voice was a little alarmed. “You’ll bend the steering wheel, gripping it like that.”

      I looked down to see that I had my fingers so tight around it that my knuckles were white. Considering my golden bronzed skin tone, that was saying something. Stretching my fingers and adjusting my grip, I envisioned a hidden meadow in a forest, snow falling silently among the trees. A visualization technique that always worked to quiet my mind.

      “Sorry, you know how these vampires can really get to me,” I said.

      “Yeah, I hear you. But if you let them get to you, then they’ll win.”

      I clenched my teeth. “They already won when they destroyed my family.”

      Helen heaved a sigh. “Now, now there’s no need to get yourself worked up about the past. Besides, you’re not sure if what happened to your parents was because of vampires.”

      I shot a glance at Helen before looking back on the road. “I can’t believe you would say that. What else could it have been then?”

      Authorities found my parents empty and lifeless while I was still a little girl. I didn’t remember them, but child services found me sitting by their bodies, eyes closed, my small hand curled around my mother’s finger. There were times like now that I could almost feel her in my palm.

      I still didn’t know the memories I repressed, but all the current elders, including Helen, believed that it was best not to dig too deeply, at least not now.

      The one good thing I remembered was a word of power my mother had said, and I’d tucked it inside of my heart ever since. Her last word. I had practiced using it over the years in secret.

      I wanted to be angry with Helen, but she was right. This was not the time. We were on a simple assignment. Deliver the blood tithes, settle our accounts for another season, and be on our way.

      I drove us within the city limits now, and just being here in the oppressive weight of night kept me on my guard. “OK, so which way do we go?”

      Helen consulted her map, muttering under her breath. “I always get turned around… here it is!” She tilted her chin straight ahead. “You will go down the street and turn left. Then, take your third right. I’ll tell you when it’s time.”

      I rarely made these runs. This was my first time out on a special dispensation from the coven, and my first blood tithe.

      Merideth, the high priestess, said that it would do me good to serve those I hated so much. Something about the action developing character. If she meant it would help me keep my weapons clean and sharp, then she had the right idea.

      The streets were empty as we drove along. Even though it was perpetual night, the vampires who lived in the city instinctively knew that outside of the magical shields, it was full daylight. They would be dead to the world for a few hours yet. Only the old ones could break the hold of the day.

      Other creatures made their home in a dark city, but humans rarely fared well when inside one for too long.

      Helen indicated the turn of the road I needed to take, and I followed her directions. It led to a rectangle of green in the middle of the city. This was Memorial Park, the site of the peace treaty that allowed for all the invading non-humans to sign an accord.

      The only part of the accord that interested me was the fact that humans were off-limits from open slaughter, and if we produced blood tithes for the masters of the city, then we would be allowed to live.

      We were little more than branded chattel.

      I hated kowtowing to the vampires, but the fact remained, we were food in this eat or be eaten world. And the vampires were one of the few Otherworlders who defied the Fae and set up boundaries between worlds. Like this park.

      We drove up onto the grassy area and I parked on the fine gravel designated as the parking area in the middle of the green. The car that carried the tributes — those who agreed to be the blood donors—pulled up beside me.

      We made our drop appointment just in time. We didn’t want to stay in Obsidian City longer than necessary. Besides, it would be foolish to stay past dark, banner of peace or not.

      Helen cranked down the window of the truck and hailed the driver of the car. Derek sat behind the wheel. He had kept the car running. He had the right idea. If I weren’t afraid of the truck’s clunky engine exploding, I would’ve left it idling as well. 

      “Did you get a hail or a message?” Helen called.

      “No new messages. Why, have you heard something?” Derek asked.

      Helen shook her head. “No, and that’s the problem. All the other deliveries. Our contact was never late. In fact, many times, they were early, escorting us into the park as if they were tour guides. There are always people waiting or they would just appear as soon as we drove in.”

      Vampires had a way of using smoke to travel. The old ones were powerful enough to make it seem as if they appeared from out of nowhere. But if you looked very, very closely, you could see the tendrils of the smoke that was a harbinger of their arrival.

      “I will see what the holdup is,” Helen said, taking out her phone.

      A slither of something cold and reptilian caressed the side of my body. It was a light touch, discreet and unwanted, flowing over my left arm.

      No one else was in this cab with us, and yet something had brushed up against me, pressing against me insistently. “Something doesn’t feel right,” I said.

      “Don’t jump to the negative, Eden. Sometimes you just have to keep the faith. Think positive.”

      I glanced at Helen out of the corner of my eye. Even she didn’t believe the platitudes that were spilling from her mouth. Her eyes were glassy, and the way she chewed on her lower lip was an obvious tell that she was not liking just sitting here.

      Something was wrong.

      “Do you think we should call it into Merideth?” I asked. As high priestess of our coven, Merideth liked for us to update her about any changes in our plans.

      “No, I’ll call Merideth when it is time. There’s no need to alarm anyone of something that might be just a routine delay.”

      “But this isn’t routine. You said so yourself.” I wanted to press the issue, but there was a change in the atmosphere. Something was coming, displacing the surrounding air. It felt as if someone cannon balled into a pool, and the splash of water hit us. But instead of water, it was magic.

      I was momentarily stunned, frozen in my seat by the unexpected tide.

      Out of the shadows between buildings, pairs of glowing red and amber eyes signaled the approach of Otherworldly creatures. Vampires. And they didn’t look like they were here to oversee a tithe transfer and balance their ledgers.

      No. They were here to feed. Wherever they had been, these vampires were closer to ghouls—so emaciated were they, that they could tip into a feeding frenzy at any moment.

      Something held them back, though. A frisson of energy—a mix of elemental magic and something I couldn’t name—trickled over me, and robbed me of breath. It was primal, dark, and seductive.

      I wanted to be anywhere but here. My arms were useless, my legs immobile. All I could do was to witness the horror before me as the writhing mob of undead pressed forward.

      No! This was not how I would die, still and helpless, waiting for slaughter.

      Not today. Not like them. Not like my parents.

      I clenched my hands into fists and contracted the coiling magic in my gut.

      “Eden! What are you doing?”

      I didn’t waste my focus answering Helen’s horrified tone. Instead, I released the tension, and an orange and red snake danced around the vehicles, growing larger and larger. It formed a giant ring around us, swallowing its tail before erupting into flames.

      I was drained, but satisfied. At least now we had a shield.

      “That was foolish and reckless,” Helen spat. “A waste of energy and magic.”

      Waste? I would beg to differ. “First of all, raising a shield is never a waste, and second of all, fire is comforting, and third of all, you can move now. You’re welcome.”

      “I—” Helen started, gesturing with her hands before realizing she could flex them once more. “What in the world kind of spell could immobilize you without you knowing it?” She shook her head violently. Now was not the time for discussions on magical theory and physics, and she knew it.

      Instead, Helen
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