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  Chapter One


  Maraba stroked the cheek of the French porcelain doll resting on her lap. It was cold, and streaks of dried blood clotted its hair. Tossing the toy aside, she tried to remember how many times she’d killed. Decades had gone by and memories, people and years ran together, but at least a dozen slayings ticked off in her head as she rocked on her chair. Most of them were other women. Girls she tricked into friendship and sometimes into her bed. How she enjoyed the moment when they trusted her completely, when her talents of persuasion cast an intoxicating spell. She loved the way their eyes widened and their hands began to shake when they realized they’d been duped. She’d start by cutting the flesh from their faces and then she’d scoop out their eyes while they still screamed. Other times she merely called demons and they came to her, disguised as blackbirds, their sharp becks stabbing the tender flesh of her victims, leaving only bone when they’d finished.


  They were sacrifices. Offerings given to devils she’d met in the underworld, deals made so that she’d never grow old—or die.


  “I’ve no other choice,” she murmured as she thought about a time she butchered a red-headed prostitute in downtown Manhattan. It was around 1928, and people were more trusting back then. “Things were so easy years ago.”


  She’d find prey later, maybe a prostitute by the docks, or a homeless woman asleep on a park bench.


  She reached for a small hand mirror at her side, sighing when she realized that the lines around her lips and eyes had deepened overnight. Blood always gave her a lift.


  She stood, grabbed a black-hooded cloak from a hook, quickly and slipped it on. She tucked several hunting knives inside her belt, then made her way to the streets of Middleport Harbor.


  Dark fairies swooped overhead and a banshee wailed in the distance. Other beings hid in darkened corners and crevices—creatures of the night—witch elves, nocturnal dwarves, and leprechauns. Some waited for prey, sniffing when a rodent scurried by, then reaching for it with gnarled fingers. And others merely desired solitude, leaning against brick with arms folded and spindly legs crossed. Most granted Geneva safe passage, whispering nighttime greetings—smiling slightly when she approached, but she knew better than to let her guard down. Her mother had told her stories about lifeforms that attacked without warning, things with sharpened teeth and claws.


  “Sometimes Demons come up from Hell, and they destroy the likes of us. And there are undead creatures doomed to walk the earth for eternity in search of our kind—trapping us, then inflicting suffering beyond imagination,” her mom had warned. “So, be careful, kid.”


  Now Geneva hunched her shoulders, and she noted things in spiraling mist, flashes of silvery fluttering wings, and bony hands waving as she passed by. For a moment she thought that she smelled the faint odor of fresh blood wafting on the October wind. The sound of a single church bell from the cathedral by the sea emerged—mournful and ominous. Didn’t the priests ring it sometimes when a death had occurred? Or was it merely to guide a boat back to shore as fog rolled onto the pier? The blood had to be from a rat or raccoon—one that a night creature had killed.


  Geneva whispered to herself, “Everything’s all right…get it together, girl.” She straightened her shoulders, and then she held her breath as she strolled into an alley between Vito’s Pizza and the Middleport Harbor bookstore. Autumn leaves flurried into the dark passage and wind whipped at her back, sending a chill up her spine. She took a few more steps and a dark shape manifested when headlights from the main road shined momentarily, revealing a thin woman, dressed in a beat-up bomber jacket and threadbare jeans. A mischievous smile spread across the woman’s face as she surveyed the contents of a filthy duffel bag


  Geneva laughed slightly, and then called out, “Rina?”


  She gave a quick wave, and then moved quickly to Rina’s side. “What are you up to?”


  The woman smiled again, flashing discolored teeth. “I just scored outside Jessup’s Market. Got me some grub, but one of the cashiers chased me away.”


  “Always the scavenger, my friend,” Geneva said softly, grinning slightly.


  Rina shrugged, “Done it as long as I can remember. My mother was too busy for me most times…just trying to keep us fed. When we lived in the city, she did some seamstress work, when she wasn’t picking up men in bars. She spent hours working at her old sewing machine. I remember wanting candy so bad—just a piece of chocolate—and there was none in the house. I didn’t have money to go to the store.”


