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      I crept into Kenna’s room, which was probably an odd thing to do since my entire reason for being there was to wake her up. 

      The moonlight slanted through the partially open sheer white curtain which fluttered in the light, early summer breeze. My eyes adjusted slowly in the light, and I looked down at my daughter, my heart swelling with pride as I took in her beauty. Her skin was clear and fine, her cheek gently curved, and a small smile played on her lips, as if she was in the middle of a contented dream. In sleep, her face relaxed like that, she looked like what she was: a young woman testing her independence, and yet still the child who depended on me. That’s what I liked to think anyway, although given she’d been away from home at college in Raleigh, I suspected the truth was a little different from what I liked to believe.

      As I took a step closer to her bed with its white coverlet and pink throw cushions that were bunched up behind her tousled strawberry blonde hair, a floorboard creaked under my weight, and her eyes flashed open. In the same instant she sat bolt upright, the bedsprings twanging and groaning as they gave in to the quick ascent of the bed.

      “Mom, what are you doing in here?” she asked, her voice high with fright. “I thought it was a burglar.”

      I dropped my hand from my chest, where it had risen to when she sat up so fast. I’d been around too many monsters to be relaxed at things moving in the dark, even if it was my beloved only child.

      I giggled aloud at my nerves, embarrassment washing over me.

      “What are you laughing at?” Kenna asked. She turned and looked at her phone, the time glowing green in the gloom of her bedroom. “For heaven’s sake, it’s after midnight. I thought you went to bed when I did.”

      “Sorry, darling. You scared me by springing up like that.” I giggled again.

      “I scared you, Mom? What do you think you did to me?”

      “I’m sorry, darling. You reminded me of a vampire popping up from his coffin.”

      Kenna leaned over and put the bedside light on, then turned and stared at me, her expression inscrutable.

      She was wearing a pink tank top, and I smiled at that. Pink had been her favorite color since she’d been a little girl, and I loved that even as a young woman, there were still hints of the child she’d been.

      She squinted at me and brushed her hair off her face. “Mom, you haven’t been drinking, have you?”

      I blinked. “Of course not. You know I’m only a social drinker.”

      “Well, to be fair, no one would blame you if you’d taken to the bottle. I mean, after what Dad did to you, it would hardly be a shock.”

      She was right. What woman whose ex had an affair with their best friend, then had a baby with them, wouldn’t turn to booze for comfort?

      I shook my head. “Thanks, darling. But I haven’t. I never drink when I’m alone.” 

      Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true, but my daughter didn’t need to know that. Of course after what Jim had done everything changed. Then after Jim left, the dynamics in the house changed again after Kenna went away to college to study veterinary science. Sometimes after a trying day in the school office, or a hard night of monster hunting in New Orleans, I’d come back to the empty house and feel a little low. And I’d have the occasional glass of wine by myself.

      Of course it wasn’t lost on me that it would be nicer to have someone with me at home so I didn’t have to drink alone, but life hadn’t turned out that way. 

      “Anyway, Mom, why the vampire analogy?” Kenna’s tone was accusatory and she shook her head, a small scowl crossing her face. “No one’s ever compared me to a bloodsucking Count Dracula before.”

      “Darling, that Count Dracula thing is a gross generalization about vampires. Anyone could be a vampire…just a normal person that you meet anywhere. They don’t have to have white skin, bloodshot eyes, and wear tuxedos with white shirts and red capes over them.”

      “Ah, Mom…exactly how many vampires have you known?” She giggled, but she wouldn’t have laughed if she knew I’d come across a few vampires in the time since I’d become a monster hunter.

      I thought back to Jim’s first lawyer, a vampire whom I’d killed, and it occurred to me that, apart from the tuxedo, he pretty much fulfilled the generalization of what a vampire looked like.

      “And it’s not only men who are vampires,” I said. “There are women vampires too, you know. They’re called vampiresses.”

      “Don’t you mean vamps?” Kenna had a strange expression on her face, but I didn’t pay it too much attention.

      “Ah, some people refer to succubi as vamps.”

      “Huh?”

      “Succubi and female vampires both have seductive powers, and they both use their beauty and charm to manipulate their male victims.” I thought back to last year, when Jim had been seduced by a succubus. If it hadn’t been for some intervention from Attie, Camille, Derek and I, Kenna might have another little brother or sister on the way, this one the product of a human-demon coupling. “Both creatures feed on the vitality of their victims, one through semen, and one from blood.”

      I was keen to show off all my newfound knowledge, but it didn’t impress my daughter.

      In an even higher, squeakier voice, she said, “Eek, Mom, I don’t want to hear this.” Then after a pause of two seconds she said, “You’re taking drugs, aren’t you?” Her tone told me it wasn’t a question, but an accusation.

      The idea was so preposterous that this time I laughed out loud. “No, no, no. Of course I’m not taking drugs.” I wiped the tears of laughter from my eyes, hoping it would stop me from getting hysterical.

      “So why do you sound so knowledgeable about these creatures, Mom? I’ve never heard you talk about demons before.”

      “Right.” Of course I didn’t talk about things like that. I had a good Catholic upbringing, after all.

      I knew she wanted an answer so the only thing I could do was ad lib and lie. “I, um…learned about them last year. At Halloween. A lot of the kids at school were doing projects, and there was…um, stuff hung up in the corridors.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty weird. Back when I was in middle school, the teachers didn’t want the kids to get scared.”

      “Well, Halloween,” I said lamely. “It’s all about scaring the kids, isn’t it?”

      “I guess so,” she replied dubiously.

      Keen to placate my daughter and her concerns about my welfare, I said, “Kenna, don’t worry about me. I’m not doing anything I shouldn’t be doing.”

      I didn’t add, nothing I could tell her about, anyway. I wasn’t ready to share that my mission in life was ridding New Orleans of monsters, one beast at a time.

      I’d never be ready to share that particular titbit of information with my girl. Because if I did, she’d never look at me the same way again. And Kenna’s love and respect were the cornerstones of my world.

      “So Mom, what on earth are you doing in here? Couldn’t you sleep?”

      I took a breath before delivering the news, because now she’d think I had truly lost my marbles, given the time of night.

      “I came in to get you up, Kenna.”

      “Get me up?” Her eyebrows shot up, giving her sleepy face a comical look.

      “Yes, hurry, and pack. We’re leaving right now.”

      “Leaving?” She looked at the time on her phone again, then back at me, confused. “What do you mean ‘leaving’?” I could tell she didn’t know if she was living in an altered reality, or I was.

      “Leaving as in getting out of the house.”

      “Why would we do that? It’s the middle of the night. Where are we going?” I didn’t answer her questions, and then next thing I heard was a long, drawn out sigh before she asked, “Mom, what’s going on?”

      I was the mother, and she was the child, and I reasoned that I didn’t have to explain why we were leaving the house in the middle of the night, and where we were going. “Never mind where we’re going.”

      “Sorry, that’s not a good enough answer.”

      As she started up again with her comments and questions, I put my hands up, palm outwards, the universal signal for ‘stop’. And then in case she didn’t understand my hand gesture, I said, “Kenna, stop. No arguments, please. You’re already awake⁠—”

      “Yeah, thanks to you⁠—”

      “So don’t argue. Get up and pack.”

      “Mom, I came back from Raleigh to have a nice, peaceful break with you this summer. No classes, nothing to have to get up for. Not to be dragged up in the middle⁠—”

      I walked out as she was still speaking, the only way of showing her that I had the upper hand in this conversation. As I walked along the landing, I heard her getting out of bed and then moving around. With a small smile, I hurried back into my own room.

      I’d already packed. Always a light traveller, I had a small black bag filled with a few essentials: underwear, black pants and jeans, a couple of small tops, and a sweater, in case the weather turned, which it often did at the start of summer. I’d packed a few other things as well, but they were items I’d already carried downstairs before waking my daughter and put in the back of the minivan.

      I didn’t want Kenna asking questions. Questions such as: What’s in that other bag, Mom? It’s not Dad’s old sports bag, is it? And why is it making that clanging noise?

      How did you tell your daughter, as you were leaving home in the middle of the night, that yes, you were carrying your ex husband’s old sports bag, and it had two samurai swords in it? Because who in the hell left the house in the middle of the night carrying two samurai swords?

      I knew the answer to that.

      A nut job.

      I could imagine Kenna’s eyes widening in alarm, and then another round of questioning. Why are you bringing swords, Mom? They’re not Dad’s samurai swords, are they? Is someone after us? Then, always the logical one, Kenna would reason that if someone was after us, there were more efficient weapons than swords. Don’t you have a gun?

      Of course I didn’t have a gun, and even if I did, I suspected using a gun when fighting monsters might be considered unsportsmanlike. It was something I’d never thought about before, but there wasn’t time at the moment. We had to leave.

      “Are you ready, Kenna?” I called five minutes later, and poked my head in her door.

      “Yes, I’m ready, Mom.” She gestured to the bag she’d brought with her from Raleigh. It was considerably larger than mine and stuffed with bright-colored clothing for her summer holiday at home.