  “I’m so sorry that you went without things that normal kids took for granted,” Geneva said as her smile faded.


  “Oh, I got my candy.” Rina crossed her arms and puffed out her chest defiantly.


  “How?”


  “The women who visited my mother to have their clothes altered walked around like they owned the world. They had lacquered hair and wore too much eyeliner. They laid their expensive dresses on the work table, ordering my mother to raise a hem, or tuck a seam. My mother just nodded her head, then asked them to change into the outfits, so that she could take measurements and the like. And while she did that, I went into the kitchen and snooped through their handbags. I looked at myself in their gilded compact mirrors, and sometimes I stole loose change from the bottom of those purses. Once I found a twenty crumpled inside a wad of sales slips…a bit of cash that probably had been missing for a while. That’s how I got my candy.”


  “You’ve always been naughty, kiddo,” Geneva said with a bit of laughter in her voice. Then she clutched Rina’s shoulder. “Look, if you need anything, just call me. I worry about you.” She rubbed a hand over Rina’s shoulder, noting gouges and deep grooves in her leather jacket,


  “I’ll be all right. We’re hunters, and we all can protect ourselves when we have to,” Rina said softly.


  Geneva knew better than to try to convince Rina to change her way of life, but it was her friend’s nature to live off what others discarded, and to reside underground. She looked upward, noting the dark sky, and then she patted Rina on the shoulder. “Hey, look. Tell the homeless to stay close to their tents, and the fires, tonight.”


  Rina nodded, and then slipped her duffel bag onto her shoulder. “I always do.” Her eyes twinkled amid deep lines and puckered skin. “Look, man, I got over a dozen boxes of cereal, and two bags of apples. Expiration dates and bruised fruit don’t bother me much.”


  “Yeah, good for you, just be careful, all right?”


  Rina tilted her head and studied Geneva for a moment before speaking. “Are you all right?”


  “My mom isn’t doing too well, keeps saying it won’t be long before she goes.”


  Rina shook her head. “I’m sorry. If there’s any—”


  “It’s something that’s going to happen to us all sooner or later. It’s a fact of life for the lycanthrope. Just do what I’ve asked…please?”


  “I know that my time is coming, too. Don’t want to think about it yet.” She gave a mock salute, and said, “I’ll take care of the down-and-out, don’t worry. See you soon.”


  “Stay safe,” whispered Geneva.


  Rina spun on her heels, jogged out of the alley and onto the boulevard, clutching the duffel bag and gazing upward. She disappeared around the corner, and then a bloodcurdling howl erupted when the moon appeared on the horizon, and then a series of sobs emerged from above.


  Geneva diverted her gaze upward, noting white powder falling from a darkening sky. A mournful sigh arose with the beating of massive wings.


  Milk-white fingers appeared, weaving in and out of tumbling snow, ice-covered and slender; and then a ghostly figure materialized from the gloom. An eternal wanderer, standing atop the bookstore roof, red hair billowing and her gaze fixed on the sea. Deep sorrow filled Geneva as she envisioned the lost soul wandering the earth, her penance for dealing with darker powers, and Geneva asked herself why so many of them were now haunting Middleport Harbor.


  She’d seen one outside her home the night before, and there had been others on the beach. Were they following her, or someone that she loved?


  The being’s gaze flickered to Geneva, and then the white humanoid face altered into one of the wolf. The creature bayed, and then images of sharp teeth tearing into flesh invaded Geneva’s mind, and she hoped that the inhabitants of Middleport Harbor—human, animal, and phenomenal—remained safe.


  The creature spiraled upward, disappearing into black clouds, but Geneva knew she’d return, and that there was someone she’d take with her before she left the harbor.


  Geneva willed Rina back to where the fires burned, and to security—hoping that her friend could keep innocent people away from harm. Her friend was wild, and sometimes unreliable, but she cared for people who were destitute.


  Now Geneva had other things to deal with, so she made her way through murky streets, back to the Victorian house that existed as one of the city’s iconic lodgings, an old Victorian house which served as a bed and breakfast—a place that had been in her family for decades, and where the women of the Bento family were doomed to die.
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