      “Okay, let’s get in the car.” We went downstairs and out into the garage, and after putting our bags in, we climbed into the minivan. I opened the door with the remote, and we drove out, into the shadowy Belle Chasse streets. It was dark, but not dark enough to obscure the fact that this neighborhood that I called home—and would continue to do so given I’d gotten the house in the divorce—was quiet and respectable at any time of the day or night.

      Kenna was silent in the car for about three minutes, but then as we turned at the end of the street, she started badgering me again. “Mom, you’ve really scared me tonight. You have to tell me what’s going on, and where we’re going.”

      “It will all become clear, darling.”

      As I drove through the suburbs, she kept guessing, and finally, when I got onto the highway that led north and around Lake Pontchartrain, she let out a big ‘aaah’.

      “What?” I said, glancing over at her. “Have you finally figured it out?”

      “Mom, we’re going to the lake, aren’t we?”

      “Yes. We are.”

      “So we’re leaving in the middle of the night to go to the lake?”

      “Yes. It’s a change of scenery, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it’s beautiful there. But still, Mom, the middle of the night?”

      “It’ll be great,” I said, changing gears as I put my foot down. The highway was deserted at this time of night, and I figured we might make the lake within the two hours it usually took to drive there. “And it’s an adventure going in the middle of the night, isn’t it?”

      Kenna was quiet for a moment, too quiet, and then a moment later she asked, “So our leaving in the middle of the night has nothing to do with Grandma Delaney showing up at breakfast for the past week, and staying for the whole day?”

      I squirmed in my seat. “Maybe a little,” I admitted, trying to sound casual.

      I loved how close Kenna and I were, but I hated how well she knew me. And as much as my mother was driving me mad with her full-on visits, she was Kenna’s grandmother and I didn’t want to do anything to undermine that.

      “Maybe a lot?” Kenna asked.

      “It’s more that I thought we could have a last hurrah before you go back to college.”

      “Yeah, right, Mom. That’s your story. You stick to it.”

      We turned and smiled at each other, and I saw her grumpiness, at being dragged from her sleep, disappear. Like me, Kenna loved being at the lake, and there was no nicer way for her to end her break at home by having time in nature with Attie and me. I needed my girl to go back to college rested and relaxed, because the next academic year would be her toughest one yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      We pulled off the highway an hour and a half later, a record drive in terms of speed, thanks to the empty after-midnight road. I was tiring at that stage, and it was with a sense of relief that I pulled off onto the gravel track that led to the cottages. When we pulled up outside Attie’s owner’s cottage, Kenna spoke, her voice puzzled.

      “This is odd, Mom. The place is in darkness. That’s not like Attie. I would have expected she’d be up to meet us, or at least left a light on for us. I hope nothing happened.”

      I squirmed in the car seat, coughed lightly, and said, “Attie doesn’t exactly know we’re coming.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Oh. Does she expect us in the morning?”

      I bit my lip. “No. She’s not expecting us at all.”

      She turned shocked eyes to me. “Sheesh, Mom, what’s going on with you? We’re turning up in the middle of the night and Attie doesn’t expect us. Has it occurred to you that maybe there won’t be a cottage available for us to stay in?”

      I was silent, because I hadn’t thought of that. As Kenna pointed out earlier, I had gone to bed at the same time as her, and it wasn’t until I was in bed, drifting off to sleep, that my mind wandered to my mother, and her incessant visits. It annoyed me, because I wanted to have some alone time with Kenna given she’d been away at college, and even apart from that, my mother was the most irritating person you could come across, even in a city as large as New Orleans. So while I was lying in bed stewing about it, and realizing she’d turn up in the morning, I’d decided the best thing to do was not be at home when she arrived. If I just went out to the grocery store, she’d wait around, so I needed Kenna and I to go further afield. I had the sort of personality that, having decided something, I needed to execute it without delay, which is why I’d gotten out of bed again, packed my bags, and then gone and woken Kenna.

      “No,” I admitted. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Mom, it’s the beginning of the summer. That’s peak season for tourist operators. Of course Attie will be booked out.”

      I flushed in the darkness of the car, because in my haste to get out of New Orleans and away from my mother, I selfishly hadn’t thought of anyone else.

      “She’ll find somewhere for us,” I said defensively. “It’s not as if we can drive back to New Orleans at this time of the night, is it? And there’s nowhere else to stay.”

      We sat in the car for a few minutes, not saying much, as I tried to decide if we should go back. Thankfully, as I was almost deciding that would be the best option, the porch light of Attie’s cottage came on, a sign that someone was up. Of course they would be: the sound of my minivan coming down the gravel drive and pulling up outside at two in the morning would wake anyone up.

      “Well, let’s go in. Someone’s up now.” I opened the car door, grabbed my bag and walked up the porch steps, with Kenna following with her large suitcase, muttering about how embarrassed she was to be turning up and waking Attie and Gunner up at this time of night.

      At the top of the steps I tried the door but it was locked. Then a few seconds later, we saw Gunner coming through to the reception area, pulling on a shirt and hastily buttoning it, but not before I noticed his ripped abdomen and chest. I nearly commented how lucky Attie was to have a gorgeous wolf shifter, but just in time remembered Kenna didn’t know he was a wolf shifter, and I didn’t want to give her any more ammunition to have me committed to a state institution.

      “He’s a good looking older man,” Kenna whispered, taking the wind out of my sails. “Mom, you need to start dating now that the divorce is through.”

      Before I could answer, Gunner strode over and threw the porch door open. Then he called back over his shoulder, “Attie. Get up!”

      “She’ll be super excited to see you, Diana, Kenna. Come on in.” He leaned over and grabbed my bag and Kenna’s at the same time, and we followed him into the reception area.

      Before we could even say a word to Gunner, though, Attie’s voice came loud and clear from the back. “I’m not getting up, you stupid mutt. It’s the middle of the night.”

      Gunner looked pained and I could see he was embarrassed. “Attie, my love⁠—”

      “I’m warning you, Gunner,” Attie yelled from the bedroom. “If you don’t stop this, it’s going to be the floor for you when you come back to bed.”

      Gunner flashed a pained expression at me, half annoyance with Attie, and half mortification at the way she’d spoken to him.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” I said, walking past him. Then when I was through into the living quarters, I called out, “Attie, it’s Diana. Kenna and I are here.”

      “Gunner, why didn’t you say it was Diana and Kenna? I swear you can be so stupid.” I heard Attie getting out of bed, and the next minute she appeared, pulling a mannish checked winter dressing gown around her, which must have been way too hot.

      Gunner asked, “What brings you ladies here…at 2am?”

      I glanced at Kenna, who grinned at me. “You know,” I told Gunner and Attie. “A  girls’ trip.”

      Kenna coughed discreetly. “That’s code for Grandma Delaney has been driving Mom crazy.”

      “What’s Grace been doing?” Attie asked.

      “She’s been turning up at the house every day for breakfast,” Kenna told her, “and she doesn’t leave until after dinner. I don’t mind, but Mom can’t cope with it.”

      “You know Grace,” I said to Attie.

      “Yes, she does love you both.” Attie grinned at me and I appreciated her diplomacy in front of Kenna. “Anyway, Diana, on to practicalities. While I’d love to direct you to your usual cottage, I don’t have anything available.” She shrugged apologetically. “There are no openings, as I had a last minute booking. It’s the beginning of the peak season. I’m sorry but not sorry.” She grinned. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say I love the way this place has turned around. It’s gone from a rundown ghost town to a thriving retreat. Thanks in part to Gunner.”

      “Is that your way of apologizing for suggesting I might have to sleep on the floor tonight, my love?” He put his arm around her and pulled her to him momentarily.

      “Anyway, Diana, you and Kenna can stay here with us. But the two of you will have to share a bedroom.”

      “That’s fine,” I told her. “I’m grateful you can put us up.” I cast an apologetic look at Kenna, who gave me her best ‘I told you so’ look.

      “Come on in,” she said, leading us to the bedroom. “Fortunately the bed’s already made up but let’s see what else you need.”

      We followed Attie, but I didn’t want to disturb her any longer, given I’d already got her out of bed. “We have everything we need, Attie. You go back to bed. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      “That sounds good,” Attie told me. “Of course, after being woken up at this time, it will take me hours to get back to sleep, so don’t expect an early breakfast.”

      Kenna winced with embarrassment but I knew Attie’s gruff ways weren’t to be taken to heart, and I just nodded.

      Attie marched back off to the bedroom, leaving Gunner with us.

      “It’s always nice to see you both,” he said, “no matter what time of the day or night it is.”

      With that he left, and Kenna and I sank down on the comfortable, but small, double bed. My bed at home was king sized, but I was grateful that, after such a long drive, Attie hadn’t turned us away.

      “Mom, did you hear the way Attie spoke to Gunner?” Kenna whispered to me.

      “Yes, she was a little hard on him.” My voice was as low as hers.

      She shook her head in disapproval. “I really like Attie, but telling Gunner he could sleep on the floor…he isn’t a dog for heaven’s sake.”

      I thought about what Kenna said
